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1

WELCOME TO THE ASYLUM


Hiral sat back and rolled his shoulders, upper body stiff from how he’d been hunched over the workbench, but couldn’t help but smile at the progress. The shattered… stuff… he’d gotten as the dungeon reward from the Troblin Throne sat organized and sorted back to a semblance of its former shape. Using the flowing script inscribed within the crystal itself, he’d been able to carefully align the hundreds of broken shards until they formed a flat ring almost two and a half feet in diameter.

“Still no idea what you do,” he said to the ring quietly, fingers practically itching to start using his Mold Crystal ability to mend the seams. Considering he’d gotten the item for basically soloing the zone-capping dungeon, it had to be good… whatever it was.

But…

Hiral’s eyes drifted up from the bench to the red glow of the Asylum’s central room just beyond the workshop door. They’d arrived there just around twenty hours ago to be met with Dr. Benza’s shocking proclamation.

“If you’re seeing this version of me, it can only mean one thing—the magic keeping Fallen Reach in the sky is failing,” Dr. Benza’s tired image had said. “You need to act. You need to save it. If you don’t, within one year, the island and everybody on it will be destroyed.”

Then, before anybody even had a moment to really digest the words, he’d continued. “Accessing PIMs. Access complete. PIMs of suitable power to achieve necessary results not detected. Failure calculated at 98.3%. Shutting down external access to run crisis response scenarios.

“External access to be restored in approximately twenty-four hours.”

Dr. Benza had then vanished without another word, leaving the entry room with its ominous blood-red glow, the interface unresponsive to the party. Maybe, in a way, that’d been for the best. Considering everything that had happened—the deaths of four friends and the… loss… of Picoli—the group needed a rest. The Fallen Reach crisis wasn’t something they could do anything about immediately anyway, so the forced twenty-four hours of downtime after so long on the run? Not a bad thing.

Needing to stretch his legs, Hiral got up and began to slowly pace around the central workbench. As he did, his fingers traced along the tabletop while his mind replayed the events that had brought him there. The first long edge of the table was like his time without a class—his time on Fallen Reach as the Everfail. It made sense it was the longest part of the table—it’d been the longest part of his life, after all—but still, that wasn’t who he was. Yes, it had shaped him. No, it didn’t define him.

He reached the corner, which represented when he’d jumped off the Growers’ island. Twice. Two jumps and one turning point that’d brought him to the surface with Seena, Nivian, Yanily, Wule, and Vix. Hiral’s steps faltered slightly as Vix crossed his mind, but he pushed it aside; that part of the journey was further down the table. For now, this short end of the table represented those first chaotic hours on the surface. The search for Seena’s sister, Seeyela, and her party. The run-in with the Shapers from Fallen Reach who’d captured and planned to kill the Growers.

And, most importantly, at the next turning point—the next corner of the table—his getting a class. Never in a million rotations—or years, as Dr. Benza preferred to call them—would he have predicted the crystal monster that’d chased them gifting him a class. But it had, and his entire world had changed.

That led him to the next long section of the table, representing the first part of their time stranded on the surface. With their way back blocked by the Shapers, they’d done the only thing they could—returned to the dungeon. What followed were arguably some of the best times in Hiral’s life, despite the circumstances: Challenge. Growth.

Friends.

Real friends. Oh, and his doubles, Left and Right.

Hiral shook his head a bit at that. It was surreal literally talking to two different versions of himself complete with their own abilities, thoughts, and personalities. It was also enlightening and brutally honest.

His fingers continued along the table as memories of their battles in the first two dungeons, Troblin Keep and The Mire, played out in his head. The Troblin bosses—the summoning ritual, the Butcher, and finally the Eloquent Duke—had been a literal trial by fire, packed with explosive growth. The Runic Hand Cannons he’d gotten there, along with the experience using his new runes, had led to his evolved fighting style. In The Mire, the King and Queen of the Swamp, The Scholarly Sealer, and finally the monstrous hydra, The Prince of the Swamp, had forced the party to work together like never before to survive. To thrive.

His reward for surviving that dungeon had been the legendary, S-Rank Emperor’s Greatsword, and his eyes went to where the broken blade rested on another nearby table. He still had a quest to repair it, but even in its current state, it was fearsomely powerful.

All in all, things had been going pretty well… until he got to the next corner of the table.

The corner where everything changed. It was then that the Enemy had found them. The thing Dr. Benza had warned them about. He turned the corner slowly, and in the short edge of the table, Hiral relived watching his friends die. Lonil the tank, smashed into the ground. Vix, his party-mate and friend, yanked into the dark, night sky. Picoli, possessed by the Enemy, and her fist through Balyo’s chest. Even Fitch, asshole that he was, was gone.

After they’d barely escaped the carnage with their lives, Hiral had somehow managed to solo the third and final dungeon of the area, the Troblin Throne. That’d opened the path to the Asylum. It was a success that would’ve been celebrated any other time.

Still, so many lost in such a short time, and Hiral lifted his hand from the table before he got to the next corner. What would come after the next big change when the Asylum interface unlocked?

“Not something I’ll find an answer to walking circles around a table by myself,” Hiral muttered, taking one look at the shattered ring on the table, then spinning on his heel and exiting the workshop.

After the initial shock of Dr. Benza’s words, the party had mainly dragged themselves to one of the beds in the dormitory area and then collapsed into unconsciousness. With Left and Right keeping watch, just in case, they’d slept for hours.

Hiral hadn’t been the first to awaken—he’d found Seena and Seeyela out in the living area chatting quietly, but it’d looked like they needed time. So, he’d given it to them, going to explore the multi-tiered training room and then losing himself in fixing the crystal ring in the workshop. Now… now it was time to see how the others were doing.

Following the rhythmic thunking of metal on wood, Hiral peeked into the kitchen first.

“Hey,” he said, spotting Nivian in a floral apron behind the counter, a mountain of chopped vegetables beside him. “What you making?”

“Hey Hiral. Stew,” Nivian said, looking up while still chopping. “Figured we could use something a bit more wholesome than rations. The pantry is fully stocked, and the garden over there”—he nodded his head in the direction of another door—“is surprisingly extensive. I think there’s even a section further for small animals like rabbits.”

“Are they covered in spikes, or Elites?” Hiral asked with a chuckle.

“Heh, not the one I saw,” the tank said. “Er, though I didn’t View it, so it might be Elite. Wouldn’t that just be something? A killer rabbit in here with us?”

“Dr. Benza seemed like he was kind of a sadist, so I wouldn’t be surprised,” Hiral said. “Do you need any help with dinner?”

“Just need you to keep Left and Right out of here,” Nivian said, actually stopping the knife to point at Hiral. “If I hear one more comment about needing more salt…”

“Whoa, got it.” Hiral held his hands up and patted the air. “Where are they anyway?”

“Think I saw them in the training room with Yanily,” Nivian said, the knife blurring back to activity.

“You… sure you don’t need some help?” Hiral asked once more.

The knife slowed, then picked up speed again as Nivian shook his head. “I think I just need the time to myself, if you don’t mind,” he said, his voice low.

Hiral opened his mouth to tell the tank it wasn’t his fault the others had died. That he couldn’t protect everybody all the time. But, between Nivian’s slumped shoulders and too-firm grip on the carrot, Hiral sensed the words would only do more harm than good.

“Well, let me at least do the dishes, then,” he said instead.

“Deal. I hate dishes,” Nivian said without looking up, and Hiral left the kitchen silently.

“He’s still cutting vegetables?” a voice asked as Hiral entered the blood-red interface room.

“He been at it long?” Hiral asked when he spotted Nivian’s twin brother, Wule, leaning against the entrance to the living area with a book in his hand.

“Almost as long as you were nose deep in that crystal stuff in the workshop,” Wule said. “You make any progress?”

“Just about ready to put it back together, assuming my Mold Crystal ability works,” Hiral said, walking over to join Wule. “Nivian going to be okay?”

“Give him time. He’s taking it pretty hard. Who am I kidding? We all are. Lonil was kind of a role model for Nivian, though, and after he’d promised to take care of everybody…” Wule trailed off. “Can we not talk about it, though? I picked up a book to try and forget some of that.”

“Sure. What did you find? Anything good?”

“Steamy romance,” Wule side, sliding a finger into the collar of his shirt and pulling it away from his neck a few times like he was trying to cool off. “Don’t expect me to get anything productive done until I finish it.”

“Just picture them all as Troblins,” Hiral said, and Wule visibly blanched.

“Aaaaaaand I’m done,” he said, the book clapping shut. “Thank you very much. That painting still haunts my dreams, you know.”

“Sorry, couldn’t help myself,” Hiral said.

“Yeah, and I’ll remember it the next time you need a heal,” Wule grumbled before stomping back into the living area.

“Oh, come on! It’s not that bad,” Hiral called after him.

“Whatever!” Wule said, tossing the book onto one of the couches.

Seena and Seeyela glanced up at him, though their faces still looked serious.

Hiral gave the two sisters a wave when they saw him, but it didn’t look like they were ready for company yet, so he waved a second time and then went into the training room.

“… to jump higher,” Left was saying as Hiral walked in. Yanily stood in front of the double with his spearpoint driven into the floor, Right hanging back a few steps.

“I’m jumping as high as I can,” Yanily said, lifting his spear up from the unmarked floor. The surfaces of the training room had proven to be extremely durable when Hiral had been in there earlier. “Right just moved too quickly.”

“Oh, I should just stand still while you bunny hop?” Right asked.

“It wasn’t a bunny hop!” Yanily said, his hands slowly spinning his spear in his Dancing Spear Style. “It was majestic and fearsome.”

“Bunnies can be fearsome and majestic,” Hiral said, walking over to join the three. “Just ask Nivian about the Boss-level one in the kitchen,” he added, thumbing back over his shoulder.

“There’s a Boss-Bunny in the kitchen? Think it’s worth much experience?” Yanily asked, the spear whipping around his back in a tight spin like it was second nature.

“Not that you could hit it with your bunny hop,” Right said.

“Not a bunny hop!” Yanily snapped again.

“Should I ask?” Hiral said.

“Yanily is working on a new ability,” Right said. “Er… a new move? It’s not an actual ability.”

“Need any help with it?” Hiral asked.

“Oh, yes, a third one of you critiquing me will definitely help,” Yanily said dryly.

“I’m a little more balanced than these two,” Hiral said, giving his doubles a small glare. “What are you trying to accomplish?”

Yanily twisted away, his feet moving smoothly across the floor in a dance akin to the namesake of his spear style, then dropped into a fighting stance with the spear held in front of him. “The last dungeon… and… and the things that happened before that… they showed me a lot of my weaknesses. When I had…” He gulped, then forced the words out of his mouth. “When I had Vix opposite me, we played off each other, moving fast to keep our opponents off balance.

“We also never fought anything really strong. But then, against the Troblin Lord and… and Picoli… I hardly did anything. I couldn’t punch through the Lord’s armor, and you saw Picoli move around me like I wasn’t even there. Getting better with Dancing Spear Style will help with that second one, but I need something like what Balyo had. A one-hit, big-damage move.”

“And that’s what you’re working on?” Hiral asked. “Something you’re trying to create instead of an ability you got from an achievement reward?”

“Yeah,” Yanily said, his spear thrusting up rapid-fire like the shaft was made of rubber—or a giant reed. “I’m hoping for a spontaneous ability evolution, or… you know, maybe just doing it like you do. Through practice.”

“Can you show me? I might have some pointers.”

“Sure. You know my Reed Spear Style,” Yanily said, continuing the rapid thrusting. “I’ll keep using it for straight on fights, but what I want to do is…” He trailed off as the spear went from thrusting back to spinning around him in wide arcs. Sweep right, left, around his back, and then his feet moved in as the spear’s blade whipped down then up in a powerful uppercut. More than that, Yanily leapt into the air as his blade went up, letting the momentum of the swing carry him until, at the apex of his jump, he spun the blade around again to drive it point-first into the ground as he landed. “That,” he finished.

“I see,” Hiral said, replaying the maneuver in his head. “Which part do you want to be the big hit?”

“The thrust from the sky,” Yanily said.

“Sky is pretty low these days,” Right mumbled, and Hiral shot him another glare.

“The uppercut part was really well done,” Hiral said, “but—I hate to say it—for the final part to pack enough punch, you need…”

“More than a bunny hop,” Left said.

“I was going to say height,” Hiral said, tapping his lip in thought. “If you had the Runes of Rejection and Attraction…”

“Don’t have your abilities,” Yanily pointed out.

“No, but I have an idea about how I can maybe… loan them to you… so to speak,” Hiral said. “Let me work on it and get back to you.”

“Really?” Yanily asked, his eyes practically lighting up.

“Yeah, just don’t get your hopes up until we see if it works,” Hiral said.

“That may have to wait,” Left said seriously, and Hiral turned to his double, who was facing out of the training room.

Hiral followed the other’s gaze to find the blood-red glow from the entryway gone, and the normal image of Dr. Benza standing beside the interface.

“Welcome to an Asylum,” Dr. Benza said. “If you’re here, that means you’ve cleared the three dungeons in the area. Congratulations.” Then, as though he felt Hiral’s eyes on him, he added, “I’m sure you have many questions, and I would be happy to answer them.”


2

EVOLUTIONS (AND EXPLOSIONS)


Hiral left the training room with Yanily and his doubles close behind, making his way into the Asylum entryway at the same time Seena and her sister did.

“Crisis mode or whatever it’s called is finished?” Seena called over when she saw him.

“Looks that way,” Hiral said.

“Right as I was putting the stew on, of course,” Nivian said, coming out of the kitchen while he wiped his hands on his apron.

“Stew would’ve been ready hours ago if you didn’t try to cut every vegetable in the garden,” Wule said, coming out behind the sisters with another book in his hands.

“Figured you’d be hungry. You have been putting on weight,” Nivian shot back, and rolled his hands out and around his stomach.

“I have not! Take that back,” Wule said, only to glance down at his stomach and wince. “Okay, maybe I did overindulge a little in stress-eating those rations, but healing is hungry work.”

“Veggies,” Nivian said simply. Then he thumbed back over his shoulder and looked at the others as they all gathered around the Asylum interface, Dr. Benza smiling beside it.

“What are we waiting for?” Yanily asked. “Don’t you all need to evolve to D-Rank?”

“Caleon?” Wule asked Seeyela.

“She’s still in her room,” Seeyela said. “Hasn’t come out once. Must still be asleep.”

“The beds are pretty comfy, considering what we’ve been sleeping on up till now,” Hiral agreed, thinking back on the small dorm rooms they’d each claimed. Simple, with a bed and desk, but with their own private bathrooms. Eighteen of them in total. Luxurious compared to the stone cave floors they’d been sleeping on—when they got to sleep at all—but with Cal, it was probably more than just that.

“She wouldn’t talk to me,” Wule said. “Seeyela, is she okay?”

Seeyela gently shook her head. “Not yet. Maybe not ever. You all know how she felt about Lonil—even if she never admitted it to herself.”

“Worst-kept secret, except to her,” Wule said, nodding.

“Yeah, and now that’s she realized it—I mean really realized it—she regrets not figuring it out sooner while she still had time,” Seeyela said.

“How about you?” Nivian asked softly, and the Growers all sort of looked at each other. They’d all given each other some space since they got to the Asylum, but it looked like the time for being alone was over.

They’re a party, after all. No, we’re a party.

“Talking helps,” Seeyela said, wrapping her arm around Seena’s shoulder. “It’s still tough, though. I can’t… I can’t believe they’re not going to come walking in any second now, you know? Balyo and her stupid laugh…”

“Like a cat dying,” Yanily said seriously. “A wonderful, badass cat,” he quickly amended. “Dying. Slowly.”

“Yeah, I swear she could’ve used it as an ability in a fight.” Seeyela chuckled. “Lonil even tried tickling her one time when we were up against some Troblins to see if it would work.”

“Did it?” Nivian asked, smirking.

“Heh, not exactly. Lonil ended up with a broken nose and Cal had to use her long cooldown to fix it. There was so much blood.” Seeyela laughed. “Like, gushing. Oh, I know I shouldn’t think that’s funny, but then the last Troblin jumped on Picoli while we were distracted. But… but… Lonil had knocked its teeth out earlier, so when it got her… it just sort of gummed her arm a bit.” She wrapped her lips over her teeth and gnawed on her own arm.

Everybody else just looked a little shocked, but once Hiral pictured the scene and failed to stop himself from giggling at it, the others quickly joined in.

“Did… did you just let it chew on Picoli?” Yanily asked between chuckles.

“Nah. Fitch bashed it over the head, then yelled at us for being careless,” Seeyela said, tilting her back so she could breathe through the laughter. But when her face came forward again, something inside her just seemed to… crack. “I’m going to miss them all… so much…” She clenched her jaw, trying to hold it together.

Seena got to her first, wrapping her arms around her sister, and the others quickly followed until it was only Hiral and his doubles standing to the side.

“What are you waiting for?” Seena asked him quietly, waving him over with small hand gestures. She made room for him when he arrived.

Hiral slipped in between Seena and Nivian, joining in the group hug until Seeyela’s shoulders finally stopped shaking several minutes later.

“Well, that’s embarrassing,” Seeyela said as they broke up, wiping her eyes and then her nose.

“No idea what you’re talking about,” Nivian said, his voice cracking a little. “I didn’t see anything. Too busy hugging.”

“Me neither,” Yanily said, eyes red and snot running down his top lip.

Seeyela forced herself to smile at them, then turned to Dr. Benza, obviously ready to change the subject. “Want to see what he has to say?”

“I’m a little afraid to, actually,” Wule said. “But I guess we have to, don’t we?”

“Hey, we got to level twenty in the Troblin Throne since we had to keep killing the Lord.” Seena looked at Hiral and quietly asked, “How close are you?”

“I got twenty too,” Hiral said. “Solo experience and that rested bonus ability.”

“Over… powered…” Yanily enunciated specifically, meeting Hiral’s eyes.

“He had help,” Right spoke up.

“Only the first time,” Left clarified.

“Only the…?” Yanily balked. “Seriously overpowered.”

“Yeah, but just wait until you get to enjoy the passive party buff I got from the achievements,” Hiral said. “Then you’ll be overpowered too! Uh, you guys did get that Party Interface ability, right?”

“We did,” Seena said before Yanily could answer. “But…” She looked at the people around the interface.

“Parties can only have six people, and we have seven,” Nivian finished.

“We’re going to need to figure something out,” Seena conceded. “After we talk to Dr. Benza here and get our evolutions.” She looked directly at Hiral and added, “Also going to need to coordinate new abilities, from the sounds of things.”

Despite the slight glare Seena threw at him, Hiral couldn’t help but smile. She isn’t automatically leaving me out to fit Cal in.

“Happy to,” Hiral said. “And like I was telling Yanily earlier, I think I have some ideas on how I can help you guys out with those crystals we got.”

“That’s great,” Seena said, then shook her head. “How do we always get distracted from what we’re supposed to be doing?” She looked back at Dr. Benza.

“At least there isn’t a Troblin gnawing on your arm,” Wule said, stifling a laugh.

“There is that,” Seena said, rolling her eyes before swiping her hand over the interface crystal. Of course, since Dr. Benza’s image was already there, nothing happened. “Fine. Right. Whatever. Rank Evolution.”

As soon as she said the words, a streamer of glowing, smoke-like light extended out of the interface crystal and connected to the center of Seena’s chest. A pulse, and her entire body lit up from within, the dark shadows of roots growing insider her. Pulse after pulse of light, the roots spread further through her body, like they were stretching for the surface of her skin. Then it stopped, the light vanishing like it’d never been there.

“Woah,” she said, blinking and looking at her hands.

“It’s a rush, isn’t it?” Yanily said, gently elbowing her in the shoulder.

She looked at Yanily. “It is… and wow, we get four stat points right away?”

“Yup! I didn’t mention that?” he asked innocently. Too innocently.

Seena glared at him, but then her eyes went distant as she regarded her status window. “Same auto-distribution, but now I have an extra free point every level. Nice. I’ll just put one… here… and the other one? Um… there. There we go.” Her eyes refocused on the others. “My body feels lighter. More… I dunno… real. I can’t explain it. Who’s next?”

“Ladies first,” Hiral said, gesturing for Seeyela to go ahead, which she did.

Nivian and Wule quickly followed, and then it was Hiral’s turn. Even though he’d gotten to level 20 in his class, just like they had, the idea of a rank evolution had been nothing but a far, far away fantasy for most of his life. Part of him wondered for a second if this was all just a dream and he was about to wake up, but then two hands pushed gently on his shoulders from behind.

“What are you waiting for?” Right asked. “We can’t evolve until you do.”

“Uh… sorry,” Hiral said, stepping up closer to the interface crystal, at which point Nivian took an obvious step back. Then two more.

“What?” the tank asked. “You have a tendency to explode.”

“Oh sh…” Yanily said, quick-stepping back as well. “Is this far enough? Do you think this is far enough?” he asked rapid-fire to Seena… who’d also put a good ten feet between them.

“Something I should know?” Seeyela asked, seeing Wule also backing away.

“Yes—he explodes when he gets excited,” Nivian said.

Seeyela’s eyebrow went up.

“Just… trust us. Take a few steps back,” Wule said, waving her over.

Seeyela shrugged and walked over to join Wule. “Okay, let’s see the show.”

“I’m not a show. Tell them I’m not going to…” Hiral turned to his doubles, only to find even they’d backed far away from him. “You guys too?”

“Just safekeeping your solar energy,” Left said.

“Go, Hiral, you can do it, rah rah,” Right added, pumping his fist in the air.

“Sometimes I can’t believe we’re all part of the same person,” Hiral grumbled, then looked at Dr. Benza. “Rank Evolution.” The solar energy wafted up from the interface to connect with the Rune of Separation and the crystal embedded in his chest.

Energy exploded out of him, lifting him to hover five feet off the ground and ripping the double-helix script off his flesh. Lines and lines of glowing characters orbited around him in a sphere of radiant power, energy dancing across his skin like electricity, and then everything went completely dark. Before he even had a chance to wonder—or panic—more of the shimmering script burst through the darkness of his sight.

Words. Sentences. Stories. Lifetimes. Truths. Primal facts.

He saw them all, stretching across the land, the sky, the universe… and into another. A place like his own, but not. A place of power where…

The room appeared again in front of Hiral as he dropped straight down, collapsing to the floor in an instant while the glowing script tightened around his body again. The double helix pattern burned into his skin, filling him with the power of his PIM, and some of those truths he’d gleaned lingered in front of his eyes.

“Haaaaaa…” He let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding, the air running up his throat and past his lips practically scalding hot. “Yeah… a rush…” he wheezed.

“See. Explodes,” Nivian said from somewhere out of Hiral’s line of sight.

“You weren’t kidding,” Seeyela said.

“Hiral, hey, you okay?” Seena said, coming over and kneeling down beside him. Then, more quietly, she asked, “You’re, uh… done exploding, right?”

“I think so,” he said, looking up to meet her eyes.

“Good…” Her eyebrows slowly climbed up her forehead before she leaned down very close to him. So close, in fact, their noses almost touched as she stared into his eyes.

“Uh… Seena?” Hiral asked softly, almost afraid to move.

“Seena?” Seeyela asked, a little more big-sister-protectively.

“Your eyes,” Seena said, finally pulling back to a more comfortable two feet from Hiral’s face.

“What’s wrong with my eyes?” Hiral asked, a different kind of panic in his chest.

“Your irises—the colored part of your eyes—there’s… there’s writing in them. Like the stuff on your arms. Glowing. Too small to read, but it’s definitely there.”

“What? Let me see,” Yanily said, barging over and also getting far too close to Hiral. With the man’s bigger nose… well… they actually touched.

“Uhhhhh… personal space,” Hiral mumbled.

“She’s right,” Yanily said, leaning back like nothing had happened. “Totally glowing eyes. That better not be some other overpowered ability.”

“It’s not,” Hiral said.

“You sure? You checked your status window?” Yanily snapped back, crossing his arms.

“Well… no…” Hiral said, then did just that. “Nope. No new abilities. Happy?”

“Is exploding listed on your ability section?” Nivian asked.

“What? No,” Hiral said.

“Then we can’t rule out the eye thing,” Nivian said sagely.

“I didn’t explode.”

“Yes, you really did,” Seeyela said. “Just go with it.”

“I just… fine. Can somebody help me up?” Both Yanily and Seena took his hands, lifting him to his feet. “Thank you. Guys, shall we?” He reached out to Left and Right after Seena and Yanily let go.

“Bout time,” Right said, taking one hand while Left took the other.

“Everybody is such a critic today,” Hiral said, but he absorbed his doubles and immediately activated Foundational Split.

As usual, his tattoos and Meridian Lines didn’t even have a chance to fully rise again to the surface of his skin before they peeled off, smoke-like solar energy stretching out to his sides to solidify into Left and Right.

“Oh, yeah,” Right said, his Meridian Lines glowing softly. “That is a rush. I feel like I could run all the way back to the Troblin Keep and solo it.”

“Not that you’d be able to get in,” Left pointed out. “But I feel the same way.”

“Why do you guys get a rush and I feel like I got a bad sunburn?” Hiral asked, running his hands down his arms, the flesh still abnormally warm.

“Because you exploded,” Nivian said one more time, in case Hiral had somehow missed it.
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ADVANCED CLASSES


Hiral ignored the comment—as well as the others chuckling—and turned his attention to the interface. “Let’s find out what he has to say?”

“Sure…” Seena said, one hand in front of her mouth.

“Dr. Benza, Tutorial,” Hiral said, forcing himself to only look straight ahead, and to not smile.

For the first time in his life, having other people laugh at him… felt good. This wasn’t like up on Fallen Reach. It wasn’t mockery of the Everfail. They laughed because they cared and felt comfortable enough to let their guards down, not to hurt him.

It’s kind of nice.

“Accessing PIMs,” Dr. Benza said, his voice oddly flat. “Access complete. All zone-dungeon clears detected. Introductory-three and Introductory-four Tutorials unlocked. Please make a selection.”

“Let’s do them in order?” Seena suggested, and the others nodded.

“Introductory-three Tutorial, please, Dr. Benza,” Hiral said.

The image shimmered, and then Dr. Benza was pacing back and forth in front of them. “Is it recording yet? What? Why didn’t you say something? Oh, fine. Whatever.” He stopped, smoothing out the long robes he wore, then turned his attention towards the party. One second ticked by, two, three… four… five, and then he finally spoke again. “You made me forget my line!” he snapped. “Where’s the script?”

“You guys think he’s okay?” Yanily asked.

“No. No, I don’t,” Hiral said, but he clapped his mouth closed when Dr. Benza started again.

“You know what? I’m just going to wing it! Yeah, you heard me right. And what you do mean it’s still recording?” Dr. Benza facepalmed. His shoulders rose and fell, like he was taking a deep breath, and then he lowered his hand and looked straight ahead. “Alright, before we start in on Introductory-three,” he said, holding up his hands for air quotes, “there’s something I want to explain to you first.

“Now, I need to tell you about this before it leads to things like segregation, paranoia, or oppression. What is that thing? First, go ahead and open up your status windows. Go on, I’ll give you a second.” Dr. Benza crossed his arms and tapped his foot.

“Should we?” Nivian asked.

“Might as well,” Hiral said, his status window open.

“Everybody got their window open?” Dr. Benza asked. “Good, now what’s the first thing you see after your name?”

“My last…” Yanily started.

“Not your last name,” Dr. Benza said, like he could predict having somebody like Yanily in the room. “Under that.”

“Race?” Hiral and Seena said at the same time.

“Probably says Race,” he said, again with air quotes. “Big R, small a, small c, small e, right? Well, that’s not what it’s supposed to say. What it should say is R.A.C.E. Stands for Role Affinity Classification Engine.

“That’s right! You’re all the same race. Surprise! The intern doing the input didn’t pay close enough attention, and I hope you’re hearing this before anything major happens because of it.” Dr. Benza shook his head at that.

“Anything major, like, say, living on separate islands?” Yanily asked.

“Shush,” Seena said, then looked over at Hiral and kind of shrugged.

“The R.A.C.E. tag was meant to help streamline what classes people would have access to through their PIMs,” Dr. Benza continued. “It turns out everybody has a kind of affinity, which the classification engine reads during the first interface. Kind of like how the PIM—oh, sorry, I guess I’m not supposed to talk about PIMs much until Introductory-four.

“Back to the main topic, now that we’ve gotten the race thing out of the way. This Tutorial is about classes and dungeon access. I’m sure you’ve been wondering by now why it takes at least two people from different races to access the dungeons, and it’s simple: cooperation. While we all have the same origin, we worried that grouping people by their affinities would create cliques and specialized parties.

“That was a problem. There’s the old adage, specialization breeds weakness, and we believe the opposite is needed to defeat the Enemy. We need cooperation, adaptability, and variety to win this war. With that in mind, we made it so that at least two of the four ‘races’ needed to be present to access the dungeon. They’d need to work together to grow stronger. As a pleasant side effect, the nature of magic—which I’ll explain more in introductory-four—made it a more impactful dungeon experience. But I’ll get to that later.

“Back to cooperation. The most important part was that it’d hopefully also make sure we all focus on the Enemy instead of each other.”

“Didn’t work so well,” Wule said and looked at Seeyela, clearly referencing how she’d been captured by the Shapers.

“It didn’t,” Seeyela agreed.

“And that’s it for dungeon access,” Dr. Benza said. “On to classes. If you’re seeing this message, that means you’ve cleared at least two E-Rank dungeons, so you must be working your way to level twenty and D-Rank. I hope you’ve been enjoying your classes up until this point, but”—the image paused, the man’s lips parting in a knowing grin—"did you know you’ll have an opportunity for a class evolution once you reach D-Rank?”

“What? Really?” Hiral asked, looking at the Growers to see if they’d known.

By the expressions on their faces, this was news to them too. While there were no A-Ranks on Fallen Reach, there were a few dozen B-Ranks, as well as plenty of C- and D-Ranks. How had Hiral never heard of class evolutions? Was it a secret to those with classes? No, that didn’t make sense. He was the exception, not the rule. So why…

His eyes settled on the interface.

“Of course,” he said. “The class evolutions must need the dungeons somehow.”

“Ah, you know, this was probably all explained to you already before you even got sent to the dungeons,” Dr. Benza went on after his dramatic pause. “Maybe we should just skip this part?”

“No!” six voices said in unison, and everybody looked sheepishly at each other.

“Don’t worry—I’m kidding,” Dr. Benza said. “Obviously I can’t trust somebody else to explain something this important without mucking it up. So, class evolutions. Yup, we’re getting to the good stuff now.

“When you reach D-Rank, a lot of new options will open up to your PIMs, and class evolutions will be one of the biggest and most impactful. Now, I have to warn you, not everybody will have this chance, and class evolutions are only available in D-, B-, and S-Ranks. That’s right—while the unluckiest of you may potentially never see a class evolution, some of you may even go through three of them. Those that do… well… We’ve done some calculations on their potential strength, and I have to say, it’s a little absurd.

“From our math, a thrice-evolved S-Rank would be about as far above a non-evolved S-Rank… as that same non-evolved S-Rank would be above a B-Rank. Some people around here are calling the once-evolved S-Ranks, S+Rank. Twice-evolved are SS+Rank, and the ultra-rare thrice-evolved are SSS+Rank. It’s a mouthful, I know. Don’t worry—the evolutions don’t do weird things like make your hair glow and stand on end…” He trailed off, looking past the party like he tended to do.

“Okay, I’ve just been corrected. It’s believed that some of the evolutions might do just those things. Guess we’ll find out when somebody gets there.” He shrugged.

“At least Hiral and Yanily won’t have to worry about the crazy hair,” Wule said.

“It’ll grow back!” Yanily said, rubbing his hand over his still perfectly smooth head, then glanced at Hiral’s scalp. “How do you keep it so shiny?”

“The fancy special effects aren’t what make the S+Ranks so desirable, though,” Dr. Benza went on, thankfully saving Hiral from having to address Yanily. “Some of the classes do get additional attribute points to distribute, but only some. No, the common theme amongst the evolved classes is clearly the more advanced abilities and ability evolutions. It’s not an across-the-board-type thing where all the abilities evolve at the same time, but each of the evolved—or advanced—classes tend to focus on a strength.

“As you can imagine, considering what I just said about specialization breeding weakness, this made us nervous at first. It’s one of the reasons we developed benefits to working in groups, but… but… the theoretical power of the advanced classes, especially when as a member of a party, far outweighed the risks. Really, if any of you watching this get an evolved class, it will be a big step towards victory in our war against the Enemy.”

“Okay, that’s great and all…” Nivian said. “I mean, Yanily is literally drooling over there…”

“Not because he’s thinking about your cooking,” Wule said quietly.

“… but how do we get these evolved classes?” Nivian continued while scowling at his twin.

“Let’s ask,” Hiral said. “Dr. Benza, how do we get evolved classes?”

The image in front of him didn’t even shimmer, though Dr. Benza’s lips curled up in another smile, like he’d purposely put in a second dramatic pause to make somebody ask the question. “You’re probably wondering about how to get an advanced class, right? There are a few ways to do it, though none of them are guaranteed. This goes back to saying that some of you may get one.

“The advanced classes need to be… let’s call it… unlocked. This unlocking process will happen through your own actions and choices while in D-, B-, or S-Ranks. Skills you choose to use, how you approach battles, or perhaps how you solve dungeon encounters. All these things will feed into the PIMP and its calculations, judging whether or not you’re eligible for an advanced class. Understand this though: the PIM system was built to make the strong stronger, not to gift the lazy with easy progress.

“If you don’t work for an advanced class, you won’t get one. It’s that simple.” Dr. Benza stood straighter and crossed his arms. “And that concludes our Introductory-three Tutorial. I’ll see you in number four.”

The doctor’s image shimmered and reverted back to him standing calmly with his hands clasped in front of him.

“How much work do you think it is to get one of those advanced classes?” Seena asked.

“I’d say it’s probably doable,” Hiral said.

“Maybe for you, Mr. Overpowered,” Yanily said.

“No, seriously,” Hiral said. “You already learned that Dancing Spear Style from the Lizardmen we fought, and you’re working on a new technique, right? It sounds like those are exactly the kinds of things considered for the class evolutions. And, I may not be an expert on it, but I’d say nobody here is average. You’ve all been working hard to improve. I’d honestly be more shocked if we didn’t see several class evolutions.”

“Hiral’s right,” Seena said. “I’ve known you all our whole lives. If anybody can get these evolutions, it’s you guys.”

“Thanks, boss,” Nivian said. “So, should we jump right into the fourth Tutorial? That was a lot of info.”

“It was, but pretty straightforward. Let’s hear what he has to say about PIMs, then we can… Well, we’ll have to talk about Fallen Reach. That issue isn’t going away. I know we all needed some time to decompress, but…”

“No, you’re right,” Seeyela said. “One way or another, we can’t hide from what we heard. Putting it off will only make things worse. First PIMs, then Fallen Reach.

“Dr. Benza, Introductory-four Tutorial please.”
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BALANCING ACT


Dr. Benza’s image did its familiar shimmer, and suddenly the man was tapping his lip like he was thinking about something.

“You probably don’t know this,” the doctor started, “but magic is all about balance. Unfortunately, because of the appearance of the Enemy, we learned that all too well. Since they arrived—since they’ve been systematically killing us off—we’ve been building the planetwide PIM system.

“That’s probably a lot to digest, so let me start from the beginning before we get into the finer details. Like, for example, why you’re not all S-Ranked from birth, or what the PIM is in the first place.” Dr. Benza paced side to side like he was lecturing a class.

“Magic is about balance. Yes, I said that already, but it’s important enough I needed to repeat it. Before we developed the PIM, we had magic. Magic very similar to what you’re familiar with. It was part of the world we were born into, and over the course of our history, we learned how to manipulate it. Magic was an integral part of our society.

“But it was too weak. When the Enemy attacked, we were completely overwhelmed. The magic we’d grown so accustomed to—that we relied so heavily on—let us down. We’d been… complacent. We felt we’d deserved the magic, which meant we didn’t earn it. Effort equals results, and we didn’t put in the effort. That was our first clue.

“Well, technically our second. Let me back up a minute and tell you about the Fallen.”

Hiral’s eyes widened. What do the Fallen have to do with anything?

“Ah,” Dr. Benza said, looking beyond the party and shaking his head. “Apparently the Fallen are the topic for the Intermediate-one Tutorial. So, please come back after you’ve cleared your first D-Rank dungeon.”

“He’s just a tease,” Yanily said.

“Yeah, I don’t get this censorship,” Nivian said. “Why doesn’t he just tell us everything we need to know?”

“This is actually a good example of balance,” Dr. Benza continued, again tapping his lips. “It’s why we broke up the Tutorials into different levels after certain accomplishments, and why we limit the information the public receives. It makes your PIMs more powerful. Okay, I jumped way ahead there. Yes, I know, this is what happens when I go off-script. Thank you for the reminder.

“Anyway, going back to the arrival of the Enemy. Ahem. When we realized our magic wasn’t strong enough and saw an example of stronger magic, we decided to completely start over. Yes, we found a way to utterly destroy the magic system we’d used. Then, and only then, we rebuilt it from the ground up. We sacrificed our history to give our future a chance.” He held out his left hand, then his right. “Balance.

“We constructed the PIM system based on what the Fallen use, but modified it to take this balance into account in the hopes of forging magic capable of defeating them. Effort equals results. The true power of the PIM isn’t how it tells you what your stats are—or how it modifies them—but how it grows exponentially based on how much effort you put in.

“We designed the system to grow with you. The more you grow, the more powerful you get. Kind of obvious, right? To give you an example, our strongest warriors were probably around what you would call Low-C-Rank. That was our cap. The most powerful we’d ever get. And not nearly strong enough to stop the Enemy.

“However, by building the PIM to start at the bottom of E-Rank, the magic balanced it out by giving it a very high ceiling… S-Rank. Or, SSS+Rank if you consider the theoretical class evolutions. We also built in other requirements to push that ceiling up, such as requiring solar energy, the limit of attribute points you get per level… and even levels themselves! Yes, having twenty levels per rank, instead of say, one, allowed the PIM to be more powerful overall.

“It’s why we went to all the trouble of building dungeons and Fallen Reach. These efforts allowed us to create a magic system with tremendous potential. Enough potential, we believe, to finally defeat the Enemy and the Fallen.”

A shiver ran through Hiral’s body. “Why did he just group the Fallen in with the Enemy?” he asked quietly, and the Growers in the room looked his way.

“We gave up everything to build the PIM system,” Dr. Benza went on like nobody had said anything. “But, what is it? Personal Interface Magic? It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? The status window you can pull up conveniently tells you what your stats and abilities are, but is that all the PIM does? Rhetorical question, I know. It does far more than that, though that is where we started when building it.

“The PIM both reports on and modifies your attributes. It’s part of who you are, but also separate, all at the same time. It’s the lens through which magic is focused into you, but also a filter that feeds information back to the PIMP. Balance. Now, I can’t go into details on the PIMP in this Tutorial, but needless to say, it’s integral to the magic of the PIM system.” Dr. Benza then held his hand up beside his mouth. “It’s also listening to what I say,” he added more quietly, giving a wink.

“An added bonus to the PIM growth as you cross Ranks is that it allows the incorporation of more and more outside influences. What do I mean by this? At E-Rank, the gear you can get from dungeons is somewhat limited, in that it can modify abilities to a certain extent or, more likely, grant new ones.

“Don’t get me wrong—versatility is very important, but not always a direct path to increased power. Once you reach D-Rank, you can also start getting equipment that will give you things like bonus attributes. Need more strength? You can get rings that do that, because your PIM has evolved to have that functionality. Neat, huh? Also, in case you didn’t guess it, this is part of that balance I was talking about.”

“Wait, Nivian, don’t you already have an amulet that increases your endurance?” Hiral asked, thinking back to their first dungeon.

“Uh… not exactly,” Nivian explained. “It doesn’t actually up my endurance number, but makes me tougher relative to my strength and dexterity. Kind of like armor. It doesn’t make me get tired slower or anything.”

“As for how the PIM manifests itself,” Dr. Benza continued. “Well, that goes back to our race discussion from Introductory-three. The four races identified by the classification engine have different PIM manifestations, each with their own advantages. The Makers, for example, need to have their skin inked to access the power of their PIMs. Growers have roots… uh… growing within them, while Bonders rely on their animal companions.

“Builders, finally, have the truths of the universe written on their skin, which allows them to power the runes they inscribe in crystals. Each of these systems has strengths and weaknesses. For example, only the Growers are truly self-sufficient, needing no outside objects or help. Makers, on the other hand, can manifest very powerful tattoos, assuming they were inked on their skin by another.

“Balance,” Dr. Benza said again, holding up his hands. “And that is the end of the Introductory Tutorials. I’ll see you again after you’ve cleared your first D-Rank dungeon. Who knows? Maybe one of you watching this will even have your own class evolution by then!”

With that, the image reverted to the standard “waiting” image they’d seen earlier, and all eyes turned to Hiral, who looked down at the runes on his arms.

The truths of the universe? Is that what the double-helix pattern is? But he said Builders needed to use the runes inscribed in crystal. There must still be more to it.

“Over. Powered,” Yanily said. “We get roots and he gets the truths of the universe. How is that fair?”

“He also explodes,” Nivian said.

“So, Hiral, I always thought Fallen Reach was just a name,” Seena said, ignoring the banter in a practiced fashion. “He brought up the Fallen a couple times in all that. Anything you can share?”

Hiral let his arms drop to his sides—he could mull over Dr. Benza’s words later—and looked at his party. “Fallen Reach is named after the Fallen, as you can probably guess,” he said with a small chuckle. “They are—were—heroes, or so history tells us. They were the ones who put Fallen Reach in the sky to chase the sun.”

“That doesn’t exactly match up with what the doctor was saying,” Yanily said.

“It doesn’t, though maybe we’re missing something? He said he couldn’t talk about it until the Intermediate Tutorials, so…” Hiral trailed off with a shrug.

“Are they important to you?” Seena asked. “The Fallen, I mean. Do you worship them or anything up on the island?”

“No,” Hiral said immediately with a shake of his head. “Like the tattoos”—he thumbed at Left and Right—“they’re part of our legends. The towers are named after them—the ones we use to tell time, because one pulses every hour—but other than that… they’re basically just a footnote.”

“Do you know anything about them?” Nivian asked. “Anything that might be a hint?”

Hiral ran his hand over his scalp while he thought about it, then shook his head again. “Honestly, no. Other than them being heroes, I don’t think I’ve ever read anything about them. We use them in our curses.” He chuckled.

“Well, I guess we’ll find out more when we get to the next Tutorial,” Seena said.

“Are we going to get to the next Tutorial?” Nivian asked. “I think it’s time we have this conversation. Don’t get me wrong, that stuff about the PIM was interesting and all, but it doesn’t change what Dr. Benza said when we got here about Fallen Reach crashing.”

“It’s kind of moot, isn’t it?” Yanily asked. “Even if we wanted to do anything about it—and if the doc here would tell us anything—Fallen Reach passed by ages ago. We can’t catch up.”

“If I may?” Left asked, and the others looked at him.

“Got an idea?” Hiral asked.

“Possibly,” the double answered.

Hiral glanced at the others, and when they didn’t have any objections, he nodded at Left.

“Dr. Benza,” Left said, “can you tell us more about Fallen Reach crashing?”

The image of the doctor shifted briefly and then shook his head. “Crisis response data is limited to those at C-Rank and above, or those at D-Rank with evolved classes and above,” he said with that monotone voice he used sometimes.

“If we were going to Fallen Reach anyway, would you tell us?” Left persisted.

“No,” Dr. Benza said. “Access is limited as outlined previously and cannot be circumvented.”

“Think this is one of those balance things?” Hiral asked Left.

“Possibly, at least partially,” Left said, not turning away from the image. “Dr. Benza, when we leave this Asylum to get to the next one, how do we travel?”

Another image shift. “A Disc of Passage will take you to the next zone of your choice when you’re ready to continue your growth.”

“Of our choice? Doctor, can you show us a map of the zones?”

Dr. Benza’s image stuttered to the side, and a glowing, three-foot sphere appeared beside him. Blue, green, brown—the colors started blurry at first, then sharpened as mountains grew, rivers connected to lakes and seas, and a wind seemed to blow across the grassy plains.

“This… this is our world?” Wule asked, stepping closer to the incredibly detailed globe.

“It appears so,” Left said. “And a far better depiction of it than I’d hoped. Dr. Benza, where are we?”

A blinking blue dot appeared on the side of the globe closest to Left.

Taking a step forward, Left reached out and touched the sphere, then gently squeezed his fingers closer together, the whole globe shrinking in response. A smile quirked the double’s lips as he reversed the motion, making the sphere grow until it was as big as they were.

“How did you know it would do that?” Hiral asked. “We don’t have anything like this on Fallen Reach.”

“Just a hunch,” Left said. “Regardless, this is where we are… and I believe these are the Needle Mountains.” He was pointing surprisingly far to the south.

“Is our world really small?” Yanily asked. “That seems pretty far away.”

“The discs move really fast,” Hiral said. “Assuming they’re like the tattoos, I mean. We could’ve easily traveled seven hundred miles or more in the two hours we were on it.”

Somebody whistled at the number.

“And if these are the Needles, that means this is the EnSath River,” Left continued, drawing his finger in a line between the mountains, “and the Sea of White beyond. Dr. Benza, can you show us where Fallen Reach is now?”

A blinking yellow dot appeared above the Sea of White.

“See?” Yanily said. “Even if we wanted to go, we’re never going to catch up to it. We have to wait for it to come around again.”

“Dr. Benza, please show us the zones we’d have access to travel to,” Left said, and different areas on the globe glowed a soft red, dotted lines connecting them to the blinking blue dot.

“I see what you’re thinking,” Hiral said, looking at the lit-up zones and walking around the globe. “None of them are beside the river, though. Even if we get ahead of the island, we need a jump point.”

“Get ahead? How…?” Yanily started.

“The discs,” Seena caught on. “Left and Hiral are suggesting we take a disc to a zone near the EnSath River, ahead of Fallen Reach, then jump when it gets close.”

“Exactly,” Left said. “The EnSath River runs along the equatorial line of the planet, almost too perfectly to be natural when looking at it like this.”

“There are Academics who are pretty sure it isn’t natural,” Hiral said for the Growers’ benefit. “Something to do with the pulses is one theory. Sorry, that’s not important now,” he added as he finished his second rotation around the globe. “I checked again; none of these zones are where we need them to be. Left?”

“Dr. Benza, assuming we clear the three dungeons in the D-Rank zone, will we have access to another Asylum and the zones connected to it?” Left asked.

“Yes,” Dr. Benza said simply.

“Can you show us the connected zones and their ranks?”

More areas blossomed red, though this time they were slightly different shades and had large letters in the middle of them.

“D and… C. Zone ranks?” Nivian asked, looking at one of the zones.

“Must be,” Seena said. “Anybody see one beside the river?”

“Here!” Hiral said, putting his finger on the globe, and the others rushed around to join him. “It’s actually not too far ahead of us, and just two trips.” He traced his finger along the dotted lines back to the blinking blue dot.

“Do any of you know this area?” Right asked.

“Can you make it bigger again, Left?” Seena asked. “This area right here.”

Left put both his hands on the globe and then gently pulled them apart, increasing the size of the globe even further. Interestingly enough, as the sphere grew, it also rose up into the air, forcing the group to tilt their heads back while they looked at the planet Left seemed to be holding above them.

“That’s enough,” Seena said.

“Explains why this room is so big,” Hiral mumbled, looking at how the globe almost reached the tall ceiling. The details of the map, on the other hand, were impressive.

“I think… I think I know this area,” Seena said. “Nivian, do these look like The Horns to you?” She pointed at a pair of curved mountains straddling the EnSath River.

“Those are definitely them,” the tank said.

“These are jump points,” Seena said, tapping the mountains, though her finger barely made the light shimmer.

“So,” Hiral said, nodding as the pieces came together in his head, “we take a Disc of Passage from here to this zone”—he drew his finger along the line connecting the blue dot to the first zone—"clear the three dungeons there, get to the next Asylum, then immediately take another disc to here.” He traced along the second connecting line.

“From there,” Seena picked up, “we cross the zone, ignoring the dungeons if we have to, to get to the jump point before Fallen Reach does. Are you sure the discs are fast enough to get us ahead of the island?”

“Dr. Benza, can you add a scale of distance to the map?” Left asked, and a small notation appeared in the corner. “We have about two hundred to two-fifty hours until Fallen Reach arrives at The Horns. I estimate each of the disc trips is roughly two or three hours.”

“Easy peasy,” Yanily said.

“There’s also the time we need to clear the dungeons,” Nivian said.

“Not to mention getting to them,” Wule said. “This zone looks huge. We’re going to be doing most of this on foot, remember.”

“Then there’s the rain…” Hiral said, and everybody just kind of paused. “If it’s light, I think we can pretty safely move through it. But if it’s storming… that seems to be when the Enemy comes out. We need to think about hiding when the rain is at its heaviest.”

“There’s also the issue of needing to be C-Rank or have an evolved class to get any information about what’s going on up there,” Seeyela said. “But that’s something we can work on while we travel. If we get to this zone ahead of schedule”—she pointed at the zone with The Horns in it—“we can always go the dungeons there to farm.”

“You think we should go?” Seena asked her sister.

“How can we stay here safe and sound if what Dr. Benza says is true?” Seeyela asked. “Even if he won’t tell us what’s going on… Favela is back there. I’m going.”

“And we’re going with you,” Seena said, glancing at her party members, each of whom nodded at her in turn.

“I guess it’s settled, then,” Yanily said. “When do we leave?”

“Not until at least after dinner,” Nivian said.


5

RUNE TESTING


Hiral stretched as he leaned back from the workbench, his finished products lying on the table in front of him. Seeyela had wanted some time to talk to Caleon and explain what was happening before they left—and, of course, there was the issue of dinner—then they’d have one last good rest. That gave Hiral a couple of hours to work with the crystal they’d found back in The Mire and the Troblin Throne.

The small projects for Yanily and Nivian had gone relatively quickly, though molding crystal had been a bit more difficult than he’d expected. It wasn’t that the material was difficult to work with—in fact, it was just the opposite. It was too malleable. He did everything with his hands directly, including inscribing the runes into the crystal, and even slight pressure could completely ruin it. He’d had to start the first project for Yanily over more than a dozen times.

The large ring had taken the longest time, with its hundreds of pieces and needing to make sure the edges were seamless, but even that was done.

Though… what the ring actually did… Yeah, that was still a mystery.

“Progress?” Left asked as he walked into the workroom with Right, the second double flipping one of the small crystal chips they’d found in the Troblin Throne up from his thumb and catching it.

“Yes, finally,” Hiral said. “How long until dinner?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Right said. “Found out what these are too,” he added, holding up the chip.

“Tell me on the way,” Hiral said, picking up three of the small crystals with runes inscribed in them. While one was just a flat rectangle about as long Hiral’s hand, the other two were small discs that would fit in his palm. “Yanily is back in the training room?”

“Doing his bunny hop,” Right confirmed.

“Perfect. That’s our first stop,” Hiral said, heading out with his doubles beside him. He couldn’t help but look up at the glowing globe dominating the room. “Left, I know I’ve said this already, but good job figuring out a way back to Fallen Reach for us.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Left said.

“So, Right, the chips?” Hiral asked.

“They’re currency,” Right said. “Dr. Benza explained it through the Help section. Apparently as we fight monsters, these will charge up with some of the solar energy from the things we beat. That solar energy can then be used to buy things in the Asylums.”

“What? Where?” Hiral asked.

“From the interface,” Right said. “There’s a new option called Shop, and the doc said it was like a… What did he call it, Left?”

“A vending machine, whatever that is,” Left said. “The interface Shop apparently connects to the Vault Dr. Benza had mentioned before. I took a look at some of the items available, as well as the amount of currency we have from killing the Troblin Lord five times each—it’s a surprising amount—and I have a few recommendations on what we should buy.”

“Oh, we already have some of this currency?” Hiral asked. “That’s nice. Can you tell us about your suggestions over dinner?” Just then, they entered the training room and found Yanily hard at work.

“Yes,” Left said, then added more quietly, “We have two parties’ worth of currency for one, so…”

Hiral could only shake his head at that. The currency situation was good, kind of, but how they’d gotten there? By losing five people? Nothing even close to good. With a second shake of his head—he couldn’t do anything about it for the moment—he turned his attention back to the Spear Warden.

“Think I’ve got something to help you out with your new move, Yanily,” Hiral said, holding up the three crystals between his fingers.

“What you got there?” Yanily asked, jogging over.

“Runes,” Hiral said. “Like I use, but I’ve put them into these crystals using my class ability Mold Crystal. These little devices will basically activate a very specific function of the rune when you thread solar energy into them.”

“What’s the specific function?” Yanily asked, leaning forward to look at what Hiral was holding.

“This first one here is for your spear. It’s the Rune of Attraction, and when you put your solar energy into it, it should draw your spear towards your target.”

“Should?” Yanily asked, one eyebrow going up.

“First time I’ve done this—give me a break,” Hiral explained. “When I inscribe the rune in the crystal, I have to focus on a concept—it’s hard to explain—that will be part of the trigger. For this, I focused on the concept of your target. Whatever you consider your target, well, the spear should be attracted to it. I figure it will help you with the coming-down part of your leap attack.”

“Okay, I like the sound of that. How do I use it?”

“I need to attach it to your spear. Just below the blade would be best, I think. May I?”

Yanily handed the spear over. With a quick application of his Mold Crystal, Hiral wrapped the crystal band around the haft and secured it so that it was basically a piece of the spear itself.

“There, that should do it,” he said, handing the spear back to Yanily.

“Can I test it out?” Yanily asked.

“Oh, please do. In case there are… uh… any kinks we need to work out.” Hiral shrugged.

“Kinks?”

“First time! Anyway, focus on one of those practice dummies as your target and see what it feels like.” Hiral made sure not to stand in front of the spear.

“Okay… so I just need to… WHOA!” Yanily shouted, the spear ripping out of his hands and shooting forward ten feet to embed itself in the dummy. “That… that wasn’t what I expected to happen.”

“Me neither,” Hiral said. “But at least we know it works.”

“Losing my spear isn’t exactly a success,” Yanily pointed out.

“It’s not perfect, no,” Hiral agreed. “You’re going to be using it after you’ve jumped, though, not while you’re on the ground. Try it out after we put these runes to work, and then we’ll see if we need to make some adjustments.”

“Why do I feel like a test subject?” Yanily asked, but he retrieved his spear and came back over to join Hiral.

“You get used to it after a while,” Right said with a chuckle.

“Now, these two runes,” Hiral said while ignoring his double’s comments. “These are for your boots. Runes of Rejection. The plan is for them to help you jump higher, faster. They’re going to have similar force to the spear, though, which is why I wanted to try it first, so you could see how much energy was involved. I’m going to put them in the heels of your boots.” He looked down at Yanily’s feet.

“Do I need to take them off?” Yanily asked, also looking down at the hydra-scale boots he’d gotten from The Mire.

“Would be easier,” Hiral said flatly.

“Fine!” Yanily whined. He dropped to his ass on the ground and took off one boot, then the other, handing them to Hiral.

“Should be pretty easy to do this,” Hiral muttered to himself, molding the crystal to the heel of the boot and then making it as thin as possible. “This should do it. Might feel a little odd walking until you get used to it.” He handed back the first boot.

“What if I only put solar energy into one boot?” Yanily asked.

“Probably only that foot will jump. There could be situations where it’s a good thing, but, uh, practice and testing.” He then handed back the second boot.

“Okay, let’s do this!” Yanily said after he got his boots back on, standing up and taking a few test steps. “Feels a bit different. Do I look taller?”

Hiral just looked at Yanily, then at the practice dummy.

“Yeah, fine, testing. Got it.” Yanily dropped into his fighting stance. “Should I try it with one of my spear styles?”

“Let’s just start with seeing how high you jump,” Hiral said.

Yanily looked at the hole in the practice dummy from his launching spear, then nodded. “Good idea. I’ll just… WHOAAAAA!” He launched end-over-end, ten feet into the air. His boots stayed firmly planted on the ground.

“Whoops…” Hiral said, Yanily crashing to the ground a short distance away and immediately jumping to his bare feet.

“What was that!?” he asked, his empty hand pointing emphatically at the boots clearly not on his feet.

“I may have been focusing on you leaping into the air instead of rejecting the ground when I inscribed those runes,” Hiral said, considering where he might’ve gone wrong.

“Can you fix them?” Yanily asked while both Right and Left chuckled.

“Yeah, won’t even take a minute,” Hiral said, quickly picking up one boot then the other and re-inscribing the runes—careful to focus on the floor this time. “That should do it. Ready to give them a try?”

“Little nervous to,” Yanily said. “But no pain, no gain, right, Right?”

“As long as it’s your pain, and not mine,” Right said.

“At least you’re not exploding,” Left pointed out.

“I don’t explode,” Hiral deadpanned.

“Wait… exploding is a possibility?” Yanily asked, glancing down at his feet like they were suddenly very dangerous things.

“Like Hiral said, this is his first time,” Left explained. “Of course it’s possible.”

“Uh…” the spearman started.

“If you were going to explode, it would’ve already happened,” Hiral said with a wave of his hand. “Just get back to testing.”

“You knew it was possible to explode…?” Yanily said quietly, but then just sort of shook his head and shrugged. “Meh.”

“Small possibility,” Hiral said quietly, so that only Left and Right could hear.

The doubles shook their heads while Yanily dropped back into his fighting stance. This time, when he threaded solar energy into his boots, he launched into the air—keeping his footwear—in a controlled leap that arced almost gracefully until he landed fifteen feet away.

“Nice!” Hiral said. “How did it feel?”

“Not bad. It’ll take some getting used to, and I’ve got to use the spear part while I’m up in the air there… but… yeah, not bad! Thanks, Hiral.” Yanily turned around and then leapt again to get back to Hiral and his copies. The man stumbled a bit on the landing, only staying upright this time because Right caught him, but he had a huge grin on his face.

“You should have a bit of time to practice before we go—make the most of it,” Hiral said. “I’ve gotta go give Nivian his thing.”

“You got a thing for Nivian?” Wule asked, wandering into the training room with another book in his hands. “Did you get me anything?”

“You made jumping boots for Nivian too?” Yanily asked without responding to Wule. “Oh, please tell me you made them for Seeyela. I would pay to see that.”

“Jumping boots?” One of Wule’s eyebrows had climbed to his hairline. “And Seeyela? Never mind. I don’t think I want any part of this. Actually, do me a favor and forget I was even here.”

“Something a bit different,” Hiral said with a chuckle to Yanily. “Though I’ll keep that last part in mind if I run short on chips. Anyway, good luck with this. Right, you’ll help him?

“I’ve got some experience being thrown around by your runes,” Right said. “I’ll make sure he gets the full lesson.”

“Back to my book, then,” Wule said.

“Aaaaaactually,” Yanily interrupted before either Hiral or Wule could get more than a step. “Since you’re both here, what do you say about helping me work out the kinks, Hiral? It’s been a while since we did any sparring. I’ll even go easy on you, and Wule can patch you right up.”

Right’s knuckles cracked as he grinned. “That’s a lot of confidence you’ve got going on there.”

“Uh…” Yanily quickly looked at Hiral, then Left and Right, only then remembering they were actually part of Hiral’s ability. Sparring with him would mean sparring with all three of them. “Just you, Hiral. You know, so you can get some practice if… um… they are too busy to help you…”

“Too busy doing what?” Left asked.

“Helping Nivian in the kitchen?” Wule asked. “I know that gets me all the time.”

“Exactly!” Yanily said, latching on to the excuse. “And no S-Rank sword of unfairness.”

“I’m the one getting the handicaps… and you’re going to go easy on me?” Hiral asked.

“Generous, right?” Yanily asked, spear spinning in his hands. “So, what do you say?”

Hiral thought about it for a second—getting a bit of a workout after all the time in the workshop might be a nice break—then tossed his ‘present’ for Nivian to Left. “Hold on to that for me, will you?”

“You really going to make us sit out?” Right asked, clearly disappointed.

“Don’t worry, if he embarrasses me too much, we’ll gang up on him for revenge later.”

“Fiiiiine.” Right went over to join Left and Wule near the wall, with only a minor pout.

Hiral, for his part, unslung his RHCs from his thighs, the weight comfortable in his hands, then went through a few light stretches.

“Try not to outright kill each other,” Wule said, barely looking over the top of his book. “Or break too many bones. Only Cal can heal those. I can probably handle a minor maiming now, though.”

“Does maiming come in minor?” Left asked.

“Objectively speaking,” Wule said. “When I’m not the one being maimed. Yes.”

“Fair.”

Hiral just shook his head and put the banter out of his mind, turning his attention to the spearman across the training hall from him. Yanily wasn’t all talk. If Hiral didn’t take the spar seriously, well, getting embarrassed wasn’t an exaggeration. The man likely wouldn’t try to hurt Hiral, and Wule was around in case of any accidents… but…

That competitive part of Hiral was rising in his gut, demanding he push to see how far he could go. How far he’d come.

“You ready?” Yanily asked, spear still spinning lazily from hand to hand.

“Are you?” Hiral asked, but didn’t wait for the man to answer. Rejection burst under his feet as he shot straight ahead, RHCs coming up in a snap, his fingers squeezing the triggers. Bolts of Energy-infused-Impact—thanks to the modifications he’d made to the weapons—zipped ahead at the wide-eyed spearman.

Even though he obviously expected Hiral to try and keep his distance with his ranged weapons, Yanily didn’t miss a beat, tightening the rotation of his spear’s movements. Just like the lizardmen in The Mire dungeon, both bolts deflected off the spear’s shaft, harmlessly passing Yanily by. In that same movement, he darted forward, the blunt end of the weapon seamlessly coming around to bludgeon Hiral across the top of the head as they streaked for each other.

There was a challenge in that simple movement—lightning fast as it was. Yanily had used the blunt end on purpose.

Hiral resisted the urge to scoff at the spearman for underestimating him, and twisted to the side, just enough the spear’s haft passed an inch in front of him. Momentum carrying him forward, Hiral started to slip behind Yanily, only to catch the pointy end of the spear in his peripheral vision streaking at him from the continued rotation. Maybe Yanily hadn’t underestimated him after all, and Hiral dropped to his knees to slide along the ground—and under the spear.

Two feet past the other man, a burst of Rejection kicked Hiral back up to his feet, and he spun just in time to find Yanily already after him. A thrust for his chest. Another side-step. Then a second thrust—parried aside with an RHC—a third dodged, a fourth ducked under, and a fifth that had Hiral flipping and diving to the side. His high Dex and Atn were letting him keep up with the barrage, but Yanily’s Reed Spear Style was no joke.

He couldn’t let the other man stay on the offensive.

The moment he hit the ground from the dive, Hiral rolled back to his feet and spun, pointing the RHC in his right hand at Yanily. A pull of the trigger at the same time Yanily’s spear came around to block the expected blast, and it was a race as to which would arrive first. Time seemed to slow as the searing bolt of Impact cut through the space. As it got deflected up to strike the ceiling somewhere above. As Hiral’s eyes never left the spearman. He didn’t have the same Atn Hiral did, but Yanily’s instincts were scary good, completely negating the advantage Hiral should have at a range.

So, he launched himself back in instead of firing his second shot when time snapped back to normal speed. Yanily just grinned, sliding ahead to meet him.

Down and at an angle, the spear’s blade practically whistled as it streaked for Hiral’s shin, forcing him to stop short and lift his lead foot. With Hiral’s leg still in the air, Yanily continued his spin—having swapped to Dancing Spear Style—but Hiral hip-fired his other RHC.

The blast deflected harmlessly off the spear’s shaft, though the move forced Yanily to change his tempo, and bought Hiral the second he needed to plant his foot. Then, not slowing, Hiral stepped in with an angled, rising knee. Yanily’s spear moved perfectly to block the strike, and his eyes widened as he realized it was a feint. As soon as knee collided with spear, Hiral twisted at the hip just a touch more, and turned the knee into a kick.

This time, it was Yanily who went diving to the side, though the spearman quickly rolled to his feet and spun, weapon already moving.

Up and around, Yanily’s spear came as Hiral gave chase, forcing him to duck low to evade the sweeping blade, while he brought his own RHC in tight to his chest and pulled the trigger. Close like they were, it would be impossible for Yanily to block the blast. Except, the nimble spearman didn’t even try. Continuing the rotation of his spear like it was the most natural thing in the world, the movement of the weapon twisted Yanily’s body so the bolt of Impact slipped between his torso and arm, while the spear arced for Hiral’s thigh.

High enough he couldn’t lift his leg, and low enough he couldn’t dodge, it was a masterful counterattack. One Hiral was ready for, and his second RHC dropped down to block the strike. Crystal rang out against the twisted metal of Yanily’s spear—while Hiral gave silent thanks to how sturdy his weapons had been built—and he pivoted to shoulder-check into Yanily. Little more than a shove, it pushed the spearman back on his heels, and Hiral thrust out with his RHC.

Still on cooldown, he didn’t bother pulling the trigger, but instead just stabbed it into Yanily’s chest. Though neither move did any damage through Yanily’s Hydra-Scale Armor, they did keep him from falling into one of his weapons styles, and Hiral pressed in. Close as he was, with Yanily off-balance, he had the chance to…

Solar energy flared from the soles of Yanily’s boots, and the man vaulted away from Hiral, instantly opening a dozen feet between them.

“I feel like that’s cheating,” Hiral grumbled as Yanily landed and caught his balance, a huge grin on the spearman’s face.

“On the contrary, isn’t that the whole point of this spar?” Yanily said, dropping down again into a comfortable fighting stance. “But, Hiral, I have to ask—is that all you’ve got?”

Hiral narrowed his eyes at the man across the room—and specifically at the smile. Yanily was enjoying this. A lot. And, though it took him a second to realize it, so was Hiral. They’d pushed each other—though neither went all out—and it was pretty much a draw. Sure, Hiral had ‘landed a pair of hits’, but they weren’t anything more than no-damage taps. No, if either wanted to break the stalemate, they were going to have to up their game.

Let’s do it.

Solar energy weaved its way to his Rune of Rejection at the same time Yanily activated his boots, and the two shot directly at each other. A second burst of Rejection pulled Hiral up short, while a tug with his Rune of Attraction yanked on Yanily’s spear to pull him off balance. Unfortunately, it did little more than pull the weapon past Hiral, though it was enough to let him slip in close. From there, the RHC in his right hand came up in front of his chest, and he pulled the trigger to fire at the man beside him.

Spear twisting, Yanily used the momentum of the weapon to bend over backwards, the blast zipping by straight above them, then rolled out of it in an athletic move that defied understanding. One moment it looked like he was going to fall to his back on the floor, and the next his weapon was stabbing straight for Hiral’s face.

Rejection pushed the weapon just wide of punching into his cheek—that kind of maiming might be beyond Wule’s abilities—the speed of it hauling the air across his skin, and he hip-fired his other RHC again. A small twist of Yanily’s wrist deflected the bolt—barely—and then Hiral was in close even as the pair moved to circle each other. Spear against Runic Hand Cannons, the weapons played out at their least ideal ranges as Hiral and Yanily jockeyed for position. While the spearman tried to force distance between them—just an extra foot or two—Hiral fought to stay as close as possible, even if it meant his shots always came at bad angles.

Solar energy flared under Yanily’s boots to jump away again, but Hiral wasn’t going to let him do that a second time. A flood of energy to his Rune of Attraction turned the leap into little more than a hop, completely negating the move, and Yanily seemed to accept that was the range they were going to fight at.

Choking his hands up higher on the shaft of the spear, he wielded it like a quarterstaff, keeping it closer to his body in a blur to turn aside Hiral’s blasts. Practically on cooldown, the spearman managed to parry or evade the shots, while Hiral danced between the near-constant sweeps from the spear—even though they were so close it would be intimate in any other circumstance.

The problem was, they were falling back into Yanily’s tempo. The man was just too good at controlling the fight. And Hiral wasn’t making any ground just by pushing harder. It was like everything he did, Yanily rose to meet it.

Pushing, huh…

Weapons a blur as they moved around each other, Hiral kept his RHCs above his waist, gradually bringing his shots higher and higher, forcing Yanily to raise his weapon to keep up. From deflecting near his chest, to blocking shots aimed for his face, Yanily didn’t slow in the least. He didn’t even wince at the shots that could break bone—or worse—he just kept going. And, even though Hiral felt like he was directing the fight, some small part of him was screaming that Yanily was the one leading him around.

Which meant he needed to act. Now.

One RHC after another, Hiral pulled the trigger, watching Yanily watching him for the trick they both knew had to be coming. Right weapon, straight for Yanily’s face, deflected aside. Left, dodged underneath. Right caught in tight and pulled off-target. Left, ducked under. Right, hooked under the barrel to shoot high. Left, side stepped.

Yanily was leading him. Purposefully only making contact with the weapon in Hiral’s right hand. And if Hiral was realizing that, it was leading to something. Yanily was anticipating everything he was doing. Countering it. What could he do that Yanily wouldn’t expect…?

Hiral threw his RHC at his opponent, Yanily’s eyes scrunching up in confusion even as the spear instinctively came up and slapped it aside.

Moving forward in that brief opening, Hiral’s now empty hand continued past the spear. He wasn’t close enough to land a punch, at least not before the spear came back across hard enough to likely break his arm. Good thing he wasn’t trying to hit Yanily yet. Instead, his open hand erupted with a burst of Rejection right in front of the spearman.

The sheer amount of solar energy he’d released threw Yanily back like a ragdoll, flipping through the air, though he still managed to bat Hiral’s other RHC-blast like he knew it was coming—while upside down. Hiral was already hot after him though, and as soon as Yanily’s feet touched down, an Impact-enhanced fist whipped around with enough bad intentions to make Right proud, before stopping an inch in front of Yanily’s face.

“Give up?” Hiral asked, the rune glowing between his knuckles and Yanily’s nose.

“Was just going to ask you the same thing,” Yanily said, his eyes darting from Hiral’s face to somewhere lower. Following the other man’s look, Hiral glanced down to find the tip of Yanily’s spear brushing up against the side of his abdomen.

“I… would’ve hit you first…?” Hiral said lamely, then they both chuckled at that. “Ah who am I kidding? You controlled that fight from beginning to end.”

“You didn’t do so bad yourself,” Yanily said as Hiral took a step back. “I’ve got some pointers for you, if you’re interested.”

“Definitely,” Hiral said. “I’m not too proud to say ‘no’ to improving. But, after dinner? I need to get over and talk to Nivian before that.”

“Yeah, that’s fine. We still have time,” Yanily said. “Off you go then. Right can keep me company.”

Right just nodded, while Wule looked up from his book just long enough to make sure everybody still had all their pieces attached. When he was sure nothing was missing, his eyes went right back to the page, and he exited ahead of Hiral.

“You did well,” Left said as he and Hiral started for the kitchen. “I also have some pointers if you’re open to hearing them.”

“Sure am,” Hiral said as he walked with Left. He wasn’t kidding when he’d told Yanily he’d be happy to get some advice. And, Left had a keen eye for things. Speaking of which…“You know, I never asked… What are you putting your fourth stat point into now that we’re D-Rank?”

“Intelligence,” Left said right away. “You’ve got attunement covered, and all the Growers have very good wisdom. I figured I would specialize in that to balance out the group.”

“Makes sense; it’s what I would do. Guessing Right is doing something similar? Probably… strength?”

“Exactly,” Left explained as they entered the workshop again. “You and Yanily focus more on dexterity, but we felt Right could offer big, single-hit decisiveness. Like Balyo did.”

“Definitely something we need, even if Yanily’s new training pays off. What do you think—can he force an ability evolution by practicing something like that?”

“I’d need more data points to speak definitively on the subject,” Left said, “but I believe it’s possible. For you as well. From what Dr. Benza was saying, it sounds like the PIMP system is almost like a living entity. One constantly growing and evolving. I suspect there are even abilities and combinations not foreseen by the creators.

“What the system is today may not be the same thing as what they believed it would be all those years ago when they built it,” he finished as the pair entered the kitchen.

Hiral could only nod. There was so much they didn’t know about the PIM and the PIMP. Still, as long as it gave them the avenue they needed to get stronger, did it really matter? It was obviously already catering to their needs with the specific loot and abilities it provided, so for now, he’d just have to trust it to do its thing.

Meanwhile, he’d do his.

“Hey, Nivian, I’ve got a present for you,” he said, holding up his new runic device.

This one should work a little smoother than Yanily’s.

Should.
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PARTY FORMATION


“You can’t be serious?” Nivian said as the eight of them sat around the table, plates full of piled food. “Cal wants to stay behind? Here? By herself?”

“That’s what she told me,” Seeyela said, and Hiral looked to the empty ninth chair set at the large table.

The healer hadn’t come out of her room, not even once, since they’d arrived, but Seeyela had found a way in. When she’d come back out for dinner, she’d dropped the news on them: Cal didn’t plan to leave until Fallen Reach came around again.

“What’s she going to do here by herself?” Wule asked. “It’s not just a few hours alone. It’s basically a whole rotation.”

“She’s got that mirror,” Hiral said, thinking back to the item she’d gotten from the Troblin Throne dungeon. “The Mirror of Memories, I think it was called when I used View on it.”

“Any idea what it even does?” Wule asked. “No, never mind, that’s not important. We need to change her mind. Bring her with us.”

“You suggesting we tie her up and make Nivian carry her over his shoulder?” Seena asked. “Cause, from what Seeyela was telling me, that’s what it’s going to take.”

“She’s shaken. Badly,” Seeyela said. “The loss… What happened to… to the others… She thinks we never should’ve left that first dungeon. Partly blames herself too, I think, since she was the group’s healer.”

“She wasn’t even there… or conscious… for most of it,” Wule said. “How can she blame herself?”

“It’s not logical; it’s grief,” Left spoke up. “I’m sure there are a dozen things she wishes she could go back and do differently, and no matter what we say to her, nothing will change her mind until she’s ready for it. This isn’t a process we can force.”

“So, you think we should just leave her?” Wule asked.

“I think we should consider her wishes,” Left said.

“I hate to be the one to say this…” Yanily started, “but I’m going to anyway. Cal staying behind—as much as I don’t like it—solves an issue about party size and dungeons.”

Hiral’s spoon paused on the way to his mouth, a mix of relief and hesitance churning in his chest. He’d been thinking the same thing—everybody must’ve been—but it was always the question of who was going to mention it. Thank you, Yanily. From the looks on the others’ faces, Hiral wasn’t the only one feeling that way.

“Yanily… has a point,” Seena agreed. “Look, I’m not happy about it either, but with the Party Interface option and the limits on going into the dungeons, it’s something we need to actually talk about. We can’t just pretend it’s not a thing.”

“We could hold off on forming the party through the interface,” Nivian offered. “Do it like we’ve always done it. Alternate somebody in and out to get all seven of us through the dungeon.”

“That’s always an option… if she agrees to come with us,” Seena said. “Seeyela, really, if we hold off on leaving for a bit, do you think she’ll change her mind? From what Left says, we don’t have to head out immediately.”

“To be clear, there are a number of unknowns,” Left said. “Sooner would be better, but… there is probably some leeway.”

“She’s not going to change her mind—at least, not any time soon,” Seeyela said. “I’ve seen her like this before.”

“Should one of us stay with her?” Wule asked, but all eyes settled on Seeyela. Out of everybody, it would have to be her. Wule, Nivian, and Hiral were all needed for the dungeon runs. They were part of Seena’s party, so it meant she would be going, and then Yanily… well… Yanily wasn’t somebody who got left behind to offer moral or emotional support.

Seeyela was already shaking her head. With a threat to Fallen Reach—and her daughter, Favela—there was no way Seeyela was staying behind. “It’s Cal’s choice, and at least we know she’ll be safe here. There’s plenty of food, and we don’t have to worry about the Enemy, according to Dr. Benza.”

“So, that’s it, then,” Seena said. “We’re going. The six… er, eight of us. Like Left said, sooner is better, but we’ve been pushing hard since The Mire. I suggest we take a bit of time to make sure we’re rested and ready to go. Once we’re on the road again, who knows the next time we’ll be able to let our guard down?

“Twenty hours, I’d say. Any objections or suggestions?”

“I just want to check, one final time,” Wule spoke up. “We’re really doing this? Leaving Cal behind?”

The two sisters exchanged a look, their lips parting like they were each going to say something. Then, as if they had the same thought at the same time, their mouths tightened, and they nodded at each other.

“I hate it too, Wule,” Seena said. “But, if this threat to our islands is real, we have to go. We have to try.”

“We don’t even know what the threat is,” Nivian pointed out, then sighed and faced his brother. “And staying here won’t tell us. She’s right.”

Wule looked in the direction of the dormitory, as if he could see through the walls to Cal in her room. “I know she is. It’s… probably better this way. Cal is safer here than she would be out there, and if she’s distracted… then she puts us all at risk. It’s the wrong choice for the right reasons.”

“Then it’s settled,” Seeyela said, her face clearly a mask of forcing a strong front. “Twenty hours.”

“I can prep some other food to take with us,” Nivian said, after the weight of the choice settled on the party’s shoulders. “The rations are good and all, but there’s enough here to add some variety to them. Stuff that’ll keep.”

“Might offer some different buffs as well, depending on the situation,” Yanily said.

“Good idea,” Seena said. “Need any help?”

At least five sets of eyes widened at Seena’s offer, and every head around the table quickly shook.

“We want buffs, Seena,” Yanily said. “Not debuffs.”

“Maybe we should leave Yanily behind after all,” Seena said to her sister. “Tie Cal up instead, drag her along. Could be worth it.”

“I’m good taking care of the cooking,” Nivian said. “Could use a few volunteers to maybe test things and see what kind of buffs the food gives, though.”

“Looks like this,” Hiral said, pointing at his dish while he had one eye on his status window, “gives bonuses to endurance and attunement.”

“Good buff while we’re traveling,” Wule said. “And I can help be a taste-tester.”

“We can all help,” Seeyela clarified.

“Right and Left also found out something interesting,” Hiral said when the food conversation seemed finished. “We got currency from the Troblin Throne. The chips…”

“The currency is called wats,” Left said.

“Oh? Thanks,” Hiral said. “Anyway, these wats accumulate as we defeat monsters, absorbing some of the solar energy released. We can, in turn, spend the currency at the Asylum interfaces for equipment. Left was saying we already have quite a bit from killing the Troblin Lord several times, and he has some suggestions as far as what we should spend it on. Left?”

“The current equipment we can purchase from the interface Shop is relatively limited, but there was one very stand-out item,” Left said. “So stand-out, in fact, that I almost feel like the PIMP is suggesting we purchase it.”

“What kind of item?” Yanily asked. “A weapon?”

“The item is called an Interspatial Ring,” Left said. “According to the description, it’s some kind of storage device that contains an instanced sub-space, similar to a dungeon. It will allow us to carry far more supplies than a normal backpack would, and without all the extra weight. It’s simply a ring.”

“How do you store something in a ring?” Seena asked.

“I’m not sure on all the details,” Left admitted with a shrug. “We have enough wats to purchase six of the rings, though.”

“That’s oddly convenient,” Nivian said.

“Which isn’t unusual for the PIMP,” Hiral said. “I’m pretty sure it’s doing what it can to tailor our paths towards whatever will make us strongest, without simply gifting us that power.”

“Says the guy who got an S-Rank weapon,” Yanily mumbled.

“Which, based on what we learned from Dr. Benza, means he earned it,” Seena said. “If you want an S-Rank weapon, I guess that means you’ll have to work harder. We all will. Anyway, about the ring, let’s buy one and see how it works. If it’s useful, we’ll pick up the others. Can we put things like tents in it?”

“I think so,” Left explained. “I did see some limits to what it would hold, and I believe it takes time to deposit or withdraw items, so it may not work well in combat.”

“Either way, pick one up after we finish here and let us know?” Seena said.

“Certainly. I’d also like to spend some time doing what I can to reconfirm our route.”

“Please,” Hiral said. “I’d hate to get lost along the way. We should also form a party through the Party Interface ability. I poked around a bit, and one person has to act as the party leader and invite the other five.”

None of the others spoke up, but they all looked at Seena, then at Seeyela, and back to Seena again.

Right. Seena was the party leader, but Seeyela was the—what did they call it?—raid leader.

“Go ahead,” Seeyela said. “This is your party, after all.”

“You sure?” Seena asked.

“Yeah. Slot me in as a damage dealer, I guess.”

“Whoa, I thought I was going to be a damage dealer now?” Wule said.

“Throwing snowballs doesn’t make you a damage dealer,” Yanily said. “Not like we’re going to be fighting more Lizardmen in the next zone anyway.”

“I think you’ll be a good fit to our party,” Seena said, ignoring the others with practiced grace. “Hiral has his RHCs, but with Left and Right up with Nivian and Yanily, it’s getting kind of crowded at the front line. We should probably take a few hours and do some training together before we head out. Get used to the new flow.”

“I think Yanily needs a couple hours to work on his new move, and I’d like a few to finish what I was doing in the workshop as well,” Hiral said. “Can we meet up after that to practice together?”

“Knowing you, you’d just be off in your own little world if I asked you to train before you were ready anyway,” Seena said with a smirk. “That works. So, here’s the plan. A few hours on our own to get ready. A few more after that to smooth out our teamwork. Rest. Save Fallen Reach. Simple, huh?”

“I like how you just slid that last bit in there like it was no big thing,” Yanily said.

“Yeah, now we just need to figure out what exactly we’re saving it from,” Hiral said, putting another spoonful of the stew in his mouth.
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D-RANK


With everybody finalizing their preparations to go, Hiral did a quick check to make sure he was ready. He had the Emperor’s Greatsword slung across his back, and his RHCs on his thighs. His new and improved RHCs. With the Runes of Increase and Energy, he’d finally found a use for the other two—previously blank—slides in the weapons. The hand cannons now each fired an energy blast that not only scorched what they hit, but also packed at least twice the punch they had before. Definitely a nice upgrade from his class ability to modify crystal gear.

Speaking of which, the strange crystal ring floated upright about a foot behind him, so that if he turned his head, he looked right through the open center of it. The script throughout it glowed slightly, and once he’d fed it a bit of solar energy, it’d instantly moved into position behind him. What it actually did was still the big question, with his View skill giving him nothing but a question mark when he looked at it.

There weren’t any runes inscribed in the ring to give away its purpose, but when Hiral looked at the space within the ring, there was something like a pull. Solar energy wanted to flow that way, though every time he tried, nothing happened. He was still missing a piece of the puzzle.

With a shake of his head, he moved on from his weapons to the ring on his finger. Left’s tests with the Interspatial Ring had gone well. So well, in fact, that each of the six people now wore one. Their tents, sleeping bags, food, and other supplies all fit weightlessly inside. It took a few seconds to pull anything out, but it was far more convenient than carrying a backpack around. Hiral even had all his extra crystal in there to work with as they travelled.

With his gear in good shape, he pulled open his yellow status window to take a quick look at where he stood, a smile appearing—like it did every time—when his eyes passed over his class. He’d wanted one for so, so many years, it was almost like a dream to actually have it. Not exactly the class he’d always imagined he’d have, but, honestly, this Runic Artificer class was a much better fit for him than Shaper would’ve been.

Eyes traveling down his stats, he noticed he’d even gained another base point of Atn from his time in the workshop. Nice!

Name: Hiral Dorin

Race: Builder

Class: Runic Artificer

Rank: Low-D-Rank (Level 1)

Attributes

Strength (Str)—18 (0) = 18

Endurance (End)—18 (0) = 18

Dexterity (Dex)—20 (32) = 58

Intelligence (Int)—18 (0) = 18

Wisdom (Wis)—18 (0) = 18

Attunement (Atn)—19 (32) = 51

Solar Energy Processing

Absorption Rate: S-Rank

Capacity: S-Rank

Output Rate: S-Rank

Abilities—Runes

Rune of Separation—Primary

Rune of Gravity—Secondary

Rune of Energy—Tertiary

Rune of Attraction (Forearm, Left)

Rune of Rejection (Forearm, Right)

Rune of Absorption (Bicep, Left)

Rune of Impact (Bicep, Right)

Rune of Decrease (Shoulder, Left)

Rune of Increase (Shoulder, Right)

Abilities—Active

Foundational Split, Terminal, Eloquent, Enraged, Intimidate

Abilities—Passive

Infernal Conjuration, Gourmand, Racial Growth*, View (Enemy Health), Good Things Come in Threes, Walk on Water, One-Man Army (+20%), Internal Injuries (D-Rank), I Bow to No One (slight), Elemental Resistances (10%), Beauty Sleep, Inspirational Growth, Party Interface, Killing Spree, Life of the Party

Racial Growth—Progress

Troblins—Level 5—4/300—Current Bonus = 20%

Giant Horned Lizards—Level 3—13/50—Current Bonus = 10%

Barbed Swamp Snakes—Level 2—8/10—Current Bonus = 5%

Lizardmen—Level 4—58/150—Current Bonus = 15%

Hydras—Level 1—1/2—Current Bonus = 0%

All in all, Hiral couldn’t complain about the progress he’d made since he’d come to the surface. Not only had he finally gotten a class, but also nine runes, a handful of other active abilities, including Foundational Split, and a whole slew of passive abilities. It kind of irked him how the PIM used three different ways to measure the value of his abilities—Percentage and Rank is easy enough, but ‘slightly’? What does that even mean?—but the fact there was a value at all suggested they were all upgradable.

His stats were a little imbalanced, with everything going into Dex and Atn, but that was what he’d needed to beat the Troblin Lord, and he’d reflexively done the same thing with his first level of D-Rank points. Still, it was pretty impressive how his Dex…

Hiral paused while he looked at his status window. The math for his Dex didn’t make sense. Since when did 20+32=58? He scratched his head, closed his status window, and then reopened it to see if anything changed.

Nope, still fifty-eight.

With no obvious answer, Hiral walked up to the Asylum interface and waved his hand over the crystal, prompting Dr. Benza to predictably appear.

“Help,” Hiral said, and the doctor’s image shifted. “Dr. Benza, my status window is saying something strange about my dexterity. The numbers don’t add up. Can you explain it?”

“Accessing PIM,” Dr. Benza said. “Access complete. Perceived discrepancy likely arises from your high base dexterity, which is naturally in the realm of D-Rank. For each ten points of a base attribute beyond the initial ten, a twenty percent bonus is given to the PIM-based stats. This transforms your thirty-two allocated points into a final result of thirty-eight from your PIM.”

“Oh, wow,” Hiral said. “So, if I can get one more point in my attunement, I’ll get that twenty percent bonus there as well?”

“That is correct,” Dr. Benza said.

“Overpowered!” Yanily said, joining Hiral beside the interface. “Seriously. Who did you bribe to get all the good stuff?”

“Says the guy who should be getting ten percent to all his stats just for standing beside me,” Hiral said.

“Uh…” Yanily said, his eyes glazing over as he presumably looked at his status window. “Yeah, that is pretty nice. I thought I felt smarter.”

“It’s all in your head,” Left said, joining the two.

“No, I’m pretty sure I’m… oooooooh,” Yanily said. “Smarter. It’s all in my head. I see what you did there.” He winked at Left.

“Ten percent on top of a small number is still a small number,” Nivian added, coming out of the kitchen.

“No need to pick on him,” Seena said, coming into the Asylum lobby with Wule and Seeyela. “Guessing everybody is ready?"

"Yeah," Nivian said. “These rings are great. I just tested it, and the stew comes out without spilling! But, are we sure about…”

“I’m sorry I’m not going with you,” Cal’s voice said from the living area, and the healer stepped sheepishly into the lobby. “I… I would just slow you down.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Wule said. “Are you sure…?”

“I am,” she said, a bit more strength in her voice. “I can’t go back out there yet.”

“It’ll be lonely here,” Wule said, worry for his friend obvious.

“Not so lonely,” Cal said, and her fingers tightened around the hand mirror she held at her side.

Mirror of Memories… Maybe that’s what it does? Shows her images of her memories? Of the people she’s lost? I don’t know if that’s kind or cruel.

“You could…” Wule started.

“No,” Cal said, shaking her head. “Thank you for caring. For worrying about me. But this is my decision. I’m staying. You need to go, though. Favela needs you.” As she said this, she looked at Seeyela. From the glance that passed between them, this wasn’t the first time they’d had the conversation.

“I understand,” Wule said. “We’ll miss you, and we’ll come pick you up when the city comes around again. You better be ready.”

“I will.”

“You can use the globe Dr. Benza creates to monitor the island’s progress,” Left said.

“Yes. I’ll be waiting for you all,” Cal said, forcing herself to smile. “Stay safe. Please. I don’t want to see you in…” She cut off, her eyes darting down to her hand. “I don’t want to see you hurt,” she amended. “Come back safe.”

“I’ll make sure of it this time,” Nivian said. “No matter what it takes. I won’t let anything happen to them.”

“I know you won’t,” Cal said, looking at each of the party members. Then she abruptly turned and vanished back into the living area. The soft click of a distant door closing told them all where she’d gone.

“Is she really going to be okay?” Wule asked.

“We have to trust she’ll be,” Seena said. “We’ve got enough on our plates now. Left, you know where we’re going?”

“Sort of?” the double said with a shrug. “There should be a Disc of Passage waiting for us back where we first arrived to take us to the next zone, but there’s no data on what we’ll find in the zone itself. I spoke with Wule, and he confirmed the area is too far away from the EnSath River for him to have any information on it.”

“So, we’re going in blind?” Yanily asked.

“Nothing different from the dungeons,” Hiral said. “We’ve got this.”

“He’s right; we do,” Seena said. “Recap, in case anybody”—she looked specifically at Yanily—“wasn’t listening before. We’re going to this D-Rank zone to clear the three dungeons and get to the next Asylum as quickly as possible. No farming for experience there. Once we’re through to the zone after that, also D-Rank, we’ll either move right to the jump point or start clearing dungeons there. All depends on time.

“Our secondary goal is, of course, to try and get a class evolution for at least one of us. If we can do that, Dr. Benza will hopefully give us some information on the threat to Fallen Reach and our islands. If we can’t, and we get to the second zone with time to spare… Hiral, I want to try to use that rest bonus ability you got to get you to C-Rank. It’s a long shot, to say the least, but it’s the best backup plan I could come up with.”

Hiral nodded. “I did some testing with Beauty Sleep when we were looping in the Troblin Throne. Seems I need two hours of good rest—which is kind of subjective, if you ask me—to get one hour of bonus experience. However, if we can find a good farm spot with constant enemies, between that and Killing Spree, I could see the experience really racking up.”

“Overpowered,” Yanily mumbled predictably.

“Can’t argue with you this time, given the right circumstances,” Hiral said. “The bonus won’t amount to much while we’re traveling, but if we find a spot to set up camp and hunt from there, it could be impressive.”

“Hopefully we won’t need to get you to C-Rank, but it’s good to have the option,” Seena said. “One last thing. The Enemy.”

As soon as she said the words, a tension ran through Hiral’s shoulders along with the mental image of a glowing grin. That thing that had taken over Picoli was still out there, but it was way back where they’d started. In a few hours, they’d be thousands of miles away from it. No, it was a problem to deal with—maybe—when they came back for Cal. The bigger question was whether or not there were more of them out there.

“By the looks on your faces, I can see you’re all thinking the same thing I am,” Seena said. “We still know next to nothing about this so-called Enemy. Not what they look like or what they want.”

“They can fly, they’re invisible, and they really want us dead,” Yanily said. “I think that honestly sums up all the important stuff.”

“They can also… infest or possess people… or something like that,” Hiral said. “And they can use the same runes I do.”

“Yes,” Seena said, “they’re dangerous. But it also seems like they only come out when the rain is the worst. We move when it’s light; we hide when it’s heavy. As long as we’re careful, we should be able to avoid them.”

“Any chance there are more like… like Picoli?” Wule asked.

Seena shrugged. “From the map, the zone we’re going to isn’t close to the river, which should also mean none of our people would’ve been lost there. I think the odds of it are low, but we’ll keep an eye out.”

“Even if we do run into one, we’re all D-Rank now, with new equipment and abilities,” Nivian said. “We can do this.”

“We can,” Seena agreed. “Let’s go.”
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WILD DUNGEON


Almost two hours later, Hiral sat with the others on a Disc of Passage as it raced down a seemingly endless hall. They’d found it waiting for them in one of the two previously empty spots where they’d first arrived, and a quick swipe over the activation crystal had sent them on their way.

Nobody really said much, each person keeping to themselves, which was mostly fine for Hiral; it gave him time to tinker, until Seena left her sister’s side.

“What you got there?” Seena said, breaking the silence.

Hiral made a fist with his left hand and held it up, the crystal wrapped around his knuckles. “It’s for Right. A Rune of Impact so he isn’t always relying on one hand. I wanted to make them for his knees and feet, too, but…”

“What happens when he vanishes?” Seena asked, eyeing the crystal knuckles.

Hiral chuckled. “Exactly. This drops to the ground? They’re pretty easy to make, so I’ve got a couple for him. One isn’t a huge investment, but losing a whole set each time? That’d add up fast. Going to see how one works, then maybe I’ll figure something else out later.”

“Won’t he get more options as you unlock your runes?” Seena asked.

“There’s that, too, though he’ll never get anything on his left side,” Hiral said, pointing at the double’s Meridian and tattoo-bare side.

“Yeah,” Seena said, then shook her head. “Your Foundational Split ability has got to be the strangest thing I’ve ever seen. Left and Right are so much more than what I feel like an ability should be able to do. They’re so… real.”

“They are,” Hiral agreed. “And, more than that, they’re friends. Is it strange I’m friends with myself?”

“Yes, but I’ve been listening to you talk to yourself for quite a while now, so I’m used to it.”

“Thanks, I think?” Hiral stowed the crystal knuckles away for the moment and pulled out another foot-long bar of crystal about an inch wide. “Anyway, I’ve got something else I think you’ll like even more than the knuckles.”

“A ruler?” Seena asked, looking at the crystal.

“Exactly. You know how I feel about measurements and testing. This will make it much easier to…” He trailed off when Seena scowled at him, then just chuckled. “I’m kidding. I mean, we could use it as a ruler if we needed to draw a straight line… Okay, I’m sorry, I’ll stop! It’s to keep the rain off us.”

“What? Really?” she asked, the scowl vanishing instantly.

“Yup! I just need to wrap this bar around your upper arm. Then, when you thread some solar energy into it, it’ll activate the Rune of Rejection. See, right here.” He pointed at the rune.

“Have you tested it yet?” Seena asked, leaning in closer.

“Not yet. I just finished the set.”

Seena slowly but deliberately leaned back. “I heard about Yanily and his boots.”

“Uh… so?” Hiral asked, trying to keep his face neutral.

“This thing isn’t going to reject our arms off or something, is it? Wule can’t fix that, I don’t think.” Seena looked over towards where the healer was talking to his twin. “Hey, Wule, can you regrow limbs yet?”

“He can’t even regrow facial hair,” Nivian answered for Wule.

Wule scowled at his brother, then looked at Seena. “No, why?”

Seena looked at Hiral, then whispered out of the corner of her mouth, “Let’s test it on Nivian first.”

“Not Yanily?” Hiral asked.

“Both at the same time?” Seena offered as a compromise.

“I’ve got two.”

“Perfect. But, seriously, if it rejects their arms off, I’ll be annoyed. A sleeve is okay. Maybe a finger.”

“It won’t reject any limbs off,” Hiral said. “I promise. It’s not nearly powerful enough for that. All it’ll do is reject most of the rain about an inch away from their body. If the rain is really heavy, some will probably still get through, though.”

“Keeping any of it off us will be…” Seena started, but Left interrupted.

“We’re slowing down.”

“Oh, we’re there already?” Hiral said, standing up and looking down the tunnel. It still continued on for quite the distance, the glowing roots extending ahead on both sides.

“I believe it’s too early,” Left said. “Unless my calculations were off before we left.”

“Hiral has a new ruler you can use next time,” Seena said, elbowing Hiral in the side.

“You’re very funny,” he deadpanned, but they walked up to join Left—along with everybody else—as the disc noticeably slowed.

“There’s something ahead of us, I think,” Hiral said, a shape in the tunnel resolving in the darkness as the disc further slowed and finally came to a complete stop.

“Damn,” Nivian cursed, and Hiral couldn’t disagree.

The entire tunnel ahead had collapsed, thousands and thousands of tons of solid rock now completely blocking their way.

“Dr. Benza’s map didn’t have anything about this?” Wule asked, turning to Left.

“Nothing,” the double said.

“Can we dig through it?” Yanily offered. “How far are we from our destination?”

“At least a hundred miles, minimum,” Left said. “And, as for digging…” He just shook his head.

It was a fair question, but looking at the rock, Hiral had to agree with his double’s assessment. That wasn’t just a minor cave-in—no, the smallest rock was bigger than Hiral, while he couldn’t even make out the ends of some of the larger ones.

“We’re not getting through that,” Hiral said. “Back to the Asylum, then? See if we can find another route that’ll let us get ahead of Fallen Reach?”

“Do we have time for that?” Seena asked.

“Don’t see how we have a choice,” Hiral responded with a shrug, but before anybody else could speak up, a portal spiraled open at the end of the disc closest to the tunnel collapse.

“What’s that?” Yanily asked, and an appropriately timed notification window appeared in front of Hiral to answer the question.

Congratulations! You have discovered a Wild Dungeon – The Buried City

Dynamic Quest: Complete the Wild Dungeon – The Buried City to gain passage to the other side.

Note: Wild Dungeons are rare instances containing powerful Lost equipment and unique quests.

Note (2): Wild Dungeons appear randomly and may only be completed once.

Note (3): Wild Dungeons do not usually count towards Asylum access.

“That’s… interesting,” Hiral said, quickly reading the notification window a second time before minimizing it. “Everybody got that bit about a wild dungeon?”

“Powerful Lost equipment?” Yanily said. “Count me in.”

“It seems oddly convenient we found this wild dungeon here,” Seeyela said. “Do you think it will really take us to the other side of the cave-in?”

“Technically, it doesn’t say the other side of what,” Left pointed out. “It could just be the other side of the city.”

“Even if it does take us to the other side of the collapse, is it going to take the disc as well?” Wule asked. “Or is it just going to portal us out over empty air?” He peered over the side of the disc and into the darkness below.

“Dr. Benza may be a bit of a sadist, but I don’t think even he would do that,” Hiral said. “Again, the point of the dungeons is to make us stronger, not to kill us unfairly.”

“You think we should go in?” Seena asked him, then looked at the portal.

Hiral considered it for a moment, but there wasn’t really much to think about, so he nodded. “I do. Going back, we might find another path. On the other hand, this wild dungeon could be an opportunity to get an advanced class.”

“And powerful Lost equipment,” Yanily reminded them—again.

Seena ignored the spearman, turning to the portal and tapping her chin in thought. Going in was a risk—like any dungeon—and possibly also a waste of time if it didn’t actually get them past the collapse.

“Worst-case scenario, we lose three hours while we’re in there,” Hiral said.

“No, worst case is we all die horribly,” Wule pointed out.

“I won’t let that happen,” Nivian said, his tone cutting the joke off right there. “I won’t.”

“There’s no guarantee there’s another route available to us,” Left said. “The number of D-Rank zones connected to the first Asylum was quite limited.”

“Okay, we’re going in.” Seena then seemed to remember Seeyela was there and looked over at her. “Sis?”

“Hrm?” Seeyela said, her attention firmly on the portal until Seena called her name. She shook off whatever had distracted her. “Oh, I think it’s the right call. Since we don’t know how long the portal will stay open, or how to reopen it if it closes, I suggest we head in soon.”

“Wule, give us buffs, both of them,” Seena said. “We don’t know if we have the same waiting lobby the other dungeons had.” She then quickly cast Lashing Vines on the party.

Hiral reflexively glanced at the thorny vines wreathed in purple flames that grew painlessly from his shoulders.

You have been buffed by Lashing Vines.

Vines will make independent attacks to enemies within range for 21 minutes.

“Still pretty creepy,” he said. “Oh, duration went way up?”

“Yeah, a minute per level now that it’s D-Rank,” Seena said.

“Nice!” Hiral said, then felt two pulses of solar energy, along with a pair of notifications.

You have been buffed by Nature’s Bulwark.

Reduces damage taken by 10% for 210 minutes.

You have been buffed by Nature’s Blade.

Increases damage inflicted by 10% for 21 minutes.

“Blade got a duration increase, but Bulwark didn’t?” he asked Wule.

“I haven’t gotten Nature’s Bulwark to D-Rank yet,” Wule said with a shrug, his pair of lantern-like solar batteries now floating behind him. “Don’t use it as much as Nature’s Blade because of its longer base duration.”

“Why not just cast it again as soon as it fades, even if we’re not expecting to fight?” Hiral asked while everybody else made sure they were ready to go.

“That’s actually a good idea. Before we started running dungeons, I figured it’d be another full rotation, at least, before I got to D-Rank. There just wasn’t the rush to level up abilities. Guess I have to rethink things.”

“We all do,” Nivian agreed, his triple-lash whip growing out of the palm of his right hand, a different element running along each—infernal fire, lightning, and flaming lightning. From his left hand, another vine grew, this one wrapping around the crystal knuckle Hiral had given him, then spiraling out to form a shield on his arm. Even at a distance, Hiral could feel the slight pull from the Rune of Attraction.

That should help make sure he blocks everything.

“Left, Right, I’ll bring you back out as soon as we get inside,” Hiral said, putting his hands on each of his doubles’ shoulders and absorbing them.

With that done, he drew his Runic Hand Cannons from his thigh-plates, nodding to show Seena he was ready to go.

Seena, likewise, pulled the tome she’d gotten from The Mire from a satchel at her waist, and the strange book immediately floated into the air beside her, opening on its own. “Looks like we’re ready.”

“Give Nivian the shoulder tap, and let’s go,” Yanily said, spear in hand and eyes practically twinkling at the thought of experience and loot.

“Let’s do this,” Seena said.

She tapped Nivian on the shoulder, and the tank strode through the portal.

Hiral watched the small party frames in the corner of his vision gray out one by one as the others stepped through.

“Hey, guys, can you hear me?” he tested through the communication magic of the Party Interface. No response, so he followed them through the portal.
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THE BURIED CITY


The portal closed with a soft pop behind Hiral, the last one through, and a strange shiver ran up his spine, settling in between his shoulder blades. An instinct had him turning around at where the portal had been, and he caught Seeyela looking at the same spot.

What was that?

Seeyela met his eyes, then shook her head and turned her attention to their surroundings.

Whatever the feeling had been, it was gone now, so Hiral followed suit, finding himself in a kind of waiting lobby, just like with the other dungeons.

The wild dungeons must have some similarities with regular dungeons. I wonder why it’s named differently…

Before he had a chance to consider an answer to his own question, a new notification window appeared in front of him.

The Buried City – Wild Dungeon

D-Rank

Top Clear Times

XXX : --:--

YYY : --:--

ZZZ : --:--

Attempt Dungeon?

Yes / No

“This confirms it’s D-Rank,” Seena said with a small sigh of relief. “Anybody need a minute before we get started?”

Hiral answered by activating Foundational Split, his tattoos and Meridian Lines peeling off his skin and billowing out as smoke-like solar energy to either side of him. When Left and Right were once again part of the group, he nodded at Seena.

“All ready here,” Nivian said, and the others nodded.

“Good. Remember what we practiced,” Seena said, then slapped her hand on the Yes button of the notification window.

The plain, false walls of the waiting lobby faded away like a thick fog, and then suddenly the ground shook so violently it threw Hiral to his knees. He hit and rolled, another tremor shaking the rock tunnel and causing small stones to fall from the ceiling, while a wall of dust roared at them from ahead.

“Incoming!” Seena shouted as Nivian appeared in front of her, shield up to block the worst of it. After the trials of the previous dungeons, the rest of the party smoothly fell in line behind them, instincts and reactions overcoming the trembling ground. Hiral pushed out a small dome of Rejection around them.

The roaring wave of dust washed over them with deafening ferocity. Both Wule and Seena put a hand on Nivian’s back to support him, while Hiral forced more energy into his rune to protect their flanks.

One second, two, three. The pressure built, Hiral’s ears popping, and then, just like that, it was past.

Hiral glanced behind him, half-expecting to see a wall or fallen pile of rubble, but instead the tunnel continued on long into the darkness.

When and where are we? This doesn’t look like a city, though judging by the cavern, we’re definitely underground.

“Everybody okay?” Seena asked, her voice shockingly clear—almost like it was in Hiral’s head—while another crash echoed from ahead. This time, the tremor under their feet was far less violent. Whatever had happened, the worst was over—for the moment.

“We’re fine,” Wule said after doing a quick visual check of the others.

“That was unexpected,” Nivian said. “In every other dungeon, we had to move forward before things got crazy.”

“Maybe one of the differences with wild dungeons,” Hiral said, but then focused on his hearing, something catching his attention. He quickly held up a hand to ask for quiet from the others, and… yes… there it was. “I hear… screaming. Panic. Something is going on ahead of us.” He pointed down the tunnel towards where the wall of dust had come from.

“I think we’re about to find out another difference with wild dungeons,” Seena said. She tapped Nivian on the shoulder, and the tank immediately started forward.

Wule and Seena followed right behind Nivian, with Right and Yanily taking up the corner points of the arrow formation. A little further back, Hiral jogged beside Seeyela, his RHCs in his hands, while Left kept watch at the rear. Nobody spoke as they moved, their eyes peeled for whatever was making the noise.

The rough-hewn cavern wall quickly turned to chiseled rock, the familiar glowing roots on both sides, though there were no obvious signs of support keeping the ceiling up. No, that’s not right. There’s a rune carved into the wall there. And another one there… They’re all over the place.

Hiral’s eyes settled on the rune as his mind turned over what they could mean, but he quickly snapped his gaze away. The last thing he needed was to explode if he figured out what the rune meant and learned it—Nivian would never let him hear the end of it. He could puzzle out what it was later.

“Something ahead,” Nivian said from the front of the group.

“I can hear the screaming now too,” Seena said. “Shouting as well. What kind of dungeon did we jump into?”

The answer came a few seconds later when the party emerged from the relatively small tunnel into a massive cavern, easily hundreds of feet tall. The roots from the tunnel joined thousands more like them to illuminate a full-fledged city built underground. Nearest them, small, squat buildings that looked like homes hugged each other and stretched in both directions, each no larger than two or three stories. Beyond them, though, far larger buildings reached for the ceiling, some of them having to be ten or more stories tall. Despite the height, they still retained the rather plain, square look of the closest homes, though the way the roots wrapped around them…

It's art. They used the glowing roots to decorate the simple buildings.

Hiral pulled his eyes away from the strange beauty of the illuminated city, the atmosphere almost festive in other circumstances, and found the source of the panic: the huge hole in the cavern ceiling. While the whole cavern had to easily be several miles long, and about half that wide, a large chunk of the ceiling was missing from around the middle. Giant hunks of stone lay barely visible in the heart of the city, the true devastation mostly hidden by the closest buildings.

Worse, though, was the pounding rain pouring down through the half-mile-wide gap above, and the dark shapes dropping down into the cavern with the water.

“Those better not be what I think they are,” Wule said, everybody else having noticed the same thing Hiral did.

“I don’t think they’re the Enemy,” Hiral said. “We can see them, and our PIMs aren’t going crazy with warnings.”

“Yeah, well, whatever they are, they’re not the only things in this dungeon,” Nivian interrupted, pulling everybody’s attention back down to ground level. “Look.”

Hiral looked ahead of the tank, down the street, to find possibly the last thing he expected to in a dungeon.

A child.

Tear-streaked and bloody, the kid stumbled along the road, his right hand cupping his other arm like it hurt him.

“Mommy!? Daddy?” the kid called, his voice somehow crystal clear over the turmoil. “Mommy, I’m scared. Where are you, Mommy?”

“I…” Yanily started. “I don’t want to fight that… that kid. We don’t have to, right?”

Hiral watched the child a second longer until his View ability kicked in.

Small Child—Low-E-Rank—Non-Combatant

“It’s not a monster,” Hiral said.

“No, but that is!” Left said, pointing at something loping across the rooftops in the direction of the child.

“GO!” Seena shouted.

The party rushed forward, Nivian’s form blurring and stretching out as he used his movement ability.

“Graaaah!” the monster snarled as it vaulted from the roof at the child, only to find Nivian’s shield in its path.

Bones crunched from the impact, and the tank twisted his body with the monster’s momentum, flipping it past him—and the child—to send it crashing into the building across the street.

Shiny black fur, blades along its joints, and long arms. The thing was some kind of large monkey, and it rolled to its feet with a snarl. Wickedly curved teeth lined its mouth as it hooted at Nivian in anger and pounded on the ground with its one good arm, the other hanging broken in the wrong direction. Easily up to Nivian’s chest, the thing probably weighed twice what any of the party did, and from the shadows leaping across the roofs, it wasn’t alone.

(Elite) Bladed Frenzy Monkey – Low-D-Rank

Not waiting to see what it would do, Hiral brought his RHC up in a practiced motion and pulled the trigger. A bolt like concentrated sunlight tore out of the barrel and crossed the distance in the blink of an eye, whapping into the side of the monkey’s skull with enough force for the sound of cracking bone to echo down the street. A cry of pain and the thing fell sideways, though it forced itself to stay on its feet—dazed but still alive.

Nivian’s triple-lash whip snapped out, thorns tearing patches of fur out as it raked across the monster’s body, leaving only a sliver of red in its health bar. The beast turned an angry glare on the tank, only for a bolt from Hiral’s other RHC to slam into its side and drop it to the ground, its health bar completely drained.

Just because one monkey was finished, though, didn’t mean the child was safe. A whole mob of the unruly primates was dropping into the street around him and Nivian in a hooting fury. And it wasn’t just the half-dozen or so monkeys around them that were the threat—more rushed down the street straight at the party.

“Sis, slow those down with me,” Seena ordered as she spotted the reinforcements. “Nivian, get their attention. Rest of you, do your jobs.”

Solar energy immediately began to gather in the two sisters, while Right and Yanily completely vanished, only to reappear beside Nivian as the tank used his Swarm Tactics ability.

“Go and keep the monkeys off Seena and Seeyela while they do their thing,” Hiral said to Left, lifting his weapons to aim at the monkeys around Nivian, Yanily, and Right. With a nod of understanding, Left dashed off, and Hiral noted his One-Man Army passive ability had already engaged. Without anybody close to him, the 20% damage bonus on top of the first stack of Killing Spree was going to make his new and improved RHCs dish out some serious damage.

“Let’s see how high I can stack it,” he mumbled to himself, then pulled his triggers.
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MONKEY BUSINESS


With the monkeys’ attention firmly on the group around the small child, Hiral took his time picking his targets. Small notifications blinked in the corner of his vision: one to notify him One-Man Army was active, and another with a small “1” in the corner—that one had to be the first stage of Killing Spree. On top of those strong buffs, once he’d reached D-Rank, the internal cooldown on his RHCs had dropped from one second to nine-tenths of a second. While it seemed like a small difference at first, that, along with the increased power of his modified weapons, meant he’d be doing far more damage over the course of a longer fight.

Not that he was planning to drag this out.

Targets and order picked, he calmly raised his first weapon at a monkey charging Yanily, then pulled the trigger. Searing light burst from the barrel of his gun with a kick that jerked his arm back, but the monkey fared much worse.

The blast slammed into its gut, just above the hip. The Impact portion of the blast staggered it to the side, while the new Rune of Energy component pierced deep inside. Howling in pain, the monkey missed a step and started turning its head towards Hiral—even though he was already moving on to the next target—until Yanily burst in with a flurry of strikes. His Reed Spear Style completely avoided the creature’s delayed defense, tearing deep wounds across the monkey’s face and chest.

Within a second, it was over—Hiral noted his buff now had a small “2” beside it—and he pulled the trigger on his other weapon, the shot already lined up. Another bolt of searing energy slammed into a monkey trying to close in on Nivian from his blind side, hitting it square in the side of the knee. The joint not only shattered at the impact, but the energy portion actually sheared the bottom part of the limb clean off.

Not that Nivian had even needed his help. The tank pivoted cleanly and slammed his thorned shield into the monkey’s face as it pitched forward. A flare of Infernal flame at the impact, and the monkey dropped straight to the ground. With no “3” popping up on Hiral’s interface window, the monkey was still alive. That changed a heartbeat later when Right stepped over it and brought his fist down like a piledriver straight on its head.

A pillar of purple flame shot into the air, actually catching a leaping monkey mid-flight, and Hiral got the kill credit.

He fired off two quick shots aimed at the leaping—and now burning—monkey, and both shots struck home, spinning it in the air to crash unceremoniously into the side of a wall. Falling to the ground with a pained grunt, the beast started to push itself up, but another pull of his trigger put the beast down for good.

“4” blinked nicely on his notification window, then quickly turned to “5,” “6,” “7,” “8,” “9” as Seeyela’s and Seena’s abilities cleaved into the reinforcements charging down the street. Where the road had previously been a clear path straight towards Nivian and the small child he protected, a brutal wall of Spearing Roots had erupted to impale a pair of monkeys. The lucky ones who’d managed to somehow avoid the roots bursting out of the road instead found themselves face-to-face with an unforgiving Gravity Well—and the three hydra heads spitting death from within it.

Even as Hiral watched, one of the monkeys got too close, the pull snagging its arm with a bone-shattering crack. Still, even with one arm getting sucked into the black pit of the gravity well, the monkey tried to pull away. Panic and pain etched its face, and it made the mistake of looking back at its doom. The titanic gravity popped the eyes clean out of its head. That was the end of the monkey’s struggle, and its large body vanished within the watermelon-sized black hole in space.

Road is secure, Hiral thought, raising the aim of his weapon. His next blast punched into the chest of a monkey loping along the roofs to his left. Using his other weapon to hit it a second time, the creature teetered on the edge. His notification window ticked up to “10” from Left scoring a kill while he waited out the cooldown—bringing his Killing Spree attribute bonus up to a whopping 20%—then fired off both barrels.

The combined power of the two shots, empowered by his increased Dex and Atn, put a hole right through the monkey’s chest, and his notification went to “11.” Still, more of the monsters came hooting and hollering across the rooftops, like the city was swarming with them, and Hiral began firing his weapons as quickly as the cooldowns allowed.

“12,” “13,” “14.” His notification window climbed, but a mad pack of the beasts dropped down to cut off Nivian, Yanily, and Right from the others. Left, meanwhile, danced back and forth in front of Wule and the two sisters to buy them time to activate their abilities. Two totems with wooden skulls and thorned vines wrapping them burst from the ground, their jaws parting with flames dancing between the teeth, then began spitting endless streams of fiery bolts into the pack of bladed monkeys. Individually, the bolts did little damage to penetrate the monkeys’ thick fur, but they added up quickly.

By that point, Seena had four balls of fire hovering above her open hand, and a simple gesture sent them cascading into the growling faces turning in her direction.

The four explosions lit up the street, literally hurling monkey bodies—and pieces of them—in all directions, and opened up a path to Nivian and the others. “15,” “16,” 17,” “18.”

“Hiral,” Seena shouted, and a pulse of solar energy washed over him.

You have been buffed by: Target.

Object of the Target Debuff cannot hide from your eyes for 210 seconds

You inflict 15% more damage to object of Target Debuff for 210 seconds

Through the smoke, one of the monkeys glowed red as it leapt through the air to try and reach the child while Nivian shifted to lead the way through the newfound path.

“No, you don’t,” Hiral whispered, pulling both triggers. With all the stacking buffs from One-Man Army, Nature’s Blade, Killing Spree, and now Target, his blasts cut the monkey in half before it even knew he was aiming at it.

“19,” and the Target buff faded.

Oh, well, this damage is already getting out of hand.

More than just the number flashing in his notification window, he could feel the power pulsing through the double-helix pattern of his PIM. A 38% increase to his stats was nothing to scoff at, and that quickly climbed to 42% as two more pulls of his triggers dropped another pair of monkeys. Killing Spree was turning him into a killing machine.

And, apparently, he wasn’t the only one who noticed it. Monkeys on the roofs bypassed Nivian, Yanily, and Right as they joined up with the others to rush straight for Hiral.

Two, six, ten… no, thirteen of them were coming at him from both sides.

Two more pulls, and he dropped that thirteen to eleven, but the rest were already leaping in his direction, and the cooldown on his RHCs would never let him down them all up close.

With the sky practically darkening from the mass of monkey bodies hurling themselves at him, Hiral tossed his weapons to the sides and reached his left hand up to his right side. His Rune of Attraction activated as he stepped back and jerked his hand back down, hauling a pair of monkeys with the gesture.

The heavy bodies thudded to the ground, bones breaking from the impact, and Hiral spun to the side, thrusting out his other hand and activating his Rune of Rejection. Two monkeys that’d almost reached him shot back before their feet even touched down, one crashing through a door of a building across the street and the other hitting the wall.

By then, the other seven were almost on top of him—but all he could do was smile.

This is it. That challenge. The push to become stronger. Better than I was yesterday.

A quick glance at his notification window showed “25” blinking, and he reached over his shoulder to grab the Emperor’s Greatsword at the same time he activated both Eloquent and Enraged, the double helix on his skin flaring like the sun.

Self-Buff: Eloquent has activated.

All mental attributes increased by 50% for 180 seconds.

Self-Buff: Enraged has activated.

All physical attributes increased by 50% for 180 seconds.

The whole world seemed to slow to a crawl around him, his stats skyrocketing from the powerful buffs. Dex rose to 130, and Atn to 114.

The monkeys seemed to hang in the air as he wrapped his hand around the hilt of the weapon over his shoulder, feeding a thread of solar energy into the sword while he drew it. The broken blade of the greatsword burst to life, energy solidifying to complete the six-foot-long sword, and Hiral activated Intimidate.

Monkey eyes widened in slow motion as his ability exploded outward like a physical pressure wave. His aura of an apex predator—of the hunter that had single-handedly crushed a zone-capping dungeon—sent splinters of fear racing through their primate brains to dull their reactions.

Without even needing to look, Hiral could feel where all his opponents were by the air shifting against his skin, the subtle sounds reaching his ears, and the vibrations coming up from the ground. His fingers tightened around the greatsword, another small trickle of energy making the massive weapon nearly weightless, and time snapped back to normal speed.

Hiral spun on his forward heel, narrowly evading a bladed-monkey forearm, then brought his sword up horizontally to parry another strike. The monkey’s blade skidded off the Emperor’s Greatsword, but Hiral was already moving, his weapon snapping down to parry one, two, three more strikes as he weaved seamlessly between the Intimidated and slowed horde. Two more steps got him clear from being surrounded, but left him with nothing but a wall in front of him and a gang of angry monkeys at his back.

Perfect.

One step and he leapt forward, twisting in the air to hit the wall boots-first, then activated the Rune of Rejection at his feet, shooting him back towards the monkeys like an arrow. The Emperor’s Greatsword came around in a sweeping arc at the same time he multiplied the gravity of the weapon by a factor of sixteen. The two monkeys in front of him parted like water.

The energy recharge from Killing Spree completely replaced the solar energy he’d used increasing the weight of the weapon, but a quick glance noted the blinking “25” hadn’t increased. That must be the cap on the ability. Still, like Yanily would say—overpowered.

He didn’t have time to dwell on it, though, hitting the ground in a roll as the halves of monkeys fell around him and the others moved for revenge. Not that they’d ever catch him with how slow they were moving. As soon as he completed his roll, he pushed another wave of energy into his Rune of Rejection, shooting him straight up into the air above the surprised primates. Twenty feet up in the blink of an eye, Hiral picked one monkey, cocked back his sword arm, then reached out and activated his Rune of Attraction.

Probably at least as heavy as Hiral was, the Bladed Frenzy Monkey was caught flat-footed by the unexpected pull, even lifting a few feet into the air. More importantly, it halted Hiral’s upward momentum and yanked him back down towards the group.

To speed things up a little, he tethered the greatsword to the monkey with a thread of solar energy as he began his swing, then multiplied the weight again—this time by a factor of thirty-two. The suddenly increased mass of the weapon brought Hiral crashing down like a meteor, straight through the lifted monkey, and sent up a shockwave from the impact.

Dust, stone, and monkeys flew outward from the blast, and Hiral quickly removed all weight from his sword and launched himself at the nearest pair of monsters. He reached them at the same time they hit the ground, and one powerful slash from his weapon ended both their lives. That just left two on the far side, and the ones he’d pulled down before.

A change in the movement of the air, and Hiral dodged backwards, narrowly avoiding a strike from the monkey that’d earlier gone through a door, then spun on his back foot to hurl the greatsword across the street. Hiral used a thought to tether it to one of the monkeys there, then leapt back in bare-handed at the monkey recovering from missing him.

While he didn’t have the same strength Right did, he did have one other advantage: his Rune of Impact. Glowing sigils formed in front of his closed fists, and he lashed out with a flurry of bone-breaking blows. Arm, ribs, collarbone, then chin, and the monkey flew backwards, down though not quite dead.

Movement behind him required his attention, and he spun while pulling on the greatsword with his Rune of Attraction. The weapon burst through the hanging dust, neatly cutting the rushing monkey in two from behind before the hilt slapped comfortably into his hand. Another pull with the same rune brought one of his RHCs back to him, and a quick aim and trigger pull put the final monkey down for good.

Energy still filled him, and he cast his senses out for more threats.

There weren’t any, so he slung the sword over his back and yanked his second RHC to his hand while the others worked their way through the dust to join him.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Hiral said to Seena. “I wasn’t trying to be reckless.”

“I wasn’t actually going to say that,” Seena said. “You used Eloquent and Enraged, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Hiral said. “How did you know?”

“Besides the way you were moving around?” Seena chuckled. “Your Party Interface window had some buffs pop up beside it. Guessing the one with the numbers beside it was Killing Spree, and the other one is that one that makes you stronger when you’re by yourself?”

“Yeah, One-Man Army,” Hiral said. “Are all the monkeys taken care of?”

“They are,” Nivian said. “Kid is safe, too. Aren’t you, little guy?” The tank rested his hand on the child’s head.

“I want my mommy,” the child said quietly, though they didn’t try to run away, instead looking up at Nivian through tear-filled eyes.

“Hiral is going to need a few minutes when his buffs fade,” Seena said. “Let’s make sure no more threats are coming immediately, then go find the mother.”

“We haven’t gotten a quest yet or anything for being here,” Yanily said. “Any idea where we should go?”

Seena just pointed at the child. “Quest or not, that’s what we’re doing.”

“No problem here, boss,” Yanily said quickly.
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NOT BURIED… YET


The group was kind enough to wait for the debuff side effects of Hiral’s Enraged and Eloquent to fade before moving on, though Wule also used the time to patch up the few small injuries they’d received. When his head finally cleared and his limbs didn’t feel like dead wood anymore, Hiral stood up.

“Sorry about the wait,” he said, rolling his shoulders to work the last stiffness out.

“No problem,” Seena said. “We need everybody at their best, and it was only a few minutes.”

“Not going to set any time records this run, though,” Yanily said, giving Hiral a good-natured punch in the shoulder, but then his face scrunched up. “Hiral…”

“Yanily?”

“Your… ring thing is glowing,” the spearman said, chinning in the direction over Hiral’s shoulder.

“Really?” Hiral turned his head to look at the strange ring floating behind him. And, yes, just like Yanily had said, it was glowing faintly. Ah, that wasn’t exactly true. It wasn’t the ring glowing, but the inlaid script—just not all of it. Starting at the top middle, the script glowed all the way to the right until it almost reached the bottom middle. “Why is it doing that?”

“Was hoping you’d tell me,” Yanily said.

Hiral reached out to the center of the ring with a thread of solar energy, still feeling that slight pull for it, but the ring once again rejected his offer. It wanted solar energy, just not his solar energy.

“Ah!” he said and snapped his fingers.

“He figured something out,” Wule said flatly, and everybody took a step back from him, Nivian even lifting his shield between Hiral and the kid.

“What?” Hiral asked.

“You usually explode when you figure things out,” Nivian said, only peeking out from behind his shield.

“Not that kind of figuring things out,” Hiral said, but nobody moved any closer. “The ring”—he rolled his eyes—“absorbs energy from the things we fight. Maybe the things we kill? I’ll need to test it. Anyway, that’s why the script is filling up now.”

“What’ll it do when it’s full?” Seeyela asked.

“Probably explode,” Nivian said, then glanced at the kid by his leg. “Stay behind me, where it’s safe.”

“It’s not going to explode!” Hiral snapped, then stopped. “It… might not explode. Probably.”

“You really don’t know, do you?” Seena said with a shake of her head.

“No idea,” Hiral admitted.

“And you’re still letting it float around your back,” Yanily said. “Trusting.”

“Seriously, though, Hiral, keep an eye on it,” Seena said. “Let us know when it’s getting close to being full if you haven’t figured out what it does by then.” She paused. “All jokes aside, you do tend to explode.”

“You got it, boss,” he said. “Do we know where we’re going?”

“Livik,” Nivian said, patting the child on the head, “says his mother might be down the street and around the corner. Not too far if there weren’t crazy monkeys running around.”

“We’ll start there,” Seena said. “Wule, why don’t you look after Livik so Nivian can do his job?”

“Sure,” Wule said, crouching down and waving the child over. “Come on. Why don’t you walk with me?”

The child looked at Wule, then scooched in closer to Nivian’s leg.

“Go on with Wule, Livik,” Nivian said, gently pushing the child away. “I know he’s funny-looking, but he won’t hurt you.”

Livik looked from Wule, to Nivian, back to Wule, then finally settled his gaze on Nivian, brow furrowing. “He looks like you,” the kid said quietly.

“I know. Funny-looking, right?” Nivian squeezed his eyes and stuck his tongue out.

Despite his tear-streaked and dirty face, the child giggled.

“Go on,” Nivian said, giving another gentle push, and Livik finally shuffled over to Wule.

“Hi,” Wule said. “Don’t worry. I’m much nicer than my brother. See?” He offered one of the small rations to Livik.

The child’s eyes widened immediately, and he reached out to take the food, though he winced and let his left arm drop to his side. “Thank you,” he said, taking the food in his right hand and digging in without another word.

“I’ll look at his arm while we’re moving,” Wule told Seena, standing up and gently putting his hand on the kid’s head.

“Good,” Seena said. “Usual formation, Livik in the middle.”

The party started down the street.

Hiral’s RHCs came out in his hands as he joined Seeyela at the back of the group. “Left,” he said, “keep an eye on the streets. I’ll watch the roofs.”

“Understood,” the double said, moving up beside Nivian.

A quick scan of the roofs showed them clear of threats for the moment, which, considering the sheer amount of monkeys that’d attacked them, was a good thing. If there were more packs that large running around, the city was in serious trouble. With that thought, Hiral’s eyes went to the massive crack in the cavern ceiling, rain still pouring through like a waterfall, then to the black shapes continuing to drop down within the water.

“Do you think those are more monkeys?” Hiral asked Seeyela before gesturing towards the pillar of rain.

“Or worse,” Seeyela said at his side. “This is a dungeon, remember? Wild or not, I’m still expecting to run into Mid-Bosses and a Boss. And”—she looked up at the solid stone roof above—“it’s called The Buried City.”

Hiral looked around, then back to Seeyela, catching on. “It’s not buried… yet.”

“Yet,” Seeyela agreed. “We haven’t gotten a countdown like in the Troblin Keep or The Mire, so I think we’re okay for the moment, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“That’s why Seena was okay waiting for my debuffs to fade before moving,” Hiral said, and Seeyela nodded.

“Be careful using Eloquent and Enraged unless there aren’t any other options,” she said. “We may not be able to wait next time.”

“Got it,” Hiral said as the group reached the intersection.

The road continued on towards the center of the city—and the pillar of falling rain—as well as splitting off to the left and right. To the left, empty streets and the echoing hoots of monkeys. To the right, the first building that wasn’t a square. Peaked roofs and a steeple gave the place a very temple-like feel, and even the glowing roots growing up its sides had a more refined look to them.

“My mommy might be in there,” Livik said. “That’s where we go when the adults want to talk.”

“Walls look solid, but the front door isn’t in good shape,” Left said from his spot at the front of the group. “I think it held, though barely.”

“We probably attracted all the monkeys in the area to our little fight,” Seena said. “Still, stay on guard.”

She tapped Nivian on the shoulder and the tank stalked ahead, moving at a speed Livik could keep up with, while everybody else watched the nearby buildings for any signs of movement. There weren’t any. Screams and the hoots of monkeys echoed distantly in the city, but the immediate neighborhood was eerily still. The glowing roots, a constant since Hiral and the others had come to the surface, took on a new atmosphere when seen through empty windows and broken doors.

Light through a window normally made a building feel… alive… That somebody was living there. The roots, though, were unchanging and everywhere. Yes, there was life here, but it was also like that part of the city had been abandoned. Like nothing had lived there in years.

Hiral shook his head at the thought. That obviously wasn’t true. Well, maybe it was out in the real world, but not here in the dungeon. Livik, and hopefully the kid’s mother, were alive.

Weren’t they?

What did it mean if they were creations of the dungeon? Did saving the child from the monkeys really change anything? Did it mean anything?

Wule’s hand on the child’s head, Seeyela’s wince every time the kid mentioned his mother, and Seena’s determination to get him to his family—those were real. Their feelings were real. So, did it matter if Livik was or wasn’t? It wasn’t like they could sit by and watch the child die. They couldn’t leave him alone in the street.

Hiral let out a breath, the philosophical questions along with it, and turned his focus back to making sure no threats were sneaking up on the party. The roofs remained clear, the narrows spaces between the square buildings were still, and the street was empty behind them.

A few minutes later, Nivian reached the wide stone steps leading up to the front door of the temple and, after a nod from Seena, climbed to the top. “Hello?” Nivian called before banging on the scratched wooden door with the bottom of his fist. “Anybody in there? We’re here to help.”

“Windows are small,” Hiral said quietly to Seeyela, his eyes scrolling along the front of the building as Nivian knocked again. “Monkeys wouldn’t be able to fit through those. Wall looks like thick stone, and not broken, unless there is damage around back.”

“Doesn’t seem like the monkeys got through the doors, either,” Seeyela said. “Not for lack of trying. They wouldn’t have held much longer.”

“Hello?” Nivian shouted again. “We’ve got a small child named Livik with us. He’s looking for his mother.”

That got a response, and Hiral could faintly hear quiet voices on the other side of the door. “That worked, Nivian,” he said. “Somebody heard you.”

“Livik, call out to your mother,” Wule instructed gently as he crouched down beside the boy.

“Mommy!” Livik called. “Mommy, are you in there? This nice man gave me food.”

“What!?” a woman’s surprised voice came through the heavy door, followed by more muttering. “Get this out of the way. Yes, I know my own son’s voice. Move it or you’ll find that beam so far up your…”

The rest of her words got buried under the sound of debris being moved from the far side of the door. Then it swung inward, and a short woman came dashing out. She stopped almost immediately, Nivian practically towering above her in his thick, bark-like armor, but then her eyes settled on Livik, and her face softened.

“Mommy!” the small child cried, rushing straight into his mother’s arms.

“Oh, Liv, thank goodness you’re okay,” the woman crooned. “I was so worried.”

“I was so scared, Mommy. I couldn’t find you, then those monkey-men came. They took Daddy!”

Something in Hiral’s chest caught at that last part. They’d been so focused on getting the kid to his mother, they’d never stopped to consider why he wasn’t with her in the first place. His father…

“Your father? He…” the mother started, gently pushing Livik away so she could look at his face.

“I don’t know where he is,” Livik said. “Maybe the funny-looking men can save him like they saved me?” He pointed back at Nivian and Wule.

The mother looked from her son to the twins. “My husband—his father. Did you see…?” She trailed off as Nivian gently shook his head. “I… I see.” She forced herself to smile when Livik looked back at her. “Thank you for saving my son,” she said to the party.

“We couldn’t leave him alone out there,” Seena said, stepping up beside Nivian. “How many are in there with you?”

“There’s fifteen of us,” the woman said, then glanced down at Livik. “Sixteen now, I guess. Are you one of the tunnel patrols? You’re not from this neighborhood. It’s lucky you came back when you did.”

Seena looked at the others at the question, but that made sense to Hiral. Just as Livik and his mother were part of the dungeon instance, they’d probably see the party as people from the city.

“Yes,” Hiral said, just as Seena opened her mouth to respond. “We just came back from the tunnel down the street where we found your son. Like you said, we’re not from this neighborhood. We heard the crash”—he pointed at the hole in the ceiling—“and got back to the city as quickly as we could.”

The woman nodded along like it made perfect sense, then squeezed her son close against her. “And I can’t thank that coincidence enough.”

Seena eyed Hiral, her expression saying she’d want an explanation later, but turned her attention back to the woman. “What’s your name?”

“Oh, where are my manners?” The woman forced a chuckle, the shocking pain of losing her husband—and almost her son—still hidden behind her eyes. “I’m Bellina.” She must’ve seen Hiral’s face screw up at the familiarity of the name, because she added, “Please don’t hold it against me. It was a popular name when my parents had me. I thought about getting it changed after…”

“After…?” Seena asked, looking from Bellina to Hiral.

“Bellina is one of the Fallen’s names,” Hiral said, and the mother-Bellina made a strange warding sign by tracing some kind of glyph in the air and then pressing her hand against her stomach.

Wait, that glyph… That was the glyph of fertility. What does it have to do with all this?

“How much do you know about the Fallen?” Seena asked, and Bellina immediately shook her head.

“I’m sorry, it’s taboo to talk about them, and with…” Bellina looked at the giant hole in the cavern ceiling, rain pouring in. “And with that, I don’t want to tempt fate anymore.”

“She won’t be allowed to tell us anything the Tutorials don’t, I’d bet,” Left said quietly from beside Hiral, and Hiral nodded.

“I understand; don’t worry about it,” Seena said, just as another chorus of hoots echoed down across the city. There were still more packs of those Bladed Frenzy Monkeys out there, and by the screams that followed, their hunt was going unfortunately well. “Can you tell us a bit about what happened while we were in the tunnel? There seems to be too many of these monkeys for how short it’s been since we heard the crash.”

“The crash?” Bellina said. “Oh, the big one? How long were you in the tunnels? You know what? It doesn’t matter. About an hour ago, maybe two… I’ve lost track of time a bit… the first part of the ceiling collapsed. It wasn’t big, but it was enough to make us nervous. Then those monkeys started coming in. We hoped they’d stay up on the surface, but… you know what must’ve driven them in here.”

“The Enemy?” Seena asked, and Bellina made that warding sign again.

“Soon as I saw the ceiling fall,” she went on without answering Seena’s question, “I asked…” Her words stumbled. “I asked my husband to go get Livik—he was playing at a friend’s house. I knew it was going to be bad. Knew it. More of the ceiling fell—smaller parts at first—then the screaming started. Those damn monsters were everywhere.

“My husband was already out getting Livik, so I brought my parents here.” She looked back through the doorway at subtle movement in the darkness. “Knew we’d be safe here. We piled stuff in front of the door when the beasts showed up, and all I could do was pray my family was okay.” She managed all this through sniffles.

“I’m sorry for everything that’s happened to you,” Seena said. “Is there anything we can do to help you?”

The mother turned back to look through the door as an older couple came out to join the group. The man was shorter than both women, but with a hat clenched in his hands.

“There is… something you could do,” Bellina said. “If you’d be willing?”

And, just like that, a notification window appeared in front of Hiral’s eyes.
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ESCORT QUEST


Dynamic Quest

A beleaguered group of frightened citizens has asked for your help.

Escort them safely to their destination.

Note: Rewards based on how many of the citizens successfully arrive.

“There must be a safe place we can take you,” Hiral said, closing the notification window with a thought. “Some place where there are more soldiers, or people who can take you in and protect you?”

Bellina nodded, then shook her head. “There is a place we can go, but it’s an evacuation point. The soldiers there will take us out of the city.”

“They won’t be there for long, though,” the older man said. “It’s almost time for them to leave.”

Dynamic Quest: Update

Escort the civilians to the evacuation point before the soldiers leave.

Time remaining until soldiers depart: 15:00 minutes

Of course.

“How far from here is it?” Hiral asked, looking around at the others as they also saw the notification window. “We should get going.”

“Then… you’ll take us? Make sure we get there safely?” the man asked, hope blossoming in his eyes. “I… I didn’t think we’d be able to…”

“We will,” Seena said. “But we don’t have a lot of time. Get everybody ready to go. You said there were sixteen of you?”

Bellina nodded. “I’ll get everybody. Won’t take but a minute.”

“Good. If you’ll excuse us,” Seena said, heading down the steps and motioning for the others to follow.

“Sixteen?” Nivian said. “If another pack as big as the first shows up, I don’t know how we’ll be able to keep them all safe.”

“The dungeon’s goal isn’t to kill us,” Hiral reminded them. “It’s to make us stronger. It’ll be a challenge, but it shouldn’t be impossible to protect the people if we’re smart about it.”

“That’s true for a normal dungeon,” Seeyela said. “You think it still holds true for a wild dungeon?”

“I sure hope so,” Hiral said quickly. He turned to Seena. “Plan, boss?”

“We’ll put the NPCs—the Non-Party Civilians—in the middle,” Seena explained, crouching down and drawing a large dot in the dusty road. “We’ll be in a circle around them. Usual formation, for the most part, but Wule, I want you in with them in case one of the monkeys gets by us.” She added another, smaller dot beside the big one. “You can use your heals from a distance now, right?”

“Yes,” Wule said, “but it’s not a long one. Don’t go far.”

“Okay. Nivian in the front, as usual,” Seena said, adding one dot in front of the big dot, then another on the opposite side. “Hiral, I want you in the back to keep an eye on the group of NPCs. Especially watch those roofs and tell us as soon as you spot anything, no matter how trivial it might seem.”

“Got it,” Hiral said.

“We can use the Party Interface to communicate easily,” Nivian said.

“Good thinking—keep forgetting we have that now,” Seena said. “Yanily, I want you at the top-right corner here.” She added a dot just back and to the right of where Nivian’s dot was. “Right, back left.” Another dot. “Sis, that leaves these two spots for you and me.” She filled in the last two corners.

“What about Left?” Hiral asked.

“His eyes are as good as yours; I want him floating,” Seena said, her finger tracing the air in a circle above the sketch on the ground.

“Lot of openings,” Nivian said, rubbing his chin while he eyed the plan. “But I don’t see a better way.”

“And we don’t have time to make it perfect,” Seena said, the timer already down to fourteen minutes as the last of the NPC group filed out of the building and gathered on the steps.

The ages of the group ranged from very young to very old, mostly falling into those two extremes, with only Bellina and one other being close to their primes. If it came to a fight, none of the NPCs would be helping.

“We’re ready,” Bellina said.

“Which way is the evacuation point?” Seena asked.

“Back to the main street,” Bellina said, pointing where they’d come from, “then in towards the center of the city.”

“You sure that’s the best way to go?” Wule asked. “Wouldn’t it be better to take you back to one of the nearby tunnels?”

Bellina shook her head. “The tunnels on this side are wild and mostly unexplored. That’s why you were out there, right? No, we need to get to the soldiers so they can take us to the one of the three main tunnels. They’ll keep us safe. Don’t worry; it’s actually not far. Just with the monkeys…”

“Thirteen and a half minutes,” Yanily said under his breath.

“Okay, that’s the plan, then,” Seena said. “Bellina, Wule here will stay with your group to keep you safe. Keep everybody together, though. No running off if we come across any of those monkeys. We can’t afford to send anybody chasing after you. Understood?”

“We get it,” Bellina said for the group.

“Good. Wule, buffs,” Seena said, then cast her own Lashing Vines on the party.

Wule followed up with a Nature’s Blade refresh, then unexpectedly cast Nature’s Bulwark on the NPCs. A blue shimmer surrounded each of them, and the healer nodded to confirm his buff stuck.

“Smart thinking, Wule,” Seena said before waving at Nivian, who was already in position.

Yanily, Right, and Seeyela quickly jogged over to their spots as the group moved away from the building, and Hiral fell in at the back.

Drawing his RHCs, he immediately turned his attention to his ears. The hoots and hollers of the noisy monkeys weren’t close, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t change. Even without his Killing Spree buff, he should be able to slow any of the monsters down if they showed up. No, not if. When.

They’ll definitely be coming.

The group made it back to the intersection with no problem, though they weren’t moving quickly. The timer was already down to eleven minutes, and Hiral spotted problems ahead. A small group of three monkeys lingered on one side of the road, yipping and swatting at each other as they crowded around something that had gotten their attention.

“Three monkeys, straight ahead,” Hiral said through the Party Interface.

“I see them,” Nivian said. “Boss?”

“We’re going through them,” Seena said. “Sis, let’s hit them before we even get close. Yanily, get ready in case any of them make it through. Hiral, watch out for reinforcements. I don’t want you attacking these three.”

“Understood,” Hiral said, trusting the others to handle the trio of monsters.

The two sisters pulsed with solar energy, Seeyela’s peaking and releasing first, but where Hiral expected to see the usual Gravity Well, something else appeared. A sheen formed on the ground, coating it like oil on water under the monkeys in a ten-foot diameter, and then the beasts all suddenly dropped to their hands and knees.

The air around them seemed to vibrate, and the crack of stone could be heard all the way down the street where the party marched ahead. One of the monkeys turned its head, though it seemed it took every muscle in its body to even accomplish that, and it bared its fangs through droopy lips in their direction.

She’s increasing the gravity around them. But what’s Seena going to…

Spearing Roots burst out of the ground in a vicious circle around the group, thrusting up and in from all directions. Three of the wooden pikes tore through the chest of the monster scowling at the group, killing it instantly, while the other two took wounds mainly in their arms and legs. Just from a quick glance, one would likely bleed out from the wounds alone, but the third had luckily been in a position where its arms took the worst of the damage.

“Yanily,” Seena ordered.

The spearman darted ahead, closing the distance in just a few seconds—the sheen on the ground doing nothing to slow him down—then lashed out with his weapon.

His Reed Spear Style didn’t suffer the same limitations as the straightforward root spears, curving and bending around the monkey’s limbs to strike time and again into its body. The flurry of strikes built in intensity until, on the tenth hit, a ball of purple flame consumed the monkey entirely. Not even a yelp of pain escaped the power of the contained blast, and Yanily quick-stepped away from the three dead monsters. The small explosion also finished off the third beast.

“Well done,” Seena said. “Yanily, get back in position. We’re moving.”

“Got it, boss,” Yanily said, jogging back to join the group.

Hiral’s eyes, though, lingered on what had gotten the monkeys’ attention on the side of the road: a pair of dismembered bodies.

“Try not to let the kids see what the monkeys were interested in,” Hiral said over the party chat, and he saw Wule lean in to whisper something to Bellina. With that, there was a small shift of the group to keep the little ones on the opposite side.

The group passed the scene without slowing, though there was a good job whispered over the party chat to Yanily and the others for taking care of it so efficiently. Still, three monkeys where the party had the advantage wasn’t nearly enough of a challenge for a dynamic quest. There would be more coming, but where were they?

“Nine minutes,” Wule said.

“How much further is it?” Seena asked Bellina.

“Just a few blocks,” Bellina said. “See that building with only red roots on the corner up there? Turn right there, then it’s just a bit further.”

“Hiral, anything?” Seena asked. “This quiet is making me nervous.”

“Nothing,” Hiral said, the city oddly silent around them again.

A pair of buildings on opposite sides of the street ahead of them caught his attention. The walls were broken and torn open, rocks strewn on the road, but there wasn’t a whit of movement. Not a sound. If there were monkeys in there…

Hiral’s eyes widened. He was thinking about this wrong. In The Mire dungeon, Lizardmen had literally appeared out of thin air to attack them. This is a dungeon; monsters can come from anywhere.

But they were already at the buildings, and just as Hiral opened his mouth to shout a warning, something within the shadows shifted, like the darkness itself was bubbling. Burping.

No, not burping. Hooting. Monkeys burst out of nothing in physically impossible numbers to come at the party from both sides.
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OF COURSE IT’S AN AMBUSH


Hiral dropped the first monkey on each side with a pair of trigger pulls. A lucky critical hit to the face even killed one outright. “Incoming!” he shouted at the same time, though he needn’t have bothered; the frenzied pack was impossible to miss.

“Left, support Seeyela and Right,” Seena quickly commanded, reaching down with her hand like she was grabbing something and then ripping it up back up. A wall of Spearing Roots burst from the ground to follow the motion. The new wall blocked the direct approach of the monkeys, forcing them to circle out wide, and bought her time to bark out more orders. “Nivian, you’re with me and Yanily. Hiral…”

“I’m sorry I didn’t see them,” he apologized, pull, pull, pulling his triggers as fast as the cooldown would allow. None of his blasts scored killing blows, but he did slow down and seriously wound everything he hit, and he started forward to help.

“Not worried about it now,” Seena snapped. “Back up whoever needs it from where you are.”

“Got it,” he said, stopping and noting he already had a few stacks of Killing Spree.

Seena was right. He could worry about his mistake later, but for now he had to focus on supporting the others. And, by telling him to stay in the back, Seena made sure he could benefit from some of his most powerful passive buffs.

And that’s why she’s the leader.

From where he stood, it was obvious the monkeys wanted to get to the NPCs in the center of the party, and Seena’s wall of Spearing Roots—along with Nivian—drastically slowed their approach from that side. Which meant…

Hiral turned to the left, both weapons up, and watched the evolution of the fight. Right was a terror amidst the horde, his high physical stats and the close quarters making each of his Meridian-enhanced punches devastating. Pillar after pillar of purple flame shot into the air, engulfing his target and any around it, while Left weaved a deadly dance in front of Seeyela. Dagger of Sath left a flowing trail as he moved. Then, bursting forward to catch up to Left’s strikes with explosive force, the double bought Seeyela the time she needed to activate her ability.

Two Gravity Wells formed within the mass of enemies, instantly annihilating the monkeys previously occupying that space, and then the hydras began spitting death. Even with that, though, there were still too many openings for the monkeys to slip through. The Gravity Wells didn’t block as much space as Seena’s wall did, and the monkeys gladly took hits from the hydras to make a run for the defenseless NPCs.

Which was where Hiral came in. His Atn read the flow of battle like a stream between the rocks. The absolute barriers, the paths of least resistance, the ebbs and rapids—it all snapped together before his eyes. His hands moved without conscious thought. One shot, and a blown-out leg dropped a monkey in front of its friends, slowing the flow there, while another felled a leaping monkey from the air.

A monster on the far end made it past Right while the double’s back was turned, but Hiral left it alone—a globe of ice flew from within the group of NPCs to smack it in the face—and instead took out a monkey trying to sneak behind Left. Hiral took a step to the side, changing his angle of attack, and took the ankles out from a pair of monkeys rushing by the Gravity Wells. With their forward momentum stolen, they vanished within the black holes.

Another step and two more pulls of his trigger again clogged a major artery the monkeys tried to exploit, but something from the other side tickled his senses. A glance in that direction after another shot, and he found a large group of the monsters huddled behind Seena’s wall of Spearing Roots, preparing to rush en masse. The woman’s two totems spit fiery streams nonstop, but there was no way they’d be able to stop the whole group.

Hiral dropped one more monkey on his left side, tossed that RHC straight up, then hauled the Emperor’s Greatsword off his back. Left hand still firing his other RHC into the horde, he turned his body, fed solar energy into the sword, and hurled it with all his strength into the gathering group behind the wall.

Bodies fell into parts as the blade struck, and Seena seemed to catch on to what was happening, as a burst of solar energy flooded out of her body. All at once, the entire wall of roots erupted in a pyre of infernal flame, instantly incinerating any monsters unfortunate enough to be next to it.

With that side back under control, Hiral caught his falling RHC in hand, swiveled back to the other side, and pulled his triggers. The monkey took both shots in the gut, doubling over from the pain, and then Left swept in with his dagger. The liquid blade came down on the back of the monkey’s neck, the trailing stream rushing forward all at once to catch up to the blade, and then exploded out the other side.

As the monkey’s severed head hit the ground, the battleground suddenly grew very still, though Hiral kept his eyes on the shadows on both sides of the road.

“Is that all of them?” Nivian asked.

“Too bad—numbers like that should be good experience,” Yanily said from the side of the NPCs, his spear swinging almost lazily around from hand to hand, monkey bodies piled in front of him.

“They weren’t very strong, either,” Right said. “Quantity over quality.”

“Anybody hurt?” Seena asked.

“Few scratches,” Nivian said. “Nothing serious.”

“One caught my arm pretty good,” Seeyela said. “It can wait if it needs to.”

“Wule, take care of it while we’re moving,” Seena said. “Nivian, move us forward. Hiral, what happened?”

“It was like The Mire,” Hiral said. “They weren’t actually in the building. They came out of the shadows.”

“Explains why they were so weak,” Left said. “Those Lizardmen were barely Elites. I suspect the same could be said for these monkeys.”

“Okay, keep an eye out for that again, Hiral,” Seena said. “But, just when we figured The Mire out, the dungeon changed things up. Expect something different next time.”

“Right,” they all said as a pulse of solar energy reached out from Wule to engulf Seeyela.

“Thanks,” she said. “That’ll do until we’re done with this.”

“No problem,” Wule said. “Seven minutes.”

“Keep moving,” Seena instructed, and the party got going again.

A thread of solar energy brought the Emperor’s Greatsword back to Hiral’s hand after he sheathed his RHC, and he slung the sword on his back, giving the ring a quick look at the same time. Hrm. Looks like it’s three-quarters full now. I definitely reached the same twenty-five stack of Killing Spree, and then some, but it looks like it didn’t get as much solar energy that time.

Shaking his head—he still didn’t know what the damn thing did—he redrew his RHC and followed after the group. The timer had ticked down to five minutes by the time they reached the building with the red roots, and as soon as they turned the corner, Hiral spotted their next challenge.

A group of six larger monkeys loitered in the center of the street like some kind of punk gang, one of them even going so far as to spit on the ground when they spotted the party. A hoot from the apparent leader, and five other primate heads swiveled around to look. Then the group sauntered into a line, blocking the path ahead.

Hiral focused on the leader first, his View pulling up a name and health bar above the monkey’s head.

(Elite) Bladed Frenzy Monkey Alpha – Mid-D-Rank

Alpha? But still just Elite?

Hiral quickly checked one of the other monkeys behind the leader, a different name popping up.

(Elite) Bladed Frenzy Monkey Groupie – Low-D-Rank

“That thing is Mid-D-Rank,” Yanily said. “This is going to be tough.”

“Not a Mid-Boss, though, so keep your eyes open,” Seena said. “Hiral, anything behind us?”

Hiral took a quick look down the street behind them. “There’s another pack,” he said, focusing on the group as it slowly stood and began casually walking in their direction. “Another Alpha, and five more groupies, from the looks of things.”

“They going to surround us?” Nivian asked, not taking his eyes off the monkeys in front of him.

“Not unless they speed up a lot, or this fight takes a long time,” Hiral said. “They don’t look like they’re in any hurry.”

“Let’s not give them the chance for any of that,” Seena said. “Nivian, keep the Alpha busy, and anything else you can handle. Left, Right, and Yanily, get any other groupies’ attention while Seeyela, Hiral, and I work on picking them off first. When the additional monkeys—let’s call them adds for short—are dead, we’ll work over the Alpha. Go.”

Nivian’s form blurred and stretched, his movement ability getting him right up to the Alpha in a heartbeat, while the monkey simply cocked its head to the side as if to say, You dare approach me? Then Nivian backhanded the sneering face with his shield and lashed out with his whip to the right, each of the three thorny, biting whips tearing gashes in a monkey on that side. Four sets of furious eyes immediately settled on the tank, and a Gravity Well formed on the left, right in front of the other two groupies.

Hiral kept an eye on the pack behind them while he shifted wide to get a clear shot past the group of NPCs, and the melee damage dealers rushed in to join the fray.

Despite the quick initiative of the party, the monkey pack wasn’t just going to sit and take the punishment. The Alpha pounded on its own chest while waves of solar energy washed over the groupies beside it. The thick, black hair on the monkeys visibly hardened, while a shimmer of energy coated the edges of the blades on their forearms.

“Some kind of buffs,” Hiral said into the Party Interface, and the two monkeys on the left charged past Nivian and the Gravity Wells towards the group of NPCs.

That took them straight into Left and Right, and even though Right connected with a solid punch—purple fire and all—the monkey didn’t fall. It barely even slowed, its eyes smoldering red, and swept its arm out.

Long and fast, the arm snapped around like Nivian’s whip—except with a foot-long blade on it—and Right narrowly dodged the attack by diving backwards.

Two of Hiral’s searing bolts slammed into the side of the monkey before it could whip around its other arm, staggering the beast back, but the other continued its forward charge. Trusting in Left to slow it down, Hiral kept his aim on the first, pulling his triggers as soon as the weapons were off cooldown. No sooner had the fourth shot landed—It’s tougher than the others—than Right was back in the fray.

His right fist collided with the monkey’s jaw in a flare of purple light, then his left came around with a Rune of Impact to slam into the monster’s gut, lifting it from the ground. Hiral shot it twice more while it practically hung in the air, then took a quick glance at how the others were doing.

In the few seconds he’d focused on the one enemy, a wall of Spearing Roots had appeared between Nivian and two of the groupies, though the Alpha and third groupie pounded on the tank’s shield hard enough to send out impact waves with every strike. Yanily danced around the melee, those monkey arms constantly whipping through the air in wide arcs, and thrust in with his Reed Spear Style. For all the hits he scored, the buffed monkeys didn’t seem to be taking much damage from the attacks, their health bars barely moving.

Left, meanwhile, was narrowly staying ahead of the one monkey he was dealing with, a long gash leaking solar energy down and across his chest. He could see the monkey’s movements, but his body just couldn’t keep up with it. That was Hiral’s next target. He shifted his aim, a pull of his trigger intercepting one of the monster’s windmilling arms.

Deflected by the Impact portion of the bolt, the arm sailed out wide, the monkey’s eyes darting in Hiral’s direction for a heartbeat, and Left dashed in. The monster’s other arm cracked in the air like a whip as it brought that blade around to intercept the double, but Left didn’t try to dodge. Back went his dagger, preparing to strike, and it was all a question of which weapon would reach first.

As the blade came down like a headsman’s axe, another perfectly aimed searing bolt struck the swinging arm, knocking it just enough to pass beside Left’s shoulder, and then the double was inside the monkey’s guard. Both hands on the hilt of the Dagger of Sath, Left drove the blade straight into the monster’s gut, though the thick, buffed hair seemed to blunt the worst of it.

That was, until the long stream of water Left had created rushed forward and caught up to the knife. In his constant bout of dodging, he’d left a veritable curtain of water in the street, and it crashed into the monkey like a tidal wave forced through a straw, the cutting force blowing a chunk out of the beast’s back.

The monkey hooted in pain, then lifted its arms above its head as if it meant to pound Left straight into the ground like a nail.

Hiral’s first shot struck it in the center of its chest, knocking it back a step, while the second scored a critical hit to its face, dropping its health bar to barely a sliver of red. His dagger still embedded in the monkey’s abdomen, Left stepped to the side and yanked, ripping the dagger free and taking the last of the monster’s health with it.

A blinking in the corner of Hiral’s attention told him he had a new notification waiting—Odd it didn’t just pop up in front of me—but he didn’t have time to worry about it now. A quick look back showed the other gang of monkeys moving at the same steady pace. No concern there. Yet. Right, on the other hand, had finished off his opponent and was moving to help Nivian and Yanily.

Of the four monkeys engaged with the tank, one of the groupies had less than half health left, while the other two were still above two-thirds, and the Alpha wasn’t even down to seventy-five percent. Seeyela’s Gravity Well hydras spat fire and lighting at them, but they seemed to just shrug off the elements, while Yanily constantly had to dodge back to avoid the whirling arm-blades that were as long as his spear.

Nivian, for his part, was doing everything he could do keep the monsters’ attention, shield bashes and lashing whips constantly turning the glowing red eyes on him. He was paying for it, though— his bark armor was broken and leaking blood in a dozen places. Wave after wave of solar energy came from Wule to keep the tank on his feet, but even the quick look told Hiral the healer was falling behind.

Why? Why are those groupies so much stronger?

Hiral pulled his triggers, his bolts striking the monkey with the lowest health, but the thing barely shifted from the impacts, and its health bar hardly moved. That didn’t make sense. The other two Right and Left had dealt with had taken far more damage from the same hits—and that was before Hiral had a couple stacks of Killing Spree.

Holding his next shots, Hiral instead looked hard at the monkeys. There had to be… Their eyes. The eyes were outright glowing, while the ones they’d killed already didn’t have eyes nearly as bright.

“Yanily, fall back ten feet,” Hiral instructed through the Party Interface. “Fifteen if you can. Nivian, let him take that low-health monkey with him.”

“Got a plan?” the spearman asked, and, at a nod from Nivian, jabbed his spear once, twice, three times into the back of the monkey. As soon as the monkey’s eyes turned on him, Yanily danced away, the monkey quick to give chase, arms a whirling blur.

“Keep going,” Hiral said, still holding his shots and… Yes! “The glow in the eyes is fading.”

“The glow…?” Yanily asked, bringing his spear up to block one of the swinging arms, then quickly spinning it around to deflect the other. “Huh, it’s slower.” His counterattack drove the spearpoint deep into the monkey’s chest and cut its health bar in half.

“They’re stronger closer to the Alpha,” Hiral said, no longer holding his shots. His two blasts left the monster with barely any life, and Yanily moved in for the kill. “We need to get those other two further away. Right, Left, that’s you.”

The doubles were already moving, a wing of flaming blue bursting out of Left’s shoulder and trailing small ice crystals behind it as he activated the Wing of Anella to keep up with Right. Within seconds they covered the distance, slamming into the pair of monkeys with a flurry of attacks. Except, Nivian had done his job too well—the monsters practically ignored the pummeling they took in their mad fury to kill the tank.

“They’re not moving,” Left pointed out.

“Let me try something,” Seeyela said.

“Is now the time for tests?” Seena asked.

“Not like I’m doing any good here anyway,” Seeyela snapped, lifting her hands in front of herself.

The air bent just off to the side of the melee, a sheet of darkness rolling vertically down the air to hang like an oddly black curtain. Further to the right, maybe thirty feet, a second sheet fell, and then Seeyela started pulling her hands towards each other. Her muscles strained as though she was trying to pull two massively heavy weights together, and the space between the two hanging curtains of darkness visibly warped.

“Whatever you’re doing… do it faster,” Wule said, slight panic in his voice as the three monkeys pounded mercilessly on his brother.

“Not… as… easy… as it… looks,” Seeyela said, her voiced strained, but then there was a loud SNAP, and the black curtains drew taught. “Done! Throw the monkey into that!”

“Throw the…?” Right started to ask, but then shook his head and charged the closest groupie.

The monkeys had almost entirely ignored the doubles as they attacked, and Right slipped behind the whipping arms and grabbed the monkey by the waist. With his over 40 Str—along with a grunt of effort—he hoisted the monkey into the air and hurled it at the black void.

The monkey vanished within the large curtain… only to go flying out of the second curtain thirty feet away.

She created a portal!

“Seena!” Seeyela shouted. “Hit it hard.”

“Finally,” Seena said, one, two, three, four balls of fire appearing over her hand as Right grabbed the second monkey and also tossed it through the portal. As soon as it appeared beside its confused comrade, Seena let loose with her ability.

The onslaught of fireballs completely enveloped the monkeys, even blowing a column of flame out the other side of the connecting portal. Nothing was left of the two primates but ash.

With that done, only the Alpha remained, its eyes glowing a furious red.
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MONKEY (MID)BOSSINESS


“AROOOOOOOOOO,” the Alpha monkey howled, a tangible wave of power rushing off it and throwing those closest backwards. It howled again, eyes glowing like small suns, and pounded on its chest, more waves of power expanding out with each strike.

“What’s it…?” Seena started to ask, but a notification window appeared in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Dynamic Quest: Update

After watching its loyal friends brutally murdered in the dark street, the Bladed Frenzy Monkey Alpha has found a deep pit of fiery resentment and power within itself.

Survive (and get the citizens to their destination).

Note: That shout was pretty loud, wasn’t it? Do you think anything heard it?

Yanily groaned over the Party Interface, “It just enraged, didn’t it? Like the Troblin Duke.”

“Worse, it’s listed as a Mid-Boss now,” Seena added.

“Whatever, as long as it keeps pounding its chest so I can heal Nivian,” Wule said. “Man, did you try to put your face in the way?”

Maybe Nivian responded, but Hiral was too busy rereading that note at the end of the notification. It wouldn’t be there if it didn’t mean something. What could it…?

Hiral turned back to the other pack of groupies. They were still coming, but not any faster. It’d be at least a minute or two before they arrived, and the quest timer still had four minutes on it. Was the notification referring to them?

No, that didn’t seem to fit, and Hiral lifted his head to look around, then jerked it to the side just in time to evade a rock whipping through the air. What? There, on the roof across the street, was a small, kind of dark gray monkey. Did it just throw a rock at me?

As if in answer to his question, the monkey ripped a fist-sized piece of stone off the building, then cocked its long arm back. Snapping around very much like the groupies’ arms did, the monkey hurled the rock at Hiral as fast as a crossbow bolt, and only his high Dex and Atn got him out of the way in time.

Little bastard! Hiral lifted his RHC and pulled the trigger, the searing bolt blowing a hole clean through the monster’s chest and knocking the thing back and out of sight.

Yip, yiiip, yip, yip started echoing across the roofs, and Hiral looked around to see dozens more of the little gray bastards showing up.

“AROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO,” the Alpha howled again, the chest-pounding stopping all at once, and it extended one of its long arms out in front of it. It unfurled a thin finger from its fist, then pointed it at the group of NPCs.

“Yip, yip, yip!” the gray monkeys howled in response, and a hail of stones shot from both sides.

Doing the only thing he could think of, Hiral tossed a wave of Rejection out to the left, while Seena reacted on the right with a wall of Spearing Roots. Still, as fast as they were, they weren’t fast enough. A dozen rocks made it through.

Shouts of pain and the breaking of bones erupted from the group of NPCs as stones found their marks, and people fell to the ground.

“Cover them!” Seena shouted, solar energy pulsing towards building another wall, while Seeyela threw up Gravity Wells between the monkeys and the people to pull the stones off target.

The gray monkeys were spread out over several blocks, so it wasn’t like the party could do anything to cut them down quickly.

“How far?” Hiral shouted to Bellina. “How far are the soldiers?”

“You think they’ll help us?” Wule asked, already moving to heal the wounded NPCs.

“No, but the quest doesn’t say to kill the Alpha, just to get them to their destination,” Hiral pointed out.

“Yeah, I think that Alpha might have something to say about getting past it,” Yanily said, and Hiral looked ahead.

Another pound of its chest, and suddenly billowing flames burst out of the bladed protrusions along its forearms, joints, shoulders, and back.

“Great, now it’s on fire,” Yanily deadpanned. “Wonderful.”

“Wule,” Seena started.

“On it,” Wule answered, one of the three elemental balls floating around his head—the fiery one—darting off with a gesture to orbit around Nivian’s head. The tank immediately took on a slight red glow from the increased fire resistance.

“Give Yanily the other one,” Seena instructed, and another gesture from Wule sent the ball of flaming lightning to the spearman.

“Less fire resistance on that one,” Wule said. “Be careful.”

“Anything is better than nothing,” Yanily said. “Plan?”

“Monkeys are getting ready for another volley,” Hiral said, taking shots on cooldown, but almost all the little beasts were armed. It didn’t seem like they’d throw one at a time, which either meant they were waiting for a command from the Alpha, or they simply wanted to overwhelm the party’s defenses. “If we’re going to go, it needs to be now.”

“Okay, everybody,” Seena said to the NPCs. “We’re going to get you past that big monkey while Nivian and Yanily keep it busy.”

“Keep it busy…” Yanily muttered.

“When we tell you, we need you to run,” Seena said. “No matter what, don’t stop.”

“Many of us are too old to run,” Bellina’s father said.

“Then walk quickly,” Seeyela said.

“Three and a half minutes,” Wule said. “I’ve patched up the injuries I can. No casualties this time.”

“Follow the wooden wall on the right,” Seena instructed. “Hug it close—that’ll at least protect you on one side.”

“What wooden wall?” Bellina asked, and then Spearing Roots began bursting out of the ground in a line down the street, solar energy pouring off Seena in huge waves.

Even from a distance, Hiral could feel the sheer amount of energy she was putting into it. Eight feet tall and stretching fifty feet, the roots extended one block, two, three. Then she must’ve bottomed out, dropping to her knees.

“That’s all I can do,” she said, sweat pouring down her face, her shoulders rising as she heaved in air. “Go.”

“C’mon—go, go, go,” Wule instructed, ushering the people towards the wall while Nivian charged to intercept the Alpha.

The big monkey came forward like a flaming tornado to meet the tank, its arms leaving trails of fire as it swung, and a great burst erupted when Nivian met the first strike with his shield. A wave of heat shot past the tank, warping the air, then the next blow fell, and the next, the next, the next. The monkey whirled like a fiery dervish, the bladed arms snapping in the air and pounding on Nivian’s shield relentlessly.

Thorny wood chips flew off the shield from the impacts, charred and black, and then the monkey darted right, its hanging wall of flame seemingly obscuring it from Nivian’s sight. Up and around it swung, whipping its arm in on Nivian’s unprotected side, and its flaming red eyes flared in triumph.

That look of triumph quickly changed to one of confusion as a barrier of energy appeared from Nivian’s Orbital Shield to block the blow. The shield only lasted a brief second—just enough to steal the power from the attack—and Nivian twisted around hard, catching the monkey with a shield bash and then raking his whip across the monster’s chest.

Before the Alpha could get its footing again, Yanily was there, spear driving for the monster’s face. It hooted in anger as it evaded the blow, and that seemed to be the cue for the gray hurler monkeys.

Dozens of arms cocked back as the NPCs reached the wall of Spearing Roots.

“Incoming!” Hiral shouted, throwing out another wave of Rejection.

Left leapt to the rooftop with the aid of his Wing of Anella, and Seeyela began channeling more solar energy. Her previous Gravity Wells sucked a number of the throws off course, and Hiral’s wave of Rejection caught dozens more, but some still got through.

Stones hurtled toward the NPCs like a firing squad, bouncing off wood and road where they missed, but not everybody was so lucky. An older woman took a hit in the shoulder, slamming her against the wall with a pained shout, while another took a child in the leg, the sound of breaking bone somehow crystal clear over the cacophony of the battle. Wule, meanwhile, threw himself in front of a mother and her baby, taking two solid hits to his back, and another to his hand.

Bad as it was, it would’ve been far worse if Seena hadn’t gotten her wall up. Dozens of rocks hit the other side like a heavy rain.

“Keep going,” Wule urged the group, his injured hand cradled against his chest, and a huge burst of solar energy washed out of him and across the group. Smoky energy seemed to linger on the NPCs, small injuries mending as the seconds ticked by.

He used his Terminal ability to add a heal over time to his group heal. Smart, but will it be enough?

The monkeys were already preparing their next volley, despite Hiral outright killing two of them every second. His Killing Spree was long at the twenty-five-stack mark, but more and more of them kept coming. Left tore through their ranks with his dagger and wing, leaving frozen or dismembered monsters behind him, but as soon as he was past, more arrived.

Seeyela was… was… What was she doing?

“Seeyela?” Hiral asked.

“Almost… ready…” she said, her hands out again.

“You’d better be—here it comes,” Hiral said as a hundred monkey arms cocked back in unison.

“NOW!” she screamed, her left hand slashing across left to right, and a curtain of black rolled down the length of the three blocks as the monkeys let fly.

Another slash from her right hand dropped a matching curtain, but this one behind the monkeys, and the fusillade of rocks hit her black shroud… then vanished and shot out of the other black curtain.

Directly into the backs of the unsuspecting monkeys.

The little bastards died in droves, their own thrown stones shattering skulls or maiming their narrow limbs. Unfortunately, Left didn’t fare much better; half a dozen stones slammed into him, and the double vanished in a puff of solar energy.

As soon as the tattoos appeared on Hiral’s skin, he activated Foundational Split, and Left peeled off him to reform at his side.

“You okay?” Hiral asked.

Left blinked and gave himself a shake, then nodded. “Oddly, I’m getting used to dying.”

“Not the best hobby,” Hiral said.

“Sorry,” Seeyela said weakly over the voice chat.

“It’s fine,” Left responded before Hiral could say anything. “Your tactic worked. You’ve bought us the time we need to get the NPCs past.”

And Left was right—most of the NPCs were now past the furious Alpha, who kept getting blocked by Nivian. The tank was burned and bloody, but between him and Yanily, they were keeping the Mid-Boss contained. No way they’d be able to defeat it alone, from the looks of things, but that wasn’t the goal.

“Left, help Seeyela. Right, Seena,” Hiral instructed, the two sisters completely out of solar energy and barely moving. Sure, the hurler monkeys weren’t a threat for the moment, but more would come. “I’m going to help keep the Alpha busy.”

With that, Hiral ran ahead, reading the flow of how Yanily and Nivian danced with the Mid-Boss, then began pulling his triggers. With twenty-five stacks of Killing Spree, Nature’s Blade, and One-Man Army, the searing bolts of Impact slammed into the monkey and began shaving away its massive health bar.

Between Yanily and Nivian working to stall it, they’d barely taken off fifteen percent. Now, though, with Hiral’s help, they began to change their tactic from delaying to hurting.

Despite moving forward, Hiral made sure to stay well enough back to keep his One-Man Army buff active—the damage bonus was pretty significant, after all—and pulled his triggers on cooldown. Threading the shots between Yanily and Nivian as they struck and defended, he kept the bolts coming while trying to predict what the Alpha would do next. Interestingly, the energy portion of his blasts seemed to do little actual damage—Must have resistance to burns, which makes sense, considering the flames—but the Impacts couldn’t be ignored.

Roaring in fury at the annoying bolts, the fiery monkey lashed out in a whirling flurry to blow Nivian away, but roots grew out of the ground at the tank’s feet. Taking hit after hit from the lashing, whip-like arms, Nivian even brought his Orbital Shield into the mix, taking a string of lashing strikes for its full six-second duration while Hiral peppered the Alpha with shots, draining its health bar.

And, in that short window, Yanily smoothly shifted behind the Mid-Boss, fully flanking it. Seemingly completely unaware of the spearman at its back, and its fury expended without getting past Nivian, the Alpha took a step back and roared. Which lined it right up for Yanily as he stepped in with his Dancing Spear Style. The first two lightning-fast strikes did little damage, but they set him up for his next move as he planted his feet.

Weapon to his right, blade pointed towards the ground and his hands spread wide on the haft, Yanily stepped in and pulsed with solar energy. The Alpha began to turn from the stinging pain at the same time Yanily brought his spear around in an arcing uppercut and pushed energy into the Runes of Rejection in his boots.

Blade and spearman both shot up into the air, a line of flaming blood trailing behind as Yanily was suddenly fifteen feet up and spinning his spear over his head. He hung there for a second, getting the weapon into position, then issued another pulse of solar energy—this time into the spear—and plunged back down like a falling star.

No novice to battle, the Alpha moved to take a step away in that split second Yanily hung paused in the air, but a thorned shield to its back kept it from going anywhere. Panic flared across its face as the spear rocketed towards its eye, and all the monkey could do was shift its head to the side.

The serrated edge of Yanily’s purple-bladed spear tore a vicious gash down the side of the monkey’s face before burying itself deep in the monster’s shoulder. Purple flames exploded out of the wound, tearing it even further, and Yanily’s feet connected with the monkey’s chest.

Then… he just sort of dangled there.

“Huh…” Yanily said over the voice chat before one of the monkey’s whipping arms slammed into him from the side.

The spearman grunted in pain as he got launched away, his weapon left protruding from the Alpha’s shoulder like some kind of planted flag. Twenty feet distant, Yanily hit the ground and rolled, finally stopping when he collided with a building on the side of the street, then pushed himself into a seated position and shook his head.

The hydra armor took the worst of the blow.

The Alpha, meanwhile, reached its left hand gingerly towards the spear embedded in its right shoulder up to the haft. Its other arm hung uselessly at its side. Yanily’s attack had dropped it to just under a quarter of its health and disabled one of its powerful arms. Now we just need to finish it.

Nivian’s whip tore down the monkey’s back before it could do anything about the spear, then a second time when he didn’t seem to get its attention. Finally, the monster turned to the tank, Hiral’s shots continuing to drop its health, and attacked Nivian with newfound fury. Flames erupted in giant gouts with every strike, transforming the street into an inferno that melted stone and set Nivian’s wooden armor to smoldering.

Even with Wule’s fire resistance buff, it was a bad match-up for Nivian, and though Hiral’s shots would eventually kill the monkey… would they do it before Nivian fell? Too risky. He needed to do something more definitive.

The Emperor’s Greatsword could probably end the fight with enough multiplied gravity, but there was a limit to how much he could toss it with, and that wouldn’t be enough. And no way he could get close with the absurd heat the monkey was generating.

Even after two more shots, the monkey’s health wasn’t dropping fast enough. What could he…?

A tickle at the back of his head, and Hiral turned to look at the ring hanging behind him. The script running through the crystal was all glowing now, and that draw for energy in the empty space was stronger than ever. The draw… almost pleading, like it needed an outlet for the energy.

And there it was again, that feeling of energy, and yet it resisted his solar energy when he offered it again.

What do you…?

Energy. Not solar energy.

The Rune of Energy.

Of course.

Hiral almost facepalmed, but the click in his brain as he understood urged him to let his instincts take over. Quickly sheathing the RHC in his right hand, Hiral raised his arm above his head, the strange ring floating up with the motion until it hovered just beyond his outstretched hand. The feeling of the draw—that of a whirlpool sucking in energy—grew even stronger, and Hiral pictured the empty space within the ring. Then he imagined the Rune of Energy forming in that space—and it did.

Without looking, Hiral’s high Atn painted the picture for him, the Rune of Energy searing the air as it drew itself within the ring. Stroke after stroke, the rune completed, bands of energy arcing from the ring around it, rolling it into a ball of condensed power. The force continued to build as the ring drained its collected solar energy into the forming ball. One heartbeat, two, and it was done.

Hiral eyed the Mid-Boss, barely a second having passed since he’d lifted the ring above his head, then thrust his hand forward and gave the ring the release it demanded. The small ball within the ring, barely larger than Hiral’s closed fist, exploded into a beam two feet wide that roared like bottled thunder.

Maybe the Alpha had some kind of resistance to the heat component of Hiral’s RHCs, but this new beam was like a sun compared to a candle. The blast closed the space in the blink of an eye, hitting the monkey as it slammed its arm into Nivian’s shield yet again, and then it was past, the monster not even twitching.

Except, where the beam had passed, that part of the monkey was gone. Everything between mid-chest and upper thigh simply ceased to exist, and the Alpha didn’t even have a chance to realize it was dead before its pieces fell to the ground.
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RESCUE MISSION


The ring settled back behind Hiral, its energy completely spent, and he could only stare in awe at the line of destruction. It wasn’t just the monkey, but the two-foot-wide furrow of melted street—and the building beyond—that drew his eyes.

“Yeah, almost overpowered,” he whispered.

“Almost?” Yanily asked over the party chat.

“It needs to charge up,” Hiral said, understanding the process that’d led to the powerful release of energy as he jogged over to help Yanily up. “It took all of those killed monkeys to do that. Not something I can use frequently, or even on command.”

“Excuses,” Yanily joked, taking Hiral’s hand and getting to his feet. “Did we win?”

At the question, a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked - The Best Defense…

You have successfully escorted the citizens to safety.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Note: Rewards will be adjusted for escorting all citizens safely and defeating the Alpha.

Oh, nice, a bonus for completing extra objectives?

Hiral closed the notification window with a thought, but another yellow window popped up almost immediately.

Runic Artificer: Class Ability Unlocked – Distracting Shot

Distracting Shot – At the expense of reduced damage, your shots can inflict Distracted (Debuff) to opponents.

Distracted (Debuff): Target suffers -10% chance to hit, critically hit, and damage for 6 seconds.

Note: Distracted (Debuff) does not stack. Multiple applications refresh duration to a maximum of 6 seconds.

A spontaneous ability evolution? Also nice. Must be from Inspirational Growth. Easy enough to weave into normal shots as well, though it looks like it’s RHC-only. Should help make Nivian’s tanking easier.

“Everybody okay?” Seena’s tired voice asked via the party chat, snapping Hiral’s attention back to reality, and he closed the ability window.

“Nivian?” Hiral said, looking at where the tank sat off to the side of the still-glowing furrow of melted stone.

“Yeah,” Nivian said. “Whatever Yanily says, I don’t care how overpowered you get as long as you can keep doing that. Oh, and I got an achievement, though I’m a little insulted by what it’s called.”

“You’re not the only one,” Seeyela said.

“Yes, we’ve got a lot to talk about, considering everything that just happened,” Seena said. “First, though, let’s gather up. Soldiers are coming to see to Bellina and the others, but who knows if more of those monkeys will show up. I don’t like how spread out we are.”

“We’re on the way,” Hiral said.

“You better not have destroyed my spear with your death beam,” Yanily joked as the two jogged over to join Nivian. “Ah, you’re lucky,” he added, pulling the aforementioned weapon out of what was left of the Alpha.

Hiral just shook his head and helped Nivian up to his feet, the tank looking more than a little worse for wear. “You okay? I mean, really?” he asked, noting the half-missing shield, the blackened bark armor, and the blood running down from a dozen wounds.

“Nothing Wule can’t fix,” Nivian said. “Glad you finished it when you did, though. That thing had a nasty stacking debuff up close. Got hotter and hotter every three seconds. Felt like my lungs were burning with every breath, and it was slowing down my reactions.”

“Check your notifications,” Yanily said. “It would’ve been every second, but I think Wule’s buff protected you like my amor did me.”

“You look like you’re talking instead of moving,” Seena said, and the three winced in unison.

“Coming, boss,” Nivian said, and this time they went straight to the others without another word.

“Wule, you good enough to start on Nivian?” Seena asked, pointing towards the bedraggled tank.

“Yeah, Terminal mainly took care of my injuries with the heal-over-time effect,” Wule said. “I’m getting a little low on solar energy, though.”

“Left, could you bring out your Banner of Courage?” Hiral asked.

“Of course,” the double said, reaching his right hand over to his left bicep.

Within a second, solar energy gathered at his fingertips, and as he pulled his hand away, a streamer of glowing smoke followed it, solidifying into a banner that began flapping in an intangible wind another second later. A golden dome of energy expanded out from the fully formed banner, and refreshing energy washed through Hiral.

You have been buffed by Banner of Courage.

Critical Strike Rate increased by 8% for 180 seconds.

Critical Strike Damage increased by 30% for 180 seconds.

Minor Healing Over Time for 180 seconds.

Minor Shielding granted for 180 seconds.

Immune to Fear and Fear-like effects for 180 seconds.

Solar Absorption Rate increased by 1 Rank for 180 seconds.

Since Left didn’t let go of the banner, there wasn’t even a timer.

“We keep using the banner for after-fights,” Seena said, obviously checking her own buff notification. “But it’s got some great in-fight benefits as well. Left, use it as you see fit. Let’s take more advantage of it.”

“Understood,” Left said as everybody benefitted from the recovery portion of the banner. And it wasn’t just the party; Bellina and the others visibly improved under the golden aura. A few of the approaching soldiers paused within the dome, but their eyes widened as they noticed the effect, and they quickly approached.

“Thank you for escorting these people,” the soldier in the front said, crystal armor in thin plates over his chest, upper arms, and thighs. Despite not connecting to each other, Hiral could make out an aura of protection extending not just between the individual pieces, but also over the soldier’s entire body.

Interesting. I bet I could do something like that. And the armor seems to stay attached the same way my RHC thigh-plates do.

“Happy to help,” Seena said, already looking better thanks to the recuperative effects of the banner. “You’ll get them the rest of the way out of the city?”

“We will,” the soldier said, pointing back to what looked like the tail-end of a group of refugees and soldiers vanishing down a side road. “You got them here just in time. Another few minutes and we would’ve been completely gone.”

“We just happened to be in the right place at the right time,” Seena said.

“You did,” the soldier agreed, though they seemed to have a thought as they looked to the side. “And maybe you are again.”

“Oh?” Seena asked as another CRACK echoed through the city, and a massive chunk of the cavern’s central ceiling collapsed to the floor with a ground-shaking CRASH.

“Yes,” the soldier said, his eyes lingering on the rain pouring through the widening hole. “If you’ll listen to my request…?”

“Let’s hear it,” Seena said, though she did give a quick look to the others.

“We—my troops and I, I mean—have to get these people out of the city. There’s nobody to spare to go look for others. We’ll be taking them to a main exit on the east side of the city, but…”

“But you think there’s somebody out there who might need help?” Hiral said, filling in the blanks when the man hesitated.

“Yes. Somebody very specific,” the soldier said. “There’s an important research project going on right now. One I’m told will change the course of the war. Except, we haven’t heard anything from the people running it. If they’re dead, well, that’s the end of that project. If they’re alive and just can’t get to us…”

Dynamic Quest

You’ve been asked to investigate the status of an important group of researchers who hold the key to winning the war.

Find the researchers, and if they live, escort them to safety.

Accept? Yes / No

Seena looked at the others before responding, but they all nodded. Yes, part of it was just that this was the next logical step in getting through the dungeon, but, more than that… the people felt so real. Dungeon quest or not, they couldn’t just do nothing when they had the chance to help. A tap of Seena’s hand on the air—likely hitting the Yes in the notification—and she focused her attention back on the soldier.

“We’ll do it,” she said. “Where can we find these researchers?”

“I’ll draw you a map,” the soldier said.

“Left, you’re the best with directions—could you work with him?” Hiral asked his double.

“Of course,” Left said, picking up the banner and going over to get directions from the soldier.

“Hey, Seena, I need to talk to Bellina about something,” Hiral said to the group leader. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

“Sure,” she said. “Don’t be long, though. We’ll head out once everybody has a bit more solar energy. I suspect we’ll get another timer soon.”

“Won’t take more than a few minutes,” Hiral said. “Oh, and Seena, that wall was amazing. I didn’t know you could do something that big. No way we would’ve gotten everybody through safely without it.”

“Heh, usually it’s me critiquing performance,” she said with a smile.

“Yeah, but credit where it’s due and all that.” He then turned and started jogging over towards where Bellina was seeing to her parents.

“Thanks,” Seena said into the party chat. “This doesn’t mean we aren’t going to have a talk about your death beam, though.”

Hiral winced at the fair reproach, but he turned his attention to the group of refugees rather than replying. “Hey, Bellina, everybody okay?” he asked as he got to the small family, noting Livik in his mother’s arms.

“We are, thanks to you and your group,” she said. “No wonder they had you scouting the southern tunnels; you’re all so much stronger than most of the parties.”

Stronger?

Hiral’s head turned towards the nearby soldiers helping the rest of the refugees get moving, and they were all wearing that same armor. Armor… but no obvious PIM. Were they all Growers? Makers had the tattoos and Meridian Lines, while Builders had the double-helix script found on Hiral’s skin. Dr. Benza had said something about the fourth race, Bonders, having animals with them or something, and there definitely weren’t any of those around—other than the monkeys.

Or, was this dungeon set back in a time before the PIMs were created? The other dungeons they’d been in had featured elements from the past, so it could be possible.

“Do the others not have PIMs?” Hiral asked Bellina.

When she didn’t immediately reply, he turned back to her and found her sort of smiling blankly at him. He asked the question again, and her expression didn’t change in the least, almost like he hadn’t spoken at all.

Odd. Is something wrong with the dungeon, or is this like the Tutorials where there are things I can’t know yet?

Changing tactics, Hiral moved on to the whole reason he’d come over to talk to the woman. “Bellina, that sign I saw you make—over your stomach, back when we found you—can you tell me more about it?”

“The sign?” she asked, her face snapping back to life. “You mean this?” She traced her finger in front of her stomach again.

Yes, yes, that was definitely the same glyph of fertility Arty was tattooing on Growers back on the islands. What’s the connection?

“Yeah, that one,” Hiral said. “What’s it mean?”

Bellina gave him a bit of a strange look, but she didn’t freeze up like she wasn’t able to answer this time. “It’s a ward of protection from the Enemy. You guys don’t use it?”

Hiral just shook his head—no point getting into details. “No, can you tell me more about it?”

“Well,” she said, looking at the others around her a bit, though they were busy preparing to leave, “we don’t usually talk about it—taboo and all—but since you saved us, I guess… I guess I can tell you. The ward, it’s kind of a superstition. I mean, the real glyph works. It stops the Enemy from getting control of you. But getting a glyph is expensive. Only a few of the soldiers have it, or if somebody gets strong enough, it would be dangerous for the Enemy to take them.”

“Like the Fallen?” Hiral guessed, but Bellina’s face paused again.

Nope, not going to learn more about that here.

“What does the ward do, then?” he asked, and Bellina seemingly came back to life.

“Nothing?” she said with an embarrassed shrug. “Most of us can’t afford the real glyph, and we’re just normal people. We’re not fighters like you or the soldiers. I guess… we just use it for good luck? Hold on, are you saying you don’t have a glyph?” Her eyes went wide.

“Nope.”

“But you’re so strong. What if the Enemy gets inside you? They’ll turn you against us!” Fear lingered behind her eyes.

The image of a sadistic, glowing grin popped into Hiral’s mind, and the memory of what had happened to Picoli—of what she’d become, after the Enemy got inside her—made Hiral nod. That thing had been so much stronger than Picoli. Almost unstoppable, really. Bellina’s fear was more than justified.

“So, we should get this glyph if we can?” Hiral asked.

“You should, you should,” Bellina answered quickly. “The Enemy always gets in through the same spot, or so I’ve heard.” She pointed at where she’d traced the ward on her stomach. “The glyph stops them from taking over if they get inside.”

“Does it do anything else? Anything for… fertility?”

Bellina’s face scrunched up at the change of subject, but she just shook her head. “I… don’t think so. But, you know, I did hear they’re very careful to check that women aren’t pregnant when getting the glyph. It changes us inside, so the Enemy can’t take control. I don’t know what that would do to a little one if they’re already in there.” She looked at Livik in her arms, then gave him a tight hug.

“That’s good to know, though I think I’m safe from that worry,” Hiral said, forcing a smile. Then he nodded at a pair of approaching soldiers.

“We need to get moving,” the first soldier said, eyeing Hiral but talking to Bellina.

“We’re ready,” Bellina said, only to likewise glance at Hiral. “Unless there’s something else?”

“No, no, nothing,” Hiral said. “Thanks for answering my questions, and… take care.”

“You too,” she said, taking one hand off her son and patting Hiral’s arm. “Again, I can’t thank you enough for saving Livik.”

“That’s what we’re here for,” Hiral said, looking up again at the massive hole in the cavern ceiling.

Literally.
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THE RING OF AMIN THETT


With his goodbyes done, Hiral took a step back and motioned at the two men in armor. Seeing their cue, Bellina and the others went with the soldiers to join the larger gathering, and Hiral jogged back over to Seena and the others.

“All done?” Seena asked.

“Yeah, it’s weird,” Hiral said. “They’re using the glyph of fertility—or something very close to it—to ward off the Enemy. To prevent them taking over people, Bellina said.”

“What?” Seeyela said. “Why? What would it even do?” Her hand unconsciously went down to her own stomach.

“I don’t know,” Hiral said. “But Bellina said they don’t use it for fertility, so it must’ve changed for some reason over the years. Anyway, not that it really matters, I guess. Left, did you get the directions?”

“I did,” Left said. “They’ll take us close to the center of the city, but we shouldn’t be in the rain… yet.”

“Knowing the dungeon mechanics, I bet that’ll change as soon as we start moving,” Seena said. “So, before we get a timer—I just know another one is coming; I can feel it—let’s talk real quick about that last battle.”

“It was a bit rough,” Nivian said. “Having to protect all those extra people while dealing with the monkeys…”

“Not to mention the ones throwing stuff,” Yanily said.

“It was. Nivian, you said you got an achievement or something?” Seena said, cutting through the chatter to the important bits.

“Yes, though like I said, I’m a bit insulted by the achievement name,” Nivian said. “Here, I’ve still got the notification open. Let me share it…” He trailed off until a green notification window appeared in front of the party.

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked - Just Shut Up and Take It.

You took a pounding… and kept taking it… while under the effects of a stacking debuff.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“Oof, that’s a bit…” Wule started.

“Direct,” Yanily said. “You’re like some kind of damage sponge.”

“You should see the other guy,” Nivian said, nodding towards the pieces of the Alpha on the ground a short distance away.

“Not like you did that,” Yanily said flatly.

“No, and we’ll get to Hiral in a minute,” Seena said, turning a flat look to him, then going back to Nivian. “No new skill yet? Just the achievement?”

“Just the achievement,” Nivian confirmed.

“Okay, let us know what you get when you clear the dungeon. Now, Hiral, you obviously got a new skill. Let’s hear it.”

“Ah, I got an ability evolution called Distracting Shot,” Hiral started.

“The death beam was a distracting shot?” Yanily asked.

“I know I was distracted,” Wule said, glancing at the carved path in the stone road. “Kind of still am…”

“Umm,” Hiral started, then shook his head. “No, that’s… that’s something else. I don’t know exactly what it was. Something to do with the ring.” He thumbed over his shoulder.

“The Ring of Amin Thett?” Wule asked.

“The what of what now?” Hiral asked the healer.

“That’s what it says when I use View on it,” Wule explained, pointing at the ring floating behind Hiral.

Hiral spun around, but of course the ring followed his motion perfectly, and he spun a second time before realizing he’d never catch up to it.

“Like a dog chasing its own tail,” Seeyela said with a shake of her head.

Hiral did his best to scowl at her, but he was much too interested in the ring to put any real effort into it, and he willed the crystal to float out in front of him. A second of concentration to use View on it, and a yellow item window popped up.

The Ring of Amin Thett

The crowning creation of the Runic Armsmith, Amin Thett.

Within the void lies truth; within truth lies power.

By combining solar energy stolen during combat with the Rune of Energy, the Ring of Amin Thett is able to produce: The Annihilation of Amin Thett (ability).

The Annihilation of Amin Thett (ability): Fires a beam of concentrated energy.

Note: Damage is based on the amount of solar energy collected prior to use, and is modified by the user’s Dex and Atn.

Note (2): Additional damage based on target’s missing health.

“Huh,” Hiral said, reading through the notification quickly, then sharing the window with the others.

“Wall of text,” Yanily said with a wave of his hand. “What’s the short version?”

“Uh… the beam…”

“Death beam,” Yanily corrected quickly.

“I thought you wanted the short version,” Hiral said flatly.

“Guys,” Seena interrupted, “the ring collects energy from stuff we fight, then uses it to make the beam. And, the more injured the target is, the more damage it does?”

“That’s what it looks like to me,” Hiral said. “It must’ve done extra since the Alpha was around twenty-five percent after Yanily hit it.”

“Yeah, extra death,” Yanily said.

“Important points only, please,” Seena said, and Yanily muttered something about death being pretty important, then held up his hands like he wasn’t going to say anything else. “Hiral, you can’t use it on demand?”

“No. Or, maybe I can use it sooner? But it won’t hit as hard.”

The notification window didn’t say anywhere that the ring needed to be fully charged to use the Annihilation of Amin Thett. A dramatic name, but another look at the dead Alpha, and he couldn’t really argue with it.

“And that Distracting Shot?” Seena asked after she apparently made a mental note about the ring’s ability.

“Doesn’t do much damage, but applies a debuff for six seconds,” Hiral explained. “Reduces hit chance, critical hit chance, and damage by ten percent.”

“Cooldown?”

“None, apparently,” Hiral said. “But total duration can never go above six seconds.”

“A debuff?” Yanily asked, perking up. “Maybe that’s why I got a passive ability evolution.”

“You got something too?” Seena asked, obviously interested. Two evolutions and an achievement from one fight was a good haul.

“Sure, here, lemme just share…” Yanily started, and a green window appeared in front of him.

Class Modification – Predator’s Eyes

Predator’s Eyes – Gain +2% hit chance and critical hit chance, and +5% critical hit damage, for each debuff on your target.

“When we were fighting, I noticed Hiral’s shots were creating openings for me, making it easier for me to land hits,” Yanily said. “Then, soon as the fight was done—boom, got the ability evolution.”

“That’s nice. Simple too,” Seena said, apparently reading the notification again.

“Good. Yanily needs simple,” Wule said.

“He does,” Seena agreed. “We’ll need to make sure we’re using more debuffs to capitalize on this. Nivian, your whip counts as a debuff, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, Infuriate,” Nivian said.

“Great. And now Seeyela, what the hell was all that?” Seena asked, turning on her sister. “I expect crazy, reckless stuff from Hiral, but you too?”

“When was I reckless this time?” Hiral asked quietly, and Right put a hand on his shoulder.

“Just let it go,” Right said with a shake of his head.

“Sorry, you’re right,” Seeyela said. “I shouldn’t have tested out my theory in the middle of the fight like that. It was reckless of me. It’s just… since we came through that last portal, I’ve had this tingle in the back of my head. Like… like I was really close to figuring something out. And I did.”

“Lucky you didn’t explode,” Nivian said, looking sideways at Hiral.

Hiral opened his mouth, but closed it again at another shake of Right’s head.

“What is it, and can you keep doing it?” Seena asked.

“Yes,” Seeyela said. “I got an ability evolution too. Short version is the portal that brought us here used gravity to connect two points, somehow. I don’t know exactly how it works, but I did the same thing with my ability.

“I can create portals now. They cost a lot of solar energy, though.”

“Can we move through them?” Seena asked. “Safely?”

“Yes,” Seeyela said. “Don’t think I can do anything as big as I did at the end there. Now that I actually have an ability, there seem to be limits on it. Should still be useful for moving around the battlefield, though.”

“That’s great. Will help take some of the load off Nivian’s solar energy consumption from using his Swarm Tactics.”

“Costs a similar amount, I think, so we can’t abuse it too much,” Seeyela said.

“Noted,” Seena said. “Okay, anybody else get anything? And everybody good on solar energy now?” When nobody answered, she nodded. “Good. Let’s go rescue some researchers.”

With the decision made, Left let the banner fade—they didn’t need to walk around with a glowing, fifty-foot dome announcing their location—and the group started in the direction he pointed. They didn’t even get fifteen feet before another loud CRACK announced the further breaking of the cavern roof, and the ground shook a moment later from the ensuing crash.

“You know, I really expected…” Seena started, but a notification window appeared in front of Hiral’s eyes, and she cut off. “Damnit,” she muttered, and Hiral turned his eyes to the quest update.

Dynamic Quest: Update

The sky is falling (literally) and monsters prowl the streets. The researchers won’t be able to stay hidden for long. Find them before something else does.

Time remaining until the researchers are found: Approximately 20:00 minutes

“Approximately?” Hiral said. “That can’t be good.”

“No. We need to hurry,” Seena said. “Left and Nivian, take the lead. If any monkeys try to slow us down, deal with them with extreme prejudice.”

“Ah, my favorite kind of prejudice,” Yanily said, then looked at the others. “I mean… I don’t really like prejudice in general, but that sounded…”

“We know, Yanily,” Seena said. “Just kill stuff, okay?”

“You got it, boss.”
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TOTALLY A TRAP


Six minutes into the timer, moving quickly, the party had only needed to deal with one small monkey pack, and even then, it was like they’d just happened to stumble on each other.

“You’re sure this is the way?” Wule asked, presenting the same question on Hiral’s mind.

“Definitely,” Left said.

“Left’s sense of direction has never led us wrong before…” Seena started, then mumbled, “Literally, I guess. Anyway,” she continued, louder, “we’ll keep going. We’ve still got most of the timer remaining.”

“We should be quite close, actually,” Left called back from where he jogged beside Nivian. “Around one more corner, that street ahead there, and then a straight shot to the building the soldiers indicated.”

“Doesn’t it seem like this part of the city got… quiet?” Hiral asked, his senses straining for input. Despite his high Atn, even he could barely make anything out, and it was all distant. The hooting monkeys, previously so loud, had apparently moved in a different direction.

The question was—why?

“They must be following the NPCs trying to get out of the city,” Seeyela said. “A small group like us? Not worth the time or effort.”

“Especially not with all our prejudice,” Yanily said, then stumbled. “Uh, sounded better in my head.”

“Most things usually do,” Wule grumbled as Nivian and Left rounded the corner ahead of them.

“Well, whatever makes it easier for us,” Seena said before glancing at Nivian. “Though even I’d admit the experience would be welcome.”

“Speaking of experience, did any of you actually look at your notifications?” Hiral asked. “Our experience started going into escrow during that escort quest.”

“I didn’t look, with everything going on,” Seena said. “Just figured we didn’t get enough to level.”

“I saw that,” Yanily said. “What does escrow mean?”

“Means, like, in savings,” Hiral said. “It’s being held until later for some reason. So, we’ve got it, I guess, but can’t use it. I had the same thing happen to me while I didn’t have a class.”

“Did we get experience before the escort quest?” Seena asked. “Those monkeys we saved Livik from?”

“More crowing,” Yanily said. “All of our experience so far has been that. Still don’t get what birds have to do with experience…”

Hiral shook his head, not even bothering to correct the spearman. “Maybe something to do with it being a wild dungeon?”

They rounded the corner behind Left and Nivian, only to find them stopped cold in the street. What…? Hiral started to think, but simply looking straight ahead gave him the answer to that question—and raised a dozen more.

A gray sort of fuzz covered the buildings and the street ahead, muting the light of the glowing roots so they looked like colored veins under the pallid flesh of a dying city. Even hanging above the street, crossing from building to building, the fuzz—no, not fuzz, the webbing—hung in thick strands connected by a finer mesh.

“Think I know why the monkeys don’t come this way,” Wule said, pointing ahead and to the left. There, trapped in the web, one of the gray hurler monkeys dangled lifelessly, its body emaciated and thin, like something had sucked it dry.

“Why didn’t you say anything in the party chat as soon as you saw this?” Hiral quietly asked Left as he moved up to join his double.

“Didn’t think my words would do it justice,” Left said, and Hiral couldn’t argue. “Easier to see than explain.”

“Have you seen any of what made the webs?” Hiral asked.

“That’s the other reason I didn’t say anything. It’s quiet. Too quiet. I’ve been watching, but there’s nothing moving.”

“It’s eerie,” Nivian agreed. “I feel like I’m being watched, though.”

Hiral scanned the webbing—thicker, of course, as it continued down the street—but, like Left, he saw no sign of what had made it. Then again, what was he even looking for? Spiders, obviously, but how big? Were they normal spiders, no bigger than the palm of his hand? Looking at the finger-thick strands of the silk-like material crossing from building to building, normal was probably out the window.

“Guessing our destination is further towards the middle of all this?” Seena asked Left.

“Straight ahead, about three blocks,” Left said, and Hiral stared in that direction.

After one block, the buildings on both sides of the street were barely visible under the webs. By two blocks, it looked like they were completely gone—just a tunnel of web leading further—and he couldn’t see anything beyond.

“That cave of webs looks reaaaaaaally suspicious,” Yanily said. “I mean, totally a trap.”

“Yes, totally a trap,” Seena agreed.

“Twelve minutes,” Wule said, updating them on the timer. “Think I know why getting here was so easy.”

“We should get moving,” Seeyela said.

“Before we go, do you guys know of any D-Rank spiders that could do this?” Hiral asked.

Seena thought about it for a second, then nodded slowly. “Yes and no. There’s a D-Rank area that’s off-limits. It’s right next to an E-Rank. You know the one I’m talking about, right, guys? Off on the other side of the Whispering Lake?”

“Yeah, it’s super creepy too,” Yanily said.

“We’ve never gone over there,” Seena went on. “It’s right on the edge of where the magic of Fallen Reach keeps the rain at bay, and even our D-Rankers don’t bother with it.”

“How come?” Hiral asked.

“Aside from the very short window to get in and out, it’s too dangerous.”

“And, let me guess, spiders?”

“Maybe? From the E-Rank side of the lake, you can see what might be webs on the trees. Could be something else, though.” Seena shrugged. “Short version is, I have no idea what this could be.”

“Then we move carefully,” Seeyela said. “But we have to move.”

“Yes, Nivian…” Seena started, but Hiral held up his hand one more time. “What is it, Hiral?”

“Normal spiderwebs are pretty flammable, right?” Hiral said, then pointed down the street.

“Damn,” Seena said, catching on. “That’s a lot of my offensive abilities out the window if I can’t use fire.”

“So, we need to test,” Hiral said. “Now, before we go in.”

“You and your testing,” Seena sighed. “But you’re right. Pick a small patch of webs that hopefully won’t light the whole place up, people, and see what abilities you can and can’t use. You’ve got thirty seconds.”

Unlike Seena, Hiral didn’t have any fire-type abilities, but the bolts from his RHCs with the Rune of Energy modifier did generate a lot of heat.

Energy, huh? Hiral looked down the long street full of webs. If his RHCs didn’t start the whole thing blazing, maybe there was a way to make the trip to the center faster. The others had already started bringing normal flames and infernal flames close to the webs—Right included—so Hiral unholstered an RHC. A quick search found him a patch of webbing that didn’t look to be too connected to anything. A brief check to make sure nobody else was already burning the place down, and he shot a bolt at the webs.

Like a hot knife through butter, the blast cleanly cut the webbing, leaving each side to slowly drift down before hanging loosely. Dropping to a crouch, Hiral pulled a fork out of his Spatial Ring and gently lifted the webbing up to get a look at the end. Seared, but not smoldering. It’s pretty sticky, though.

Hiral gave his fork a tug, and while the web resisted, it eventually let go. Still, that was just one small thread. Getting more than a few of those stuck to his body could completely bind him, and his mind went back to the image of the hanging monkey. Worse, the Lashing Vines over his shoulders were having a field-day, slapping nonstop at the webbing all around him. Unlike his RHCs, the slight infernal component to them didn’t seem to be strong enough to completely burn away the webs, and they quickly got tangled.

In nothing short of a few seconds, the two vines connected at his shoulders were completely immobilized, though they still continued to thrash, threatening to pull him into the webs. That’s no good.

Hiral turned his attention to the buff notification in the corner of his view and, with a focused thought, dispelled the vines. Didn’t know I could do that.

With the vines dismissed, the pull on his shoulders vanished immediately, and he went back to his tests. He’d tell the others about the vines—if they didn’t figure it out themselves before then—but he didn’t have much time to get more information.

What about the ground? Hiral turned his attention to the webbing on the ground, but to his high Atn, the texture was definitely different. More taut, like the wire of an instrument, while the sticky stuff was closer to silk. And his fork didn’t stick to the ground-webbing like it did to the hanging stuff.

So, like Seena would ask… what’s the trick?

“The hanging stuff burns, but it burns too fast to spread much,” Seena said. “The stuff on the ground, though, doesn’t seem to burn at all.”

Hiral stood to find the others finishing off their tests as well. Like Seena had said, normal fire seemed to travel the furthest, but even that burned out completely after only a few inches. Pure infernal fire—like from Right’s fist—acted similar to Hiral’s RHCs, simply disintegrating the webbing without spreading at all.

“The Lashing Vines are a problem,” Wule said. “I had to dispel the buff before they dragged me into the webbing.”

“You can dispel the buff?” Yanily asked, dangerously close to getting pulled into the hanging webs as the vine on his shoulders continued to thrash and yank.

“Yes, Yanily,” everybody seemed to say at once.

The spearman’s eyes darted to the side, and he made a face like he was thinking really hard. Then the vines disappeared. A roll of his shoulders, and Yanily stepped forward, then leaned casually on his spear. “This should be easy, then.”

“Says the guy who almost got eaten by his own buff,” Wule said with a shake of his head.

“No Lashing Vines while we’re in the webs,” Seena confirmed. “And seeming easy is what makes me really nervous.”

“Nervous, or easy, or both, we’ve got eleven minutes,” Wule said.

“Even with the fire, moving through all this sticky webbing is going to be slow,” Nivian said from the front of the group. “Ideas?”

“I’ve got one,” Hiral said, lifting his hand in the air so that the Ring of Amin Thett rose with the motion.

“The death beam is your plan?” Seena asked.

“It’s not fully charged—not even close,” Hiral said, “but it should do the trick.” Without waiting for another comment, he pointed down the street and concentrated on the Rune of Energy within the empty space of the ring. As before, the rune formed and then curled into a ball while visible arcs of solar energy empowered it. A second later, a two-foot-wide beam sliced through the webbing straight down the street.

Hiral only had a heartbeat while the beam existed, but a fractional change of the angle cut a cone of web-free space for the party to move through down the cavern. Then, with the energy of the ring spent, the device settled down to once again float behind Hiral’s back.

“I could’ve just thrown a fireball or two,” Seena said with a smile. “But that was probably safer. Okay, folks, let’s move.”

With that, Nivian took the lead again, quickly leading the group into the tunnel of webs. Hanging threads drifted as they passed, and the occasional one got stuck for a moment before tearing. They’d barely gone half a block before movement above caught Hiral’s eye, and he shouted a warning to Nivian as something as big as a dog unfurled and dropped down at the tank.
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GHOST-WEB ASSASSINS


Mottled white and gray, the ball unfurled into eight three-foot-long legs around a central, segmented torso with fangs like daggers at one end. Only Hiral’s quick warning alerted Nivian enough to get his shield up in time to block the large spider’s body, allowing him to shift to the side and toss it to the ground. The thorns that normally tore through flesh seemed to do little to the spider’s chitinous carapace, and it quickly righted itself as it landed, then scurried off into the webs.

Where it completely vanished.

“What was that?” Nivian called, eyes on the spot where the spider had gone. “And where did it go?”

How did it disappear like that? Is it just…? Yes… it’s still right there. Its natural colors are camouflage.

Hiral lifted his RHC and pulled the trigger before anybody else moved, and his bolt ricocheted off the spider’s tough armor with a crack. Jerking to the side at the hit, and apparently surprised it was spotted, the spider scuttled out of the web and then stared at the group.

Like the monkeys, this spider had rows of blades down the length its body and lining each segment of its legs, along with veil-like webs hanging from its head and joints. While the coloring and veils would help the creature naturally hide amongst the webbing, they couldn’t account for how completely it had vanished. There had to be something special involved in it. A second of investigation, and Hiral’s View ability brought up a name and health bar.

(Elite) Ghost-Web Assassin Spider – Low-D-Rank: Assassin.

That’s not ominous at all…

Worse, the direct hit with his RHC had only shaved off about ten percent of its health. That carapace was solid.

With the mutual appraisal apparently finished, the spider darted towards Nivian. The tank lowered his shield, and Yanily moved around to lash out with his Reed Spear Style. Glancing off the carapace with next to no damage done, Yanily’s barrage of thrusts didn’t even slow the monster down, and it raced past him unnaturally fast—only to launch itself at Nivian again.

Up came the tank’s shield in a perfect line to deflect the creature’s assault, but it somehow rolled midair and tucked its legs back under itself to land against the shield. Then, before Nivian had a chance to toss it to the ground like he had before, the spider leapt off the shield like it was a springboard right towards Yanily’s exposed back.

The spearman, not even aware of the danger, was only just turning to follow the path of the nimble spider, and the monster slammed into him with its full weight. Down to the ground they both went, Yanily’s cry of surprise turning to one of pain as the spider’s long fangs drove into his shoulder, the creature’s many legs quickly letting it find its balance. No sooner had it bitten into him than the spider’s front legs lifted into the air and drove down like spears. More grunts of pain came out of Yanily’s mouth as he feebly tried to defend himself.

Hiral’s two trigger pulls spat bolts of Impact at the spider. The first did around twelve percent of the monster’s health in damage, and the second did fifteen, but it still wasn’t enough to knock it off. Nivian’s barbed whip followed a second later, all three lashes dragging across the spider’s carapace, the snapping heads nipping at anything they could find.

Despite doing only minor damage, the Infuriating debuff from Nivian’s whip caused the spider to pause in its brutal assault on Yanily, and it turned its attention on the tank. The many eyes on the monster’s head seemed to glow a faint red, but then the color faded, and it immediately thrust its legs down again at Yanily.

Blood spat into the air each time the spider withdrew its spear-like legs from Yanily’s chest, and Hiral pulled both triggers as soon as they were off cooldown. Nineteen percent with the first hit, then twenty-five percent vanished from the monster’s health bar. It had a bare twenty percent left, but it lifted both legs above its head as if to finish Yanily off.

No! Hiral’s weapons were still on cooldown, and with the monster in such close quarters, Seena and Seeyela couldn’t do anything to finish the beast off. They’d never be able to…

Nivian’s whip lashed in, the three thorned vines wrapping around the upraised legs instead of dragging uselessly across the carapace. The strange, snapping ends of the whips bit into the joints with a faint crunch. While the wooden teeth were unable to puncture the carapace, they did manage to secure the whip while Nivian pulled back, preventing the spider from completing its coup-de-grace.

The spider still had its fangs, though, and after what almost looked like a glare in Nivian’s direction, it turned its attention to the spearman beneath it, only to get a knife driven into the underside of its neck.

Dark blood gushed out of the wound and down Yanily’s hand from where he’d driven the blade into the spider on top of him. The thing twitched, like it wasn’t ready to give up even after that, and Yanily twisted the blade, then ripped it to the side, nearly tearing the spider’s head clean off.

All at once, the monster’s health bar bottomed out, and the legs on each side of Yanily went slack. Only Nivian hauling on his whip prevented the creature from falling on the prone spearman, and another strong yank pulled the thing completely off.

“Wule,” Seena shouted, though she needn’t have bothered; the healer was already on the way to the bloody party member.

Holes peppered Yanily’s upper chest, though they didn’t look too deep, thanks to the hydra-scale armor he wore. But something about the shoulder wound glowed ominously.

“Bad… debuff… from the… poison,” Yanily said as Wule arrived. “Stacking… damage…” He then shared his notification window.

You have been afflicted with the Ghost-Web Venom debuff.

Ghost-Web Venom: Lethal venom that doubles in damage every six seconds.

Duration: Forty-two seconds, or target death—whichever comes first.

Note: Ghost-Web Venom prevents healing, both natural or magical, while active.

Hiral looked at Yanily, the spearman’s health bar coming into view, and watched in horror as eight percent of the red vanished, leaving him with just over half his bar.

“Wule?” Seena asked.

“Working on it,” Wule said, a wave of solar energy washing out of him and over Yanily.

“It’ll be fine,” Nivian said. “Wule can cure debuffs.”

“It… didn’t work!” Wule said, slight panic tainting his voice. Another pulse of solar energy washed out of him.

“This… really… uuuugh.” Yanily spasmed, sixteen percent of his health bar vanishing in an instant.

“Left, banner,” Hiral said, and the double shaped the banner in a heartbeat, the golden dome washing over them.

“C’mon, c’mon, work,” Wule said, more solar energy pouring into Yanily as the others moved in closer to watch, but Hiral couldn’t join them.

Memories of watching Vix die, of seeing Picoli drive her fist through Balyo’s chest, of Lonil lying smashed on the ground, prevented him from moving his feet.

Another spasm arched Yanily’s back, and his health bar plummeted so drastically there was only a sliver left. Just a few percent of red… all that stood between Yanily and death. All eyes were on their friend as Wule pushed more and more solar energy into him to fight against the insidious venom.

“Talk… about… prejudiced…” Yanily mumbled, time seeming to slow as everybody counted the seconds down in their heads to the tick that would kill their friend.

Five seconds—it wasn’t fair. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

Four seconds—they should’ve stayed back with Cal in the safety of the Asylum.

Three seconds—I hate this. No. I reject this!

Reject?

Two seconds—Hiral launched himself forward, Runes of Rejection erupting on the soles of his feet and powering his sudden charge.

One second—he reached out and activated his Runes of Attraction and Absorption, focusing all his concentration on the Ghost-Web Venom inside Yanily.

Zero sec… Green light flooded out of the wound in Yanily’s shoulder and into Hiral’s left hand, catastrophic pain tearing through his body at the same instant. Like his insides were on fire and melting, Hiral dropped to the ground, his whole body hollowed out in sudden agony as he lost two-thirds of his health bar. His limbs twitched and his muscles spasmed uncontrollably, blood flooding his mouth and bursting out of his ears. The usual yellow light of the double-helix script on his body turned a sickly green and flared, and the heart in Hiral’s chest gave a sudden, dramatic beat like it was going to explode.

This is it…

Warm energy flowed into Hiral’s limbs, and through his red vision, he saw Wule kneeling over him.

“What…?” Hiral tried to ask, but it came out a croak through his ruined throat.

“Incoming!” he vaguely heard as Wule’s healing began to restore his ruptured eardrums, and then motion exploded around him.

Heat flared in a flash of red somewhere above his head, and two shadows took up position on each side of him. Motion, sound, energy—it all burst around him while he lay on the ground. Pounding footsteps raced past him to intercept the skittering of multiple legs, lashes snapped in the air, and then a pillar of purple flame roared to the ceiling. Grunts of pain mixed with the crack of chitin, and Hiral tried to turn his head to look, but Wule kept his hand firmly on Hiral’s forehead.

“Don’t rush it,” Wule said. “They’re doing fine without you.”

But the worry on Wule’s face didn’t seem to agree with his words.

“Left… Right…” Hiral forced the words out, and the two shadows knelt beside him.

“We’re here,” Left said.

“Hands…” Hiral said, lifting his arms up despite the pain still coursing through them.

The moment his doubles’ hands met his, he unsummoned them and reactivated Foundational Split in quick succession, giving over the majority of his solar energy to them. Almost forty-five percent each.

“We’ll take care of this,” Right said, and the two doubles moved away again.

“You should be saving your energy for yourself…” Wule started, but his eyes widened. “The healing… It’s working better now…”

Hiral nodded slightly in agreement, the warmth of the solar energy finally seeming to really sink into him and repair the damage done. Long, painful seconds ticked by, but maybe a minute later, Wule finally sat back, his face coated in sweat, and Hiral forced himself up to a seated position.

The pain was finally gone, and though he shivered from the experience, he was undeniably not dead. Around him, five more Ghost-Web Assassin Spider bodies littered the ground in pieces, and a sixth was on its last legs against the party. A distracting whip from Nivian, followed by a titanic punch from Right, put an end to the fight, and the whole party took a cautious look around.

“Hate spiders,” Yanily said, on his feet and with his spear in hand, though he really didn’t look much better than Hiral felt.

“Pretty sure you hated them before,” Nivian said, the tank’s back towards Hiral and Wule with the others beside him.

“I did,” Yanily said. “Hate them more now.”

“Wule, how’s Hiral?” Seena asked, her eyes still on the torn and scorched webs all around.

“Better,” Wule said. “I don’t know, he did something. I can’t explain it… but after he resummoned Left and Right, the healing just… started working. Before that, it was like pushing a boulder uphill. I wasn’t making any progress.”

“Because you have scrawny arms,” Nivian said flatly, but the small joke took the edge off the atmosphere.

“The venom,” Hiral said, taking offered hands from Left and Right, then getting pulled to his feet. “It was a PIM venom. I mean, it targeted the PIM and powered itself off our own solar energy.”

“How do you know that?” Wule asked, but the healer was nodding.

“It’s just a guess, really,” Hiral said. “I didn’t expect using Foundational Split to do anything; I just wanted to make sure Left and Right could help.”

“And that thing you did with Yanily?”

“I can take buffs into myself,” Hiral explained, taking his RHCs from Left as the double handed them over. “So, I figured maybe I could do debuffs too.” He looked at Yanily. “Sorry I didn’t think of it sooner.”

“Don’t think you would’ve survived if you’d done it sooner,” Wule said.

Hiral thought about the sudden and extreme pain—as well as losing two-thirds of his health in a heartbeat—and he couldn’t help but agree.

“Anyway, it’s done, and now we know how to deal with the venom if it happens again,” Hiral said.

“Let’s just avoid getting bitten,” Seena said. “Can you move? We’re down under ten minutes.”

“I’m ready to go when you are,” Hiral said.

“Before that,” Yanily interrupted, walking up to Hiral. “Thanks. You know, for what you did back there. I owe you one.”

“No problem,” Hiral said. “You would’ve done the same for me.”

“Still,” Yanily said, and shrugged awkwardly.

“You should take some of your solar energy back,” Right said when the exchange was finished.

“Thanks,” Hiral said, once again absorbing and resummoning Left and Right. This time, though, he only gave them around twenty percent of his solar energy each, keeping the other fifty-ish for himself. “Anything I should know about the spiders as we move?”

“I hate them,” Yanily said.

“Besides that, the spiders aren’t too strong in a straight fight,” Seena explained as the group formed up and started again down the street. “They blend in really well with the webs, but…”

She tapped the tome floating beside her, and a pair of wooden totems grew out of the ground. Almost immediately, they spun to the side, flames dancing in their eyes, and then Seena threw a pair of fireballs in that direction.

WHOOSH. The webbing went up in a bright flash and wave of heat, and a still-burning spider staggered out. It hadn’t even gotten three feet before Nivian and Yanily were there, a whip thwacking across its face, thorns tearing at its eyes, and Yanily weaving in with his Dancing Spear Style. Where his previous thrusts had deflected off the spider’s hard carapace, the slashing attacks dismembered legs with every pass.

In seconds, the spider was on the ground, stubby limbs flailing uselessly, and Right leapt into the air. Fist glowing with purple flame, he came down on the spider’s head like a piledriver, shattering armor and emptying the remaining red of the health bar with a single blow.

“As I was saying,” Seena continued, the party moving further down the tunnel of webs, “we figured out my totems will point right at them when they’re close.”

“And their armor weakens every time we hit them,” Yanily said. “Doesn’t matter how much damage we do, but the next hit will always do more, and the next even more after that.”

“Makes them pretty tanky for the first few hits,” Nivian added. “But, after the fourth or fifth smack, they really start taking a lot of damage.”

“That explains the damage I was doing against the first one,” Hiral said at the same time Seena summoned two more totems, and the spider slaughter repeated itself. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Feel free to pop off a few shots to lower their armor,” Seena said. “Or, save your strength. I think we’ve got a pretty good system going here.”

“I still hate spiders,” Yanily muttered.
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WELCOME TO MY PARLOR…


Two minutes—and four dead spiders—later, the party arrived at what had to be their destination. Once a large, square building, from the vague outline through the webbing, it could now only be described as one thing.

A nest.

The front door stood invitingly open, a short entryway leading to a large, open room sheathed in more webbing. Light from the glowing roots cast the space in an ominous glow that shifted and skittered, like spiders moved within the ever-present webbing, and a faint clicking could be heard echoing and repeating throughout the building.

“Can we maybe go another way?” Yanily asked, prodding at the webbing with his spear. At the first touch, which popped the web like a pimple, dozens of tiny spiders burst out and rushed towards the inner sanctum within the building. Yanily, for his part, leapt back and leveled his weapon at the tiny creatures as they sped away. With a faux thrust of his spear, he threatened, “Yeah, you keep running!”

“You sure showed them,” Nivian said dryly. “Looks like there’s only one way to go.”

“Yes, which makes me wonder about the quest,” Hiral said. “How can the researchers not have been…” He was halted by the notification window springing up in front of his face.

Dynamic Quest: Update

The Lady of the Web has found the researchers.

Reach them before she begins feeding.

Time Remaining: 7 minutes

“You had to say something, didn’t you?” Seena asked him, and Hiral could only shrug. Whatever system controlled the dungeons and the notifications—the PIMP, probably—seemed to like slapping them with the dramatic notification windows.

“Only one option does make it easier, though,” Hiral said, pointing the same way the small spiders had gone. “This lady is probably that direction.”

“And she’s probably also some gigantic spider-monster as big as the King of the Swamp,” Yanily said, his spear still at the ready.

“Again, easy to find,” Hiral said, elbowing Yanily gently in the side. “Besides, I bet she’s good experience.”

“We’re not even getting the experience!” Yanily whined, but Seena gave Nivian the shoulder tap, and the tank started forward, the others naturally falling into formation behind.

Totems erupted out of the ground ten feet ahead of them, but they stayed facing directly forward.

“Looks like nothing’s hiding around us,” Seena said, the group passing the entryway and moving into the first major room.

Shadows moved across the walls, almost like flickering torches, but a closer look through the webs showed hundreds—no, thousands—of the same tiny spiders from before crawling across the glowing roots beneath the silky gauze. Straight ahead, a large ramp led up to the second level, raised edges along the side hinting it had once been a staircase underneath. On both sides, the silky, sticky webs hung like curtains between thicker strands crisscrossing from floor to ceiling. And there, within the gossamer nets, hung obviously monkey-sized cocoons that twitched and writhed. Some were the same whitish-gray of the webs, while others had pooled red at the bottom.

“Yup, very inviting foyer,” Hiral said.

“More a parlor, I’d say,” Wule said.

“Up?” Nivian asked, ignoring the commentary, his eyes on the webs all around them.

“Yes,” Seena said, and the party moved ahead.

Five feet further, and something thumped behind them. Hiral spun to find the thinly webbed doors now firmly shut. But even as he watched, hundreds of the small spiders dropped down from the ceiling or ran across from the side, each trailing a silky thread, and completely sealed the doors within a few blinks.

“Not going back that way,” Hiral said, though a quick look at the timer showed them at six and a half minutes. They didn’t have time to go that way.

“We’ve got bigger problems,” Nivian said.

Hiral looked back to the front, then up the ramp, as a cart-sized spider pulled itself out of the web. Unlike the Ghost-Web Assassin Spiders, this thing was a hulking, armored monstrosity, with a bulbous body, legs like warhammers, and enough plating around the head to make a castle proud.

(Elite) Ghost-Web Barricade Spider – Mid-D-Rank

The name above the spider’s body accurately described it, and the health bar was easily four times as long as the assassin spiders’ had been.

“Assume it has the same venom as the assassins,” Seena said.

“And the same armor quirk,” Nivian said as the barricade spider stood at the top of the ramp, clearly blocking them from progressing.

“Doesn’t want us to go any further,” Hiral said, leveling his RHCs at the monster. “May I?”

“Do it,” Seena said, fireballs beginning to spiral into existence above her outstretched palm. “If nothing else, it’ll wear down its armor.”

“Right, I have a plan for you,” Seeyela said to the double. “Be ready.”

“Hiral’s plans make me nervous… Why do I feel like yours won’t be any better?” the double asked, but Hiral stopped paying attention to the exchange as he pulled his triggers.

Searing bolts of Impact cracked into the plating over the spider’s white face, deflecting off to scorch the webbing around it, but the monster didn’t even flinch. Worse, its health bar didn’t budge.

No, that’s not quite right. There are two little dots above the red bar now. What do they mean?

“Again,” Seena told him, three fireballs now floating above her hand.

Hiral pulled the triggers, and just like before, both bolts bounced harmlessly off the barricade spider. Two more dots appeared above its health bar.

“It’s not working,” Hiral said. “And do you see those dots? Did the assassin spiders have those?”

“Maybe we just need to hit it harder,” Seena said, the fourth ball of fire appearing. She snapped her hand forward, and the fireballs raced from where they hung to slam into the giant spider.

FWOOOOM. The explosion filled the second level at the top of the ramp, flash-burning the hanging webs all around and even sending a wave of heat rolling down the slope to wash over the party.

Hiral’s hands reflexively came up to shield his face, and when he lowered his arms, he found the Ghost-Web Barricade Spider sitting calmly at the top of the stairs. Sure, some of the strands of webbing previously hanging from its body had been incinerated, but there wasn’t even a scorch mark on its white carapace.

And now there are twelve dots above the health bar…

“Right, jump in and punch!” Seeyela said, pointing at a pool of emptiness on the floor in front of Right.

The double looked at it once, kind of shrugged, then jumped feet-first into the portal, immediately dropping out of a matching hole in the air above the barricade spider. As soon as his feet touched the carapace, he simultaneously dropped into a crouch and brought his Meridian-enhanced fist down onto the back of the spider. Purple flame exploded up in a column that reached the ceiling, and the monster’s legs buckled slightly from the impact.

But its health bar didn’t drop—not in the least.

More dots? No… less. Eleven now.

Right, still on the back of the spider, wasn’t finished yet. He slammed his fist into the same spot a second time. Fire roared into the air, and as Hiral watched, the force rippled out in a spiderweb pattern across the huge monster and down its legs.

Ten dots.

Right raised his fist for a third punch, but suddenly the huge spider twisted and bucked, its smooth body leaving nothing for the double to hold onto, and he was hurled off the side of the landing. Had Seena not just destroyed the webbing with her fireballs, the move would’ve easily seen him tangled and caught, but as it was, he flipped casually through the air to land on his feet back on the first level.

With nobody else around the spider, Hiral pulled the trigger on his RHC. The blast did nothing but add the eleventh dot back above the spider’s health bar.

“Ranged attacks increase its defense,” Hiral said. “Some kind of barrier that, in turn, absorbs melee attacks. Those dots are how many hits it can take, I think.”

“Up close and personal it is,” Seena said, cracking her knuckles. Then she pointed. “Go get’em, Yanily.”

“What?” Yanily asked, doing a double-take between the huge spider and the party leader.

“Kidding,” Seena said, the corner of her mouth quirking up, and she tapped Nivian on the shoulder.

The tank blurred up the ramp with his movement ability to appear in front of the spider, shield sweeping out to bash across the monster’s face with an echoing crack. That same spiderweb glow pulsed out across the white carapace from the point of impact, and one of the eleven dots vanished.

“That did it,” Hiral said, sheathing his RHCs and reaching for the sword over his back, but the barricade spider didn’t simply sit back and take it.

Now that Nivian was suddenly right in front of it, one of its massive legs lifted into the air absurdly fast, then came down with tremendous finality. With the leg nearly as big as Nivian was, the tank twisted to the side to avoid the blow instead of trying to take it on his shield. As soon as the warhammer-like appendage crashed down, it sent out a shockwave through the tight webbing, rippling it like a foot-high wave that crossed the length of the room in the blink of an eye.

Losing their balance, most of the party dropped to their knees at the foot of the ramp, but Nivian didn’t get knocked away—just knocked down—and he looked up from where he knelt to see the other leg falling for his head. Blue flashed just above him, a dome of energy appearing from his Orbital Shield to take the blow, and Nivian rolled to the side, then popped to his feet. Left to right, his three-necked whip slapped across the monster, throwing fire and spitting lightning into the air, flaring the spiderweb-pattern shielding.

That took three dots!

“Every hit steals a charge of its defense!” Hiral shouted, back on his feet.

He hauled the sword off his back, streaming energy into it to solidify the energy blade. Six feet long and literally glowing with power, he cocked the weapon to the side and set his feet. Then he poured energy into the Rune of Rejection beneath his boots and launched into the air at the same time Right and Yanily vanished.

Ten feet above the spider in an instant, Hiral didn’t bother increasing the gravity as he came down and swung. The energy blade cracked into the carapace-covered back. Energy spiderwebbed out from the point of impact—reducing the dot count to six—and he landed smoothly on the spider’s back. Two more pulses of spiderweb energy washed across the monster as Yanily and Right landed their own blows, and the beast suddenly bucked back to throw Hiral like it’d done to Right.

A quick activation of his Rune of Attraction kept him glued to the spider’s back, and he swung his feather-light sword back and forth in quick succession. Nivian, at the same time, engaged the spider from the front while Right and Yanily moved around to flank it.

Flash, flash, flash. Pulses of spiderweb light arced across the spider’s body, the lumbering monster trying to keep up with the rapid attacks from all sides. Its legs lifted high into the air and then came down with earth-shaking impacts, but the party had already seen that trick, and they stabilized their balance before the wave passed. And, without the element of surprise on the technique, the spider wasn’t able to move fast enough to capitalize on any openings. Worse for it, Hiral wasn’t going anywhere. His sword scored hit after hit until the last dot finally vanished. Then, just like that, his next hit left a shallow gouge on the white carapace.

The health bar, practically right in front of Hiral’s face, only dropped a bare percent—if that—but it was finally moving.

Left, meanwhile, had also joined the other three circling within melee range of the beast, dancing around its thrashing limbs and leaving a stream of hanging water in the air. Back and forth he went, holding his strike, until finally Nivian caught another blow on his Orbital Shield. Left burst forward, his Dagger of Sath sweeping up and under the spider’s suspended leg to slam into the joint between the heavy plates. The small dagger, little more than a toothpick compared to the huge beast, didn’t even make the monster’s health bar twitch—until the hanging stream caught up. Dozens of feet of trailing water rushed to the dagger the moment it stopped moving, and then exploded out the other side in a shower of green blood.

“Kaaaaaah!” the spider keened in pain, stumbling backwards as the front half of one of its legs spiraled in the other direction to land at the foot of the ramp. Blood poured from the severed limb, and its health dropped by a solid ten percent. Seeing an opening, Right and Yanily lunged in on both sides, pounding on the spider with eruptions of purple fire, and its health bar continued to drop.

Hiral, meanwhile, spun the Emperor’s Greatsword into a reverse grip. Multiplying the gravity by more than sixty times, he drove it into the barricade spider’s back. The sudden blow—and the weight behind it—drove the spider to ground, its legs splaying wide around it as its stomach hit the floor. The tip of the blade itself only penetrated a few inches through the spider’s armor, but it struggled to get itself up, legs flailing and failing to find purchase.

Instead of swinging the weapon again, Hiral poured more solar energy into it, multiplying the weight over and over. Simple physics cracked the shell open as the blade slowly fell deeper into the spider. In front of him, the health bar dropped like it had a leak in it, steadily declining, but still over half full.

As Hiral leaned on the blade, roots grew out of the webbing on either side of the spider and wrapped around the spread legs to hold them down. With the creature’s movements restricted, Right and Yanily vaulted over the limbs to land beside Hiral, then each slammed their own blows into the crack Hiral had opened.

Carapace shattered like cheap ceramic to reveal the fleshy bits beneath, and Yanily took a step back, his spear spinning in his hands. “I’ve got this.”

He vaulted fifteen feet into the air, so close to the ceiling he almost hit his head on it, then twisted his spear around to aim it at the spider’s back. A pulse of solar energy from the weapon, and the spear practically shot down, dragging the spearman with it. Yanily drove his spear the length of the entire blade into the spider’s flesh, the monster twitching in pain but unable to free itself from the Snaring Roots. Purple flames charred the flesh around the weapon, and Yanily gave a twist and yank on the blackened wood of his spear haft, then ripped the weapon free.

The Ghost-Web Barricade Spider’s health dropped to just a few percent left, at which point a Spearing Root burst out of the ground right in front of the monster’s face, straight through an eye and into the brain. The root emptied what was left of the health bar, and the beast finally stilled.

“Good,” Seena said, jogging up the ramp with her sister and Wule at her side. “Wasn’t sure if that would count as a close-range attack or not.”

“Even if it didn’t, I think we could’ve handled it,” Hiral said, cutting off the solar energy to his sword and pulling it out of the spider’s back. A sharp flick removed what little blood stuck to the crystal part of the blade, and he sheathed it against the plate on his back once again. “Looks like another hallway,” he added from his vantage point on the monster, pointing behind it.

“Then we’d better hurry,” Seena said. “Four minutes left.”
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LADY OF THE WEB


“This really doesn’t look like a research facility or anything like that,” Hiral said as the group moved cautiously down the hall, the floor and walls still covered by thick webs.

“Maybe it would if there wasn’t a spider’s nest built inside it?” Wule offered. “I think I’ve seen doors like where we came in, blocked off by more webbing.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Hiral agreed with a shrug, but then the party reached the next room.

This time, they stood on some kind of second floor balcony ring that looked down over a large central chamber. Within the webbing below, Hiral could vaguely make out long tables and benches, complete with some kind of unfamiliar equipment on them, though they were definitely crystal. Maybe this was the research equipment that felt like it was missing?

More pressing, though, were the six cocoons dangling from the balcony on the other side of the room, and the creature in front of them.

Slim and almost graceful, the thing stood on two legs with obvious feminine qualities, a beautiful gown of woven silk covering her from just below her bare shoulders to trail along the webbed floor. Her skin—no, it was a fine carapace—was a perfect alabaster white, and the eight red eyes on her face looked far too fitting. Beautiful, even, above a mouth that smiled warmly at her new guests. Her pair of human-like arms was accompanied by four other distinctly spider-like legs sprouting from her back to cross her chest and wrap around her waist as if they were just an odd corset.

“Not… what I expected,” Yanily said evenly, while Hiral eyed the strange woman until a name appeared above her head from his View ability.

(Mid-Boss) Lady of the Web – Unknown Rank

Stranger still, unlike the other monsters they’d fought, her health bar wasn’t particularly long, but it was yellow.

What does the color mean?

“Do we have to fight her?” Nivian asked quietly, and the party got a notification window as an answer.

Dynamic Quest: Update

You’ve interrupted the Lady’s meal and ruined her appetite.

Save the researchers before…

Hiral didn’t even get to finish reading the notification before the Lady of the Web pulled a fang-like dagger from within her robe and slammed it into the cocoon to her side. Green veins of venom spread within the sac as it twitched and thrashed. Then liquid began leaking out of the bottom, the whole thing deflating rapidly. Seconds later, it hung like an empty wine-bladder.

The notification window reappeared.

… before she does that.

Researchers remaining: 5/6

“Definitely fighting her!” Seena said.

Energy pulsed from Seeyela, forming one black doorway to the side of the party and another on the ground level.

“Go,” Seeyela said, pointing at the portal.

Nivian went through without question, charging out to meet the Lady of the Web shield-first.

Yanily and Left followed behind the tank, but the portal popped out of existence as soon as the double appeared below.

“Three is the limit, for now,” Seeyela said, breathing like she’d just run a marathon.

“No problem here,” Right said, stepping up on the webbed railing and then leaping off.

“I’m good up here too,” Hiral said, drawing his RHCs and moving around the balcony to get a better angle while Nivian engaged the Lady.

His shield caught a thrusting dagger, green liquid splashing where they met, and the vines sizzled dangerously. Another stab, another parry with his shield, and even from a distance, Hiral could see the powerful venom eating through the shield. Worse still, a second fang-dagger appeared in the Lady’s other hand, and she thrust out with it as well.

Nivian’s Orbital Shield swept in to take the new attack, but the blue light flickered at the first touch of venom, and Nivian leapt back just a second before the barrier fell completely.

Hiral fired off a Distracting Shot to buy the tank some breathing room, and Yanily darted in from the side, his Reed Spear Style a blur of thrusts.

Thrusts the Lady of the Web parried with her two daggers, feet not even moving.

Arms-a-blur, the Mid-Boss deflected thrust after thrust after thrust in spite of how Yanily’s spear bent and curved to try and get around her defense, then shifted her weight and kicked out. Straight and true, the blow caught the spearman in the gut and sent him sliding back, though he managed to stay on his feet.

“Not… too bad…” Yanily wheezed into the party chat.

Left and Right came in at the Lady’s sides while Nivian dropped his smoking shield and summoned a new one.

Without even turning her head, the Lady of the Web deflected Left’s Dagger of Sath once, twice, three times, and simultaneously turned aside Right’s haymaker with a simple twist of her arm. His blow whiffing past, Right stumbled in front of the monster, and she brought her knee up and across to hammer into his chest. Despite being off balance, Right managed to get his left arm in to soften the blow, but still careened off to the side and blocked Nivian from re-engaging.

Hiral took his shots as Left and the Lady continued their exchange, neither able to score a blow, but his shots seemed to do little damage, slightly reducing the yellow health bar—only to show red underneath. At least with the Distracted debuff on her from his first shot, she was moving slightly slower, and just in case, he fired off another Distracting Shot as soon as his RHC was off cooldown.

However, unlike last time, as soon as the bolt struck the Lady, a spiderweb-like pulse of energy washed over her from the point of impact, and a blue dot appeared within her health bar.

What?

Hiral hesitated, but the only way to figure out the trick to the fight was to test, so he pulled the trigger on his other RHC. Like before, as soon as the searing bolt struck, the spiderweb pattern of energy spread out across the Lady, as if it was dispersing the impact, and a second blue dot appeared within her health bar. The health bar that didn’t otherwise move.

No damage. Why no damage? Is it only melee attacks like the barricade spider? No, that can’t be right. My first shot hurt her. So, what is it?

“Hiral?” Seena asked, solar energy pulsing and her wooden totems growing out of the edge of the balcony.

“Wait!” Hiral shouted at her, eyes locked on the totems. With the speed they fired off their firebolts, the Lady would have a hundred of those little dots in the blink of an eye. “Look at her health bar; there’s some kind of trick to hurting her. No totems.”

Seena scowled, but the totems turned to dust the next second. Meanwhile, Right, Nivian, and Yanily had rejoined the fray below, moving to surround the Lady of the Web, though she somehow still managed to turn aside most of their attacks.

Most, but not all. One of Yanily’s thrusts finally got through and caught the Lady in the hip. As with Hiral’s shots, the spiderweb pattern of energy seemed to disperse the impact, negating any damage done, but one of the blue dots vanished from the health bar.

“Sorry if this backfires,” Hiral mumbled into the group chat, taking aim and pulling the trigger.

The searing bolt cut through the distance in the blink of an eye, traveling without the Lady even trying to parry it aside, and struck her center-chest. The blue dot predictably returned with the pulse of spiderweb energy, and then vanished again as Right swept in from the side and drove his fist into the Lady’s ribs.

Like the blow that had hammered the massive barricade spider to the ground, Right’s punch exploded with power. It was a shockwave of flame and force that rippled the hanging cocoons nearby, and it should’ve sent the Lady of the Web rocketing into the wall. Instead, with the disappearance of the blue dot in her health bar—and the spiderweb of energy—all the force directed at the Lady simply vanished.

“I’m starting to understand,” Hiral said, taking aim but holding his shots as Seena and Seeyela joined him. “Like the barricade spider, the dots in her health bar negate hits. If we hit her with anything ranged, it’ll just add another dot.”

“So it’s just like the big spider?” Seeyela asked.

“No, I did some damage before the dots started appearing,” Hiral said, watching the ebb and flow of the battle below. “There’s more to it, but I don’t yet know what it is.”

Like she had eyes in the back and sides of her head—which, technically, she did—the Mid-Boss practically danced between the four attackers, her daggers a blur of parries and counterstrikes. Nivian’s two shields, thankfully, always seemed to be in the right place to deflect her attacks, but it also meant he wasn’t on the offensive. This left the Lady with just three possible threats, and her blades worked in perfect harmony, until Right, again, got into position and launched a haymaker at her.

As if she didn’t see the coming blow—or was simply ignoring it—the Lady turned her attention on Left and burst towards him with a flurry of attacks. Right’s punch slammed into her back harmlessly as, at the same time, she caught Left’s dagger with her curved blade, swept it out to the side, and lunged in with her other dagger for his heart.

Nivian’s Orbital Shield swept in and took the blow, green venom splashing against the barricade and dispelling it within a second. A second Left took full advantage of. His high Atn let him see everything happening—even if his body couldn’t quite keep up with it—and he jumped back while shaping the Wing of Anella over his left shoulder. Blue flame burst out in the form of an eight-foot, feathered wing, small ice crystals hanging mid-air in its chilling aura. Left twisted to the side, bringing the wing down and across like another shield.

Already committed to her attack, the Lady of the Web’s fang-blade and forearm stabbed into the blue flames, the wing instantly turning a sickly shade of green. Recoiling in pain, the Lady’s smile faltered for the first time, her white-carapace hand covered in a thin sheen of frost as she drew it back. Left, meanwhile, took another step back to get out of her lethal range, though the wing on his shoulder simply fell apart in a shower of green embers.

Not missing the opportunity, Yanily and Right continued the assault, the spearman reaching first with a barrage of thrusts. One, two, three times, his spear tore into the Lady, chunks of her yellow health bar dropping off ten percent at a time, and then Right came in with a left uppercut, his fist glowing with a Rune of Impact just in front of it.

WHAM. His blow caught her square in the chin, but instead of snapping her head back and cutting her health bar in half, a spiderweb of energy pulsed out across her body, and a green dot appeared in her health bar. Before anybody had a chance to even process that, Yanily’s barrage of spear thrusts continued, scoring two, four, six hits in quick succession, none of which the Lady tried to parry. More dots filled up her health bar as the pulses of energy negated each of his blows.

“Fall back!” Hiral shouted at the same time Seena yelled to stop attacking. “You’re just adding layers to her defense!”

And with that defense finished, the Lady of the Web went on the attack.


21

THE BEAST WITHIN


Right and Yanily, the two closest to the Lady of the Web, took the brunt of her brutal assault. Fang-daggers a blur, she tore at Yanily, who did everything he could to keep his spear in front of the venom-dripping weapons, and only Nivian’s quick deployment of his Orbital Shield saved Yanily from taking a fang to the face. Still, the Lady recovered from the deflected blow and snapped her hip around, catching Yanily in the ribs with a kick and shooting him off to the side.

Mid-spin from the blow, the Lady leapt at Right, daggers again a blur of motion and death. Right’s high Dex kept him ahead of the blows—just barely—but he didn’t have a weapon to parry the attacks. Within seconds he was already falling behind, the dangerous daggers getting closer and closer with every stab and swing.

Compared to the Lady’s previous stationary attack pattern, her new style was alarmingly nimble and fast, bouncing around back and forth, leaving no chance for Hiral to get a good shot at her. But good aim or not, he needed to help Right, and he pulled his triggers, one after another. Where the Lady had simply stood and taken the hits before, she now actively dodged his shots—even though he was practically shooting at her back—flipping over one and cartwheeling to dodge the other. Worse, she continued her nonstop assault on Right the whole time.

Stab, slice, stab, stab. Her dagger got closer and closer, the last strike just barely turned aside as Right slipped his hand in against her forearm and pushed it off course. A twist of the Lady’s wrist, though, and she dragged the dagger back in a sharp jerk, the venom-tipped point scratching the flesh on the back of Right’s hand. Solar energy immediately leaked out. Right stumbled to the side as his Meridian Lines flared, and sickly green veins pulsed under his skin.

One step was all he made before he dropped to his knees, his whole body spasming, and then the Lady was there, standing in front of him. Up went both of her daggers, then straight down to drive into where his neck met his shoulders.

“No!” Hiral shouted, pulling both triggers—finally scoring two hits that dispersed along with a spiderweb flare of energy—and then Right exploded in a flash of green, solar smoke. The tattoos and Meridian Lines immediately rose to the surface of Hiral’s skin, but he activated Foundational Split and brought Right back out. “You okay?”

“That hurt,” Right said, shaking his arms like the pain still lingered.

Below, the Lady stood over where she’d just killed the double, her head cocked to the side.

Then a ball of condensed cold hit her in the side of the head like a snowball. Wule was up on the far balcony, his arm cocked back to throw another blast at her. More importantly, only four dots remained on the Lady’s health bar, but she didn’t wait for the next attack. Instead, she threw herself at Yanily.

The spearman had managed to find his feet again after the kick, and a soft glow lingered on him—probably from one of Wule’s heals—but he was still moving slower than usual. He thrust twice as the Lady arrived, and his quick reflexes saved him from getting immediately skewered, his Dancing Spear Style whirling the weapon around in front of him to deflect the attacks. One, two, four blows he turned aside, the concentration needed for his defense dispelling the lingering stun from his face.

Around, around, and around his weapon whirled, so fast the air began to pop. No, pop wasn’t right—it boomed, like distant thunder rolling ahead of a storm. Yanily’s arms blurred as he turned aside attack after attack, though the Lady still seemed to be able to dodge most of Hiral’s attacks as he pulled the triggers on cooldown, with only one shot actually hitting her.

“She’s so fast,” Hiral said.

“I’ve got an idea,” Right said. He leapt off the balcony again, landing and sprinting towards Left.

“Glad somebody does,” Hiral mumbled, pulling his triggers again. Two more misses.

The Lady flipped horizontally through the air like some kind of corkscrew to avoid his shots, all the while stabbing at Yanily, then landed and crouched to attack again. Legs coiled, she squared up against the spearman, but a sphere of cold sped at her from above. A slight twist shifted her out of the way, though the blast struck the top of her foot, and she stumbled.

After a glance down—her foot was frozen to the web—her head snapped in Hiral’s direction as he pulled the triggers. The two searing bolts smacked into her shoulder and ribs, doing no damage but finally stealing the last two dots from her health bar.

“Seeyela, can you get Yanily out of there?” Seena asked while the Ring of Amin Thett rose into the air above Hiral.

“I’ve got him,” Seeyela said, and a black doorway appeared at Yanily’s back.

Not even at a quarter of a charge, Hiral still pushed the Rune of Energy into the space within the ring. After a quick build up, he fired it at the immobile Lady of the Web. Up came her daggers to parry the blast, but it was a full two feet wide, and it simply washed right over her to incinerate the webs and equipment behind her.

Even after the blast, though, the Lady stood, her white carapace singed and burnt, but her yellow health bar still at a quarter. The ice on her foot cracked with a heave of her leg, and she leapt up, easily covering the twenty feet to daintily land on the balcony right in front of a very surprised Wule.

“Oh shi…” Wule started as the fang-daggers came in at him from both sides… and then whiffed over his head when he dropped straight down through a pool of black in the balcony floor.

A second later, there was a thump to Hiral’s right. He turned to find Wule sitting under another black portal in the air above, stunned. A quick glance at the Lady of the Web perched on the balcony across the way peering into the gateway, and Hiral dashed over to where Wule sat, then aimed up into the hanging portal. He pulled both triggers.

Across the way, the two searing bolts rushed out of the black space to slam into the Lady as she looked straight down. One hit her in the chest, while the other caught her right in the side of the face.

A crack echoed across the room, and the Lady teetered on the balcony railing, somehow staying upright, until a thorned whip wrapped around her ankle. On the floor below, Nivian yanked hard on his weapon, pulling the Lady’s foot out from under her. She jerked off the side and whacked her head against the balcony railing, then spun in the air before crashing hard to the floor in a twisted heap.

Arm bent awkwardly, the Lady pushed herself up to one hand and her knees, but Yanily was already in the air above her. A pulse of solar energy from his spear shot him down like an arrow, the weapon’s blade driving straight through the small of her back to burst out the other side.

A second later, Spearing Roots erupted out of the ground on her other side to simultaneously pierce her in half a dozen places.

Between the two devastating attacks, what was left of the Lady’s yellow health bar vanished, leaving a bar full of red. But there was no chance to even question it. A sphere of energy burst out of her to throw Yanily back and shatter the root spears.

Dynamic Quest: Update

You’ve broken through the seal on the Lady’s power, releasing the beast within.

Survive.

“That can’t be good,” Hiral mumbled as the sphere of red energy churned around the Lady, blackening any webbing it touched and forcing those on the first level to back away. Even shots from his RHCs were deflected by the roaring energy, and within the red, the Lady stood.

Glowing cracks ran along the white of her carapace, the silk robe flayed by the rampant, swirling energy, and the spider legs wrapped around her chest unfurled. Then, starting around the hole in her gut from Yanily’s thrust, shards of white carapace began to fall to the ground while the flesh underneath bulged and grew.

Arms previously slim and delicate twitched, then burst into hairy, muscular appendages that would’ve made the Troblin Lord proud. The Lady’s torso doubled in size, the same dark hair running along it, and the white mask over her face exploded in a spray of white fragments to reveal a giant spider head, mandibles tasting the air. The legs sprouting from her back remained chitinous, but darkened to black as though they’d been burned, and more than tripled in size, their tips like spearheads. White carapace still dotted her lower legs, though they’d bulged and grown in size as well, and the last of the whirling red energy suddenly got sucked back into her.

With blackened webs hanging all around her—and wrapping two of the remaining cocoons—the true Lady of the Web stepped forward, her health bar tripling in size, and roared at the party. The fang-daggers in her hands looked even larger than before, though Hiral hadn’t noticed them growing, and the same green venom leaked from the tips.

“Yup, definitely not good,” he amended.
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FIRE AND TEAMWORK


Hiral’s searing bolt of Impact signaled phase two of the battle against the Lady of the Web. The blast thunked into her shoulder, dropping the first few percent of her health bar, and Nivian charged in.

The tank’s whip snapped out, all three lashes cutting across the Lady’s chest. Flames and lightning sizzled on contact, and eight glowing eyes turned in his direction. The webbing on the floor rippled outward from the force of the Lady’s lunge as she launched herself to intercept the tank, both fang-daggers coming in from opposite sides. Even faster than she’d been in her earlier form, the Lady covered the distance in a heartbeat, and Nivian barely got his two shields up to protect himself on either side.

Blue shimmered and vines rotted at the first touch of green venom, and the daggers continued their charge unhindered, but Nivian dropped straight down through a black hole in the floor. Missing by inches, the Lady snapped her head down to look at the portal even as Nivian dropped out of the air behind her, his whip already lashing at her back.

But it was the spear in front of her that caught her attention. Yanily’s Reed Spear Style came at her in a barrage of thrusts, filling the air with the bending and warping attacks. The spearman forced the Lady of the Web back a step, though her daggers parried aside each and every reaching attack.

Hiral hit the Lady with a Distracting Shot, and then felt a familiar wave of energy wash over him.

You have been buffed by: Target.

Object of the Target Debuff cannot hide from your eyes for 210 seconds

You inflict 15% more damage to object of Target Debuff for 210 seconds

“You’re going to need your One-Man Army buff for this,” Seena said from beside him before making a shooing gesture.

“Got it,” Hiral said, sprinting to the side while he pulled his triggers one after the other.

Unlike the previous shot, the Lady didn’t simply let the shot hit her; the spider-leg appendages on her back snapped out to turn aside the blasts.

That’s fine. It’s all a distraction anyway.

With her attention split between Yanily, Hiral, and Nivian, even the Lady of the Web didn’t have enough eyes to keep track of the whole party, and Left and Right weaved in from behind her. Whatever “plan” Right had, he’d apparently explained it to Left, and the two trailed purple smoke-streamers behind them as they charged the Mid-Boss.

Right went high, leaping into the air to slam a kick into the Lady’s back, then flipped up and over. Left ducked low, his Wing of Anella sweeping past the monster’s legs. Frost climbed from where the wing passed, but a simple flex of the knee shattered the ice, and the Lady turned her attention on the double. A lash from Nivian’s whip instantly snapped her eyes back to the tank, the Infuriate part of his ability still working, while Left and Right crossed paths and doubled back.

Yanily came in at the same time, his Dancing Spear Style whipping around to keep the Lady’s daggers busy, but her back appendages quickly joined in to deflect his attacks. With the legs dealing with both Yanily and Hiral, and Nivian’s Infuriate quickly fading, the Lady again lashed out at Left and Right as they darted in to attempt quick hits.

An Orbital Shield caught the Lady’s blow, giving Right the split second he needed to get past the attack, and he continued to circle the Lady without being able to land a hit. But, Hiral saw, the purple smoke lingered in the air like it had weight.

Of course—Infernal Conjuration! That smoke has slowing and debuffing properties. They’re not actually trying to land hits now; just to slow her down.

With that in mind, Hiral stopped trying to weave in his Distracting Shots, and instead fired only the debuffing blasts.

In the center of the furious melee, the Lady spun and weaved, all her limbs working in terrible unison to keep the entire party at bay. But then, one of Hiral’s shots finally got through, and with the debuff effect of the infernal smoke, her movements slowed just a fraction.

Yanily changed to a barrage of thrusts, avoiding the back appendages that moved to intercept the swinging spear, and he scored his first solid hits against the boss. One, two, three, four times his spear tore chunks out of the Lady’s body—and her health bar—while Nivian’s whip snaked around one of her wrists.

“Fall back!” Seena shouted into the party chat, and the whole group jumped away, though Nivian’s whip simply extended as he retreated. Then four fireballs roared out from above Seena’s hand at the slowed Lady of the Web.

Slowed, but not immobile, the Mid-Boss slashed across, severing the whip, then leapt straight up to twist in the air and land against the ceiling feet-first. Her back appendages hooked onto the webbing as the fireballs exploded below. Although she was forty feet up, the Lady still couldn’t completely escape the licking flames as they seemed to crawl up the purple smoke that clung to her.

Even that small lick of flame set the Lady howling in pain and took out a chunk of her health bar, then slowly degraded as the flaming purple smoke burned around her.

“She doesn’t like fire,” Hiral said, pointing out the obvious.

The Lady’s distracting pain allowed him to score a pair of solid hits, bringing her health down to about three-quarters.

“She’s still too fast,” Seena said, the two totems growing out of the balcony beside her and turning their flaming eyes on the Lady. “But at least now we don’t need to hold back.” With that, the two totems began spitting firebolts at the monster on the ceiling.

The Lady wasn’t going to just stand there and take the punishment, though. She darted out to the side as she ran along the ceiling, then cut hard—straight toward Seena. Firebolts pack-pack-packed behind her as she ran, not quite fast enough to catch her. She drew back her twin daggers, then launched forward so powerfully the ceiling actually cratered from her push.

The power of the jump alone was enough to turn Seena to paste, not even including the lethal daggers swinging for her—and there was no way she was fast enough to dodge. Luckily, she had a big sister looking out for her. Seeyela’s black doorway appeared in front of her like a shield. Already mid-air and moving like a runaway cart, the Lady of the Web couldn’t do anything but pass through the door and out the other side, which hung horizontally five feet above the floor.

WHAAAAM. The Lady hit the ground hard enough to shake the building, the webbed floor rippling out from the impact right back in the center of where she’d started, flames still lingering in the air. Health bar dropping another ten percent, the Mid-Boss pushed herself up, one of her back appendages snapped off at the middle and another mangled horrifically.

Appearing out of the lingering flames, Yanily came at her like a whirling storm, his Dancing Spear Style trailing fire with every motion, thunder rumbling in the air. He scored a trio of deep cuts across the Lady’s shoulder, chest, and thigh before she got her blades up to keep him at bay—which just left her open for Right and Left to charge in from behind.

Still trailing purple smoke, Left played the role of distraction, occupying the two remaining back appendages while Right once again leapt into the air.

Maybe the Lady ignored him because his last jump-attack hadn’t hurt her, or maybe she was too busy dealing with Left and Yanily. Either way, he hit her hard this time. Purple flames burst out as the Lady’s back buckled beneath the weight of Right’s punch, her whole body jerking forward while Yanily parted the dagger defense with a pair of quick slashes.

With the Lady now wide open, Yanily smoothly set his feet and lowered his spear into the telltale uppercut position before solar energy streamed into his boots. His blade cleaved across the Lady’s chest as he shot up into the air, where he spun his spear around, pouring more solar energy into it. Back down he plunged, spear aimed for where the Lady’s heart should be… but she managed to shift her weight back just enough that he crashed down right in front of her.

“Graaaah!” the Lady shouted, the spear’s blade punching through the top of her foot.

Yanily leapt back again—though he left his spear behind. “Seena,” he said simply, and once again the fireballs began to form above Seena’s hand.

Hiral fired off a pair of Distracting Shots—anything to slow the Mid-Boss down—and though one got slapped aside by a fang-dagger, the other made it through.

The Lady snarled as her eyes locked on Seena. She tried to move away, but the spear pinned her to the ground. Another snarl, and her fang-daggers came around to slap uselessly against the magical, charred wood making up the spear’s haft. As the third ball formed over Seena’s hand, the Lady of the Web looked up at her again, then tossed aside her daggers and grabbed the spear in both hands.

The fourth ball of fire appeared as the Lady heaved at the weapon, though it held firm in the ground, the jagged edges of the vicious blade catching on something.

“Die!” Seena shouted, hurling all four balls of fire in the Lady’s direction.

Eight red eyes glared at the incoming salvo. Then, seemingly giving up her pinned limb, the Lady crouched and leapt straight up, maiming her own foot in the process, but escaping the deadly fire racing for her.

“Thought you’d do that,” Seeyela said, her voice quiet in the group chat.

A black portal appeared in front of the four fireballs, while a second opened right where the Lady was about to land on the ceiling.

The Lady’s feet touched the webbed ceiling at the same time the four fireballs shot out of the portal, and it almost looked like she’d be able to push off again, but her wounded limb faltered under the weight.

BOOOOOM. The explosion consumed the Lady of the Web and filled the room, heat and flame rolling out and raining down on the floor far below.

Hiral threw out a wave of Rejection to keep the firestorm away, then caught movement within the swirling flames. Something coming down from the ceiling. Using the way the flames moved to track its fall, he pulled the triggers of his RHCs once, twice.

“No quest notification,” Hiral said into the party chat, pulling his triggers again as soon as they were off cooldown, while Seena’s totems still shot their own firebolts.

“I see something,” Wule said, tossing a ball of cold into the lingering flames and smoke from the incinerated webs. Then, with his other hand, his threw the rotating ball of fire from his crown to Nivian, buffing the tank with fire resistance. “Don’t let her get away!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Nivian said, barrelling into the burning webbing that fell like rain in the center of the room.

Hiral held his shots.

“Found her,” the tank said a second later, and there was a heavy thump, then a second, and something shot out of the side of the dripping flames, trailing smoke and fire the whole way.

The Lady of the Web skidded to a stop and stumbled, her ruined foot again failing her, but it was practically the least of her injuries. She was covered in head-to-toe burns, smoke curling away from charred flesh. The entire left side of her face was nothing but a ruined mess, and her left arm was little more than a twisted hunk of burnt meat. Above her head, her health bar sat at a measly fifteen percent. Still, she turned towards one of the hanging cocoons.

“She’s going to try something,” Hiral said, pulling his triggers and hitting her with a pair of shots that tore chunks of blackened meat off her chest.

“No, she isn’t,” Seeyela said, and a Gravity Well appeared on either side of the Lady, the increased gravity visible even from where Hiral stood.

Bad leg buckling, the Lady dropped to one knee, but her few good eyes remained locked on the cocoon.

Hiral fired shot after shot into her chest, her body bucking back with each blast that ripped another piece of her away. Still, even while suppressed by the increased weight of the Gravity Wells, the Lady didn’t give up. She reached out with one arm to pull her a step forward.

“Any time now, Sis,” Seeyela said, and Hiral glanced over at Seena to see another barrage of fireballs growing over her hand.

But there was something else about the way she was circulating her solar energy—something different than what she usually did for her fireballs.

It’s like she’s casting Spearing Roots too…

And just like that, with one hand, Seena threw the four fireballs, while the other jerked into the air, sharpened roots bursting out of the webbing around the Lady to impale her from a dozen angles. There, held in place by the roots and gravity, the Lady couldn’t do anything but howl at the incoming fireballs.

It didn’t help.
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WHAT’S UP DR…?


The conflagration finally faded a moment later, and a notification window appeared in front of Hiral.

Dynamic Quest: Update

The Lady of the Web has fallen, but what of the researchers?

Researchers remaining: ?/6

“You all get the notification?” Hiral asked, sheathing his RHCs and vaulting over the railing.

A quick use of his Rune of Rejection made for a soft landing, and he jogged across the scorched ground to join Left and Right as they moved towards the remaining cocoons.

The first researcher the Lady had stabbed was obviously dead—liquified—but that still left five more cocoons. Two of them had been blackened during the Lady’s transformation, but maybe the people inside would be okay.

“Got it,” Seena responded via the party chat, “and an achievement too. Huh. I’ll look at that later. Seeyela, can you get me and Wule down there? I think he’d break a leg if he tried what Hiral did.”

“You’re wrong, Seena,” Wule said directly into the party chat. “I’d break both for sure. Portal, please.”

“Here,” Seeyela said, and a portal appeared next to the cocoons at the same time Hiral and his doubles arrived. Nivian was close behind, while Yanily was off looking for his spear.

“I’m never walking anywhere again,” the healer said as he stepped out of the portal beside the two sisters.

“Don’t get too used to it,” Seena said. “She’s not your personal portal slave.”

“Maybe not,” Nivian said, “but the way she used those portals during that fight completely changed it. It was like she was controlling everything.”

“Sure saved my life,” Wule agreed. “Even if it nearly gave me a heart attack. Remember, I can’t heal those.” He gave Seeyela a faux-stern look.

“Thanks,” Seeyela said. “I figured I could be more useful doing something to counter her speed. I’ve got some ideas on how I can use the portals better in the next fight too. Like Seena’s achievement, though, that’s for later. The researchers?”

“I don’t think these two made it,” Left said, inspecting the blackened cocoons. Looking at them closer, it wasn’t like they’d been burned, but instead more like they’d dried out and shriveled up. When Left gently touched one, the whole thing just collapsed into a pile of dust on the ground. “Theory confirmed,” he added flatly.

“The other three?” Seena said, and the party moved over to them.

“How can anything be alive in there?” Wule asked. “Wouldn’t they suffocate?”

“Sure hope not,” Hiral said, putting his hand against one of the cocoons. Then, while focusing his mind on separating the webbing from the person within, he activated his Rune of Rejection. The cocoon puffed out, the individual strands parting like somebody had blown air between them, to reveal a person hanging within, and then everything fell to the ground in a heap. “Glad that worked.”

“Wule, check on him,” Seena said, sending the healer toward the motionless researcher. “Hiral, can you do the other two as well?”

“No problem,” Hiral said, repeating the process with the second cocoon while Wule inspected the first researcher.

“He’s alive, just unconscious,” Wule told the group at the same time the second researcher dropped to the ground, this one a woman. The healer quickly moved over to check on her while Hiral went to the third and final cocoon, once again activating his Rune of Rejection.

This time, when the threads parted to reveal the hanging researcher, Hiral froze, eyes locked on the man’s face.

“Dr. Benza?” Hiral said.

The unconscious man didn’t respond, and instead dropped to the ground with the webbing.

“What did you say, Hiral?” Seena asked him, coming over.

“Does this look like Dr. Benza to you?” Hiral asked, pointing at the researcher.

Seena squinted at the researcher as she leaned closer, but then her eyes widened, and she stood up straight. “It absolutely does. Wule? How is he?”

“One second,” Wule said, solar energy flowing out of him and into the female researcher. “This one has some kind of debuff. Probably another type of venom. Not as bad as the Ghost-Web Venom, though.” He delivered another pulse of solar energy. “There, cleared it up. Let me look at the last one.”

“I think Hiral’s right,” Nivian said while his brother knelt down to inspect the researcher. “That’s definitely Dr. Benza.”

“Or his twin,” Wule agreed, settling the man onto his back.

“What do you think he’s doing here?” Nivian asked.

“We’ll ask him when he wakes up,” Seena said, then looked at Wule. “He will wake up, right?”

“No venom or debuff,” Wule said. “Also didn’t suffocate in the web, in case anyone was wondering.”

“You don’t say,” Seena said. “So does that mean…?”

Dynamic Quest Complete

Researchers saved: 3/6

Congratulations! Achievement unlocked – A Lady’s Touch

You interrupted dinner and defeated an engineered abomination.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Note: Rewards will be adjusted for number of researchers saved.

“I don’t really see how we could’ve saved more than three,” Nivian mumbled, but Hiral’s eyes were locked on the line after the achievement.

An engineered abomination? Does that mean the Lady of the Web wasn’t a natural creature? Who made her? Hrm… and the notification says “an” engineered abomination, not “the.” Are there more?

“Yanily, what’s taking so long?” Seena asked, snapping Hiral out of his inner thoughts.

He closed the notification window to see the spearman jogging over. One hand held his spear, untouched despite the powerful blaze it had endured. In his other hand, however…

“Are those the Lady’s fangs?” Hiral asked, spotting the very carefully held weapons.

“Yup,” Yanily said. “Found them near my spear. You think we can take them with us?”

Hiral looked at the two curved daggers in Yanily’s hand until his View ability activated.

(Lost) Fangs of the Lady

Venomous daggers that were once the fangs of an ancient spider before her alteration.

Fangs have a 25% chance to inflict Ghost-Web Venom (debuff) on hit.

Ghost-Web Venom (Debuff): Inflicts cascading damage every 6 seconds. Damage based on target’s Solar Energy Capacity. Duration: 42 seconds or until target dies.

Note: Ghost-Web Venom (debuff) is difficult to remove. Don’t poke yourself.

An ever-helpful notification, as usual.

“The View notification says they’re Lost weapons, so maybe we can take them with us,” Hiral said. “Nice find, Yanily. Oh, and in case you didn’t use View yourself, don’t accidentally stab yourself. It’d be… bad.”

“Kind of figured that,” Yanily said, carefully putting the weapons on the ground.

When Hiral looked at them again, they both had sheaths on them. “Were those there before?” he asked, pointing at the leather belts.

“Definitely not,” Yanily said.

“Why don’t you and Hiral each take one of the daggers?” Seena suggested to Yanily. “You could use a backup to the spear, and Hiral is the next best choice. Nivian can’t use Infuriate without his whip.”

“Uh, I’m not very good with daggers,” Yanily said, eyeing the daggers like they were venomous spiders. “Especially the kind that could accidentally kill me from a scratch…”

“Well…” Seena started.

“I think I’ve got a better idea,” Hiral interrupted, and the party leader looked over at him. “Seeyela should take them both.”

Seena’s older sister looked at Hiral once to make sure he was joking, then a second time when she realized he wasn’t. “Me?”

“You,” Hiral said. “With your new portal ability, you have a lot of mobility. More than any of us. Once you get the hang of it, what better weapons for hit-and-run tactics? You can get in, stab, and get out, all through the same portal.”

“I…” Seeyela began, but she was considering it. “I was starting to think about how I could use the portals for more than just moving you all around. That’s not a bad idea, if you’re all okay with me taking them.”

“Totally fine with it—just don’t stab me,” Yanily said, gesturing to the two sheathed fangs.

“The dying from an accidental scratch could be an issue, though,” Seeyela admitted. “I don’t have a weapon style to use them with.”

“I can teach you,” Hiral said.

“You can teach me a weapon style?” Seeyela asked, a bit of disbelief on her face.

“Hiral doesn’t use weapon styles, Sis,” Seena said. “All his fighting, he learned the old-fashioned way. Practice.”

Seeyela again looked at Hiral to make sure it was a joke. Then again-again when she realized it wasn’t. “Who in their right mind tortures themselves with learning how to fight through training?”

“Somebody who spent most of their life without a class,” Hiral reminded her. “Look, I can teach you what I know, but I bet you’ll get a weapon style skill from it anyway. I can even guess what it’ll be called.” He gave a small smile. “Twin Fang Style.”

“You really think I’ll get a skill from practicing with you?” Seeyela asked.

“Yanily got Dancing Spear Style from imitating the Lizardmen in The Mire dungeon, so it’s possible,” Seena said.

“Okay, let’s do it, then,” Seeyela said, picking up the sheathed daggers and belting the first one around her waist. When she had both of them on, they sat in the small of her back, the hilts just above her waist. “Pretty comfortable. I wonder what the belts are made out of. Soooo smooth…”

“Hey, guys, I think he’s waking up,” Wule interrupted from where he crouched beside Dr. Benza.

“I’m either not dead, or the afterlife looks unfortunately like my laboratory after a bad remodel,” Dr. Benza said, only to then notice the people standing over him. “I take it I can thank you for getting me out of that… sticky situation?”

“Yes,” Hiral said, offering his hand. “Can you stand?”

“Do I have to?” Dr. Benza asked.

“Uh…” Hiral faltered, glancing at Seena.

“Yes, he has to stand,” Seena said flatly. “We aren’t carrying him… wherever we’re going next.”

A hand met Hiral’s, and he turned back to find Dr. Benza hanging on. “Well, are you going to help me up to just enjoy the softness of my hand?”

With no good answer to the question, Hiral pulled the man upright, then held on a second longer when he swayed. “You good?”

“Just the blood rushing to my head,” Dr. Benza said, steadying himself, then let go of Hiral’s hand. “There, fine. How are the others?”

“I’m afraid three of them didn’t make it,” Wule said. “The other two are still unconscious.”

“That’s only five. What about the other thirty-four?”

Wule paled. “I’m sorry,” the healer said finally. “You six in this room were the only ones we found.”

“Damn. They were good researchers. Good people. Who survived?” He then spotted the other two lying on the ground. “Ah, Fenil and Laseen. Good. When will they wake up?”

“I’m not sure,” Wule admitted. “Soon, I hope. The woman…”

“Laseen,” Dr. Benza supplied.

“Laseen, she had some kind of debuff on her. A paralytic, I think.”

“A debuff? I didn’t realize we’d already started using the lingo outside of the labs. I guess it explains things well. Good enough. And you were all sent here to rescue us, I assume?”

“We were,” Seena said. “Left, did the soldier tell you where we should take them?”

“The east tunnel, where they were headed,” Left explained.

“Hrm?” Dr. Benza said. “The tunnel? Yes, that should work. I need to prepare copies of my research to bring with us. We’ll leave when I’m ready.”

“And how long do you expect that to take?” Seena asked, arms crossing in front of her.

“A few minutes at most,” Dr. Benza said, then looked around at his web-covered lab. “Maybe fifteen.”

“I’ll help,” an unfamiliar voice said, and Hiral looked over to see the male researcher sitting up.

“Ah, Fenil, good to see you finished your nap,” Dr. Benza said.

“I thought I was just having a weird nightmare,” Fenil said, also looking around the room. “Kind of wish I could go back to sleep now.”

“No time—world to save and all that,” Dr. Benza said while Nivian helped Fenil to his feet. “Come on.”

“Yes, sir,” Fenil said, and the two of them headed to one of the web-covered workbenches.

“Another escort quest, you think?” Seena asked when the party was on their own.

“Probably,” Hiral said.

“Uh, why aren’t we asking Dr. Benza all the questions the interface-Benza wouldn’t answer for us?” Yanily asked.

“We can ask while we move,” Seena said.

“Probably won’t be able to answer,” Hiral said. “I tried asking Bellina some questions earlier, and she sort of just… paused. I think the wild dungeons have limiters on them too.”

“Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try,” Seena said.

“Oh, total agreement here,” Hiral said. “He knew what debuffs are, though, so this time must be while he was building the PIM system? None of the guards had one, and that’s what I was asking Bellina about when she froze up.”

“He might be able to tell us about Fallen Reach and what’s threatening it,” Nivian offered.

“Do you think they really built cities underground?” Wule asked. “How long did the war against the Enemy last for them to be able to do that? Entire cities! This place is huge.”

“Another thing to ask Benza or one of his assistants,” Seeyela said. “Wule and Left, while we’re moving, I want you two questioning them. Find out anything and everything you can. The rest of us are going to be keeping an eye out for ambushes, but I don’t want to miss the opportunity to get some answers.”

“How far do you think that east gate is from here?” Nivian asked.

“Not close,” Left said. “Just over a mile.”

“That’s not bad,” Yanily said. “We can do that in a few minutes.”

“We could, but do you really think they can keep up with us without PIMs?” Seena asked.

“Hiral did,” Yanily pointed out.

“And you’ve seen his stats. They’re researchers. How much you want to bet none of them have a physical stat in double digits?”

“Seeyela could portal them there?” Yanily suggested. “Actually, can you portal us all there?”

“Line of sight only,” Seeyela said.

“Booo,” Yanily said.

“Yeah,” Seena said. “How’s everybody doing? Ready to move when we have to?”

The others nodded.

“Left, Right, come join up so we can restore your solar energy,” Hiral said. “You must’ve used a lot in that fight.” He absorbed his two doubles when they took his hands. A quick look over at the two researchers showed them still busily working with some crystals on a table they’d cleared of webbing. Hiral turned his attention back to the party and asked, “Seena, you said something about getting an achievement?”

“Yes. It’s called From the Ashes,” Seena said. “Got it as we finished off the Lady. The flavor text says, Fire is just one step in the forest’s cycle. Whatever that means.”

“Guess we’ll find out when we get to the interface,” Hiral said. “If this is like the other dungeons, we should expect one more Boss encounter.”

“It’s been monkeys and spiders so far; maybe Dr. Benza can tell us what else lives on the surface above the city,” Nivian suggested. “Seems to be the theme of this dungeon.”

“Speaking of themes, do you… do you think this all really happened?” Wule asked. “Is this the real Dr. Benza? Well, not the real real one, but you know what I mean. The other dungeons were just… different.”

“I think it really happened,” Hiral said. “Somehow, we’re seeing a small part of the history of our world.”

“Are all wild dungeons like this?” Seena asked, then shook her head. “Never mind. That’s not important now. We’ve got a few minutes before we’re leaving, so why doesn’t everybody grab a bite to eat? Who knows the next chance we’ll have.”
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Fifteen minutes later, almost to the second, Dr. Benza and the other researchers were ready to go, Laseen having woken up and worked to help the other two finish. Left and Right had also just returned from doing a quick scout to make sure they had an idea of which path to take. If it was anything like when they’d escorted the prior NPCs, they’d be running straight into trouble, and knowing where they were going could make all the difference.

“A new door opened up on the second level,” Left said. “After we defeated the Lady, I think, and it leads out to the other side of the building. There’s a main street there that looks like it will take us almost straight to the eastern tunnel. Right and I only had time to go a few blocks, but we didn’t see any monsters.”

“No spiders?” Seena asked.

“None—and I was specifically watching for the Ghost-Web Assassin Spiders,” Left said. “No monkeys, either. This side of the city has grown oddly quiet as well.”

“Dr. Benza, do you know the street Left is talking about?” Hiral asked.

Dr. Benza nodded. It was kind of odd, but none of the three researchers had made any sort of comments about Left and Right looking almost exactly like Hiral—or their names. Another quirk of the dungeon?

“He’s right,” Dr. Benza started, though Yanily interrupted.

“He’s Left; the other one is Right,” the spearman said helpfully. “They just look the same, but once you… ” He trailed off at a glare from Seena.

“He’s correct, then,” Dr. Benza clarified. “The street will take us directly to the eastern gate. It curves slightly—bad city planning, if you ask me, but serves its purpose. Perhaps we can find a taxi or carriage to get us there?”

Then the doctor looked around the web-filled room again and shook his head. “Well, perhaps not.”

“You have everything you need?” Hiral asked. “The PIM research?”

“Yes,” Dr. Benza said, then paused. “Though I don’t remember telling you the type of research we were conducting here.”

“We were told about it before we were sent to rescue you,” Hiral quickly said. “In case we saw any of the need-to-know-type stuff.”

“Ah, that would make sense,” the doctor said. “We’ve each got a copy of the data, in case something happens to one of us.” He pulled a hand-length crystal out of his pocket and showed it to the party. Fenil and Laseen each did the same. “More importantly, we uploaded the most recent parameter findings to the core system before cutting the connection. A pity. A few more months and we probably would’ve had enough data to activate the system. This will set us back…”

“It’s not so bad, Doctor,” Fenil said. “If these people can get us out of the city, we can continue our work in Trevallen. The Prime connection there is just as reliable, and the city itself is deeper. If it wasn’t so far away, we could’ve just gone there in the first place.”

“If the disc tunnels haven’t been compromised, we can still get there quickly,” Laseen said. “Relatively speaking, of course. On the other hand, if the tunnels are gone… it’s going to take much longer.”

“And be far more dangerous,” Fenil added. He turned to Seena. “Are you going to escort us all the way to Trevallen?”

“We’ll see,” Seena said. “Our first job is to get you to the eastern gate. If everybody’s ready, let’s get going.” Then she paused. One second passed, then three… five. “Did anybody get a quest notification?”

“Nothing here,” Hiral said as he glanced at the researchers, all of whom seemed to have that paused look on their faces. “Maybe when we get out of the building?”

“Sure, let’s try that,” Seena said. “Nivian, if you’d take the lead?”

“Stairs leading up to the second level over there,” Left said. “On the second level, you’ll see a door opposite where we came in. That hall will lead to the street. Just turn right when we get outside.”

“Got it,” Nivian said, and the party was underway. Following Left’s instructions, they passed through the building quickly, though they kept their eyes open for potential ambushes, and reached the street with no trouble.

“Still no notification window,” Wule said as everybody stepped out onto the web-covered road. “And Left wasn’t kidding. It’s eerily quiet.”

“Probably because you killed the matriarch of the spiders,” Dr. Benza said. “Though I didn’t expect her to be altered in such a way by the Enemy. She was quite terrifying, from an academic perspective.”

“And from a completely-normal-person-reasonably-afraid-of-spiders perspective,” Yanily said.

“So, she was engineered to be like that?” Hiral asked, well-practiced with ignoring Yanily’s contributions to the conversation.

“Yes. I hadn’t realized they’d gotten so far with it,” Dr. Benza said.

“The matriarch must be an exception, not the rule,” Fenil said. “If they had more monsters like that to throw at us, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“What about the normal Ghost-Web Spiders, or the Bladed Frenzy Monkeys?” Hiral asked as Nivian started down the street towards the eastern gate.

“You stay and talk to the doctor,” Left said quietly to Hiral. “I’ll keep watch in your place. Get answers to your questions.”

“Thanks,” Hiral said quickly, turning his attention back to the doctor’s answer.

“The other spiders aren’t modified, from what I saw of them,” Dr. Benza said.

“You mean the monsters on the surface are normally like that?” Wule asked.

“Well, of course. That’s why we chose this location to build the city. We believed the natural wildlife roaming the surface—calling them monsters is a bit harsh, isn’t it? Though, I do like that term… Anyway, where was I? Ah, yes, we thought the wildlife above us would keep the Enemy from bothering us.”

“None of our forecasts had them actually using the creatures against us,” Fenil added. “But monsters? The terminology seems oddly appropriate when I think about it. Perhaps it would be better than the mobs term we planned on using for the dungeons?”

“Have you seen some of the dungeon designs?” Laseen said. “A mob is a very accurate description.” She looked again at Hiral and Wule, who were walking close and obviously listening. “Ah, you said you had clearance for all this, right?”

“We do,” Hiral said simply, and the woman visibly relaxed.

“Change mob to monster in all the documentation,” Dr. Benza said, and the other two researchers visibly paled.

“All of it?” Fenil asked weakly.

“You said you preferred the word,” Dr. Benza said. “We don’t want later readers of our work to be confused by the wording change midway through.”

“Think I suddenly prefer mob,” Laseen said quietly.

“How did the Enemy change the matriarch into the Lady of the Web?” Hiral asked.

“The lady of the…?” Dr. Benza asked, tapping his lip. “You come up with the most fascinating names for things. Something like that would be wonderfully dramatic for a Mid-Boss or something, don’t you think?” His attention was back on the two other researchers.

“I do like the direction of his nomenclature,” Fenil said. “We should use dynamic naming for all of the important mobs… er… monsters within the dungeons.”

“Excellent,” Dr. Benza said with a loud clap of his hands that echoed oddly off the webbed buildings.

Seena and the others snapped to attention at the noise. “Could you… maybe…?” she asked, patting the air while her magic tome floated beside her.

“Ah, yes, sorry,” Dr. Benza said. “Ahem. You, what was your name?”

“Me?” Hiral asked, pointing at himself. When the doctor nodded, he gave the man his name.

“Did you catch that, Fenil? Hiral, we’ll give you a footnote, or maybe a co-authoring credit, in our reports for helping us come up with the new naming convention.”

“Uh, thank you?” Hiral said, then gave his head a shake. Having a conversation with the real Dr. Benza was just as disorienting as watching the weird images of him. “Back to my question?”

“Ah, yes, the Lady of the Web,” Dr. Benza said, his eyes practically twinkling. “How delightfully dramatic. Anyway, technically, I suspect it was one of the Fallen who transformed her using the Enemy’s techniques. They have the raw power, but not the ingenuity to craft something so… so refined.”

“You seem impressed by the monster that almost killed you,” Wule said.

“Professionally, very impressed. If we had an army of Ladies, we might not be in the situation we are now.” Dr. Benza looked up at the massive hole in the ceiling, and the pouring rain falling through it. “Then again, the opposite would also be very true.”

“Can you tell us more about the Fallen?” Hiral asked. “How did they make the Lady?”

No response, and when he looked over, the three researchers were still walking with the group, but their expressions remained frozen.

“Is that what you were talking about?” Seena asked Hiral quietly when she noticed the sudden silence.

“Yeah,” Hiral said.

“I just want to point out, we haven’t been attacked yet,” Nivian said. “Which normally I think I’d be happy about, but it’s making me nervous. And I think I see an end to the webs a few blocks ahead.”

“That’s because we’ll be leaving the spiders’ territory soon,” Dr. Benza said, suddenly lively again, but then his brow furrowed. “You mentioned the monkeys had a presence in the city now too?”

“Yeah, so?” Hiral asked.

“On the surface, the two don’t share territory, and their borders are notoriously violent, but I don’t see any signs of that ahead,” Dr. Benza said. “I guess it would be reasonable there aren’t enough of them down here to monitor their entire territory. But, unless my eyes are deceiving me—and I’m not that old yet—it looks very quiet ahead.”

“Could there be a third force from the surface down here?” Hiral asked.

“That’s just it,” Dr. Benza said. “There is no third force. The monkeys and spiders are the only native wildlife that live on the surface above us. Well, aside from the things they feed on.”

“There were a lot of soldiers with the NPCs we saw,” Wule said. “They probably chased any monsters off.”

“NPCs?” Fenil asked.

“Ah, sorry. Non-party citizens,” Wule said.

“Party?” Fenil followed up, furiously scribbling something on a notepad.

“Uh… us?” Wule said, gesturing at the group.

“Fascinating. NPCs, party… These new names are revolutionary. I’ll make sure you get more than a footnote.”

“You will, will you?” Dr. Benza asked.

“Uh… I’ll nicely request that they get more than a footnote?” Fenil asked with a shrug.

“Better,” Dr. Benza said.

“This is like listening to a conversation with three Yanilys,” Seena said flatly into the party chat.

“I know, right?” Yanily said. “Wait…”

“If it’s not monkeys or spiders, then what could it be?” Hiral asked.

“Nothing good,” Dr. Benza said.

“Wonderful,” Hiral muttered. “Seena, since the street seems pretty quiet, why don’t we have Left and Right scout ahead?”

“We might need them if it comes to a fight…” Seena said, mulling it over. “No, you’re right.”

“He’s Hiral,” Yanily interrupted. “Really, is everybody having trouble with this today?”

“Go on ahead, you two,” Seena said, completely talking over Yanily like he hadn’t said anything. “Be careful, though.”

“We always are,” Right said, and the two doubles jogged ahead while the group continued at a steady pace, eyes on the webbed buildings on either side of the street.

Are we not getting attacked because we didn’t get a quest? Or is it something else? Something worse…?

“Hey, Dr. Benza,” Hiral started, “how important are quests in dungeons?”

“Hrm? Oh, very. One of the driving forces behind the balance of how a dungeon works. Risk versus reward and all that.”

“The greater the risk, the more powerful you can make the reward?” Hiral guessed.

“Exactly that,” Dr. Benza said, looking somewhat impressed. “I see you’ve studied some of the theory of magical balance. If we succeed, the system we’re creating will allow something like guided evolution. By pushing the limits of risk within the dungeons—the quests—we’ll also create the opportunity for the most powerful evolutionary steps: the rewards.”

“The achievements?” Hiral asked.

“The…?” Dr. Benza said, his eyebrows climbing his forehead until they almost reached his hairline. “That’s brilliant! Fenil, did you get that? Achievements. That’s how we’ll track quest completion and the associated rewards within the dungeons. Yes, yes, I can see it already. They’ll fit perfectly within the system we’re building…”

“And we can use the same type of dramatic naming… like… like flavor text, to give information on what the achievements actually do,” Fenil said, his eyes likewise wide enough they looked like they were ready to roll out of his head. “You’ve solved one of our biggest hurdles. We couldn’t figure out how to explain the rewards to the recipients. Achievements… We…” He slapped his forehead with one of his hands, another clap echoing down the street.

“Seriously?” Seena hissed, but the three researchers completely ignored her.

“We can use the same system as the PIM status window to give achievement notifications…” Fenil started, and then the conversation devolved into wildly technical terms that sounded like complete gibberish to Hiral’s ears.

Maybe it was the dungeon somehow blotting out what the researchers were saying, or maybe it was just that far above him, but all he could do was shake his head.

“Hiral, what did you just do?” Seena asked quietly. “I mean, this isn’t real, right? You didn’t just…?”

“Right and Left are coming back,” Nivian interrupted. “Quickly.”

The party instantly perked up and looked down the street at the approaching doubles—though the researchers remained completely engrossed in their own little conversation.

“What did you find?” Hiral asked, moving to join Nivian.

“First,” Left said, “something is blocking the party chat beyond about a hundred, maybe a hundred fifty feet out. Unless you were just ignoring us? From the look on your face, that’s a no.”

“Let’s assume it’s one hundred feet,” Seena said. “Try not to spread out too much.”

“What else did you find?” Hiral asked as the others nodded at Seena’s instructions.

“Definitely no war between spiders and monkeys ahead,” Right explained, but he shared a sideways look with Left. “If the spiders fled when the Lady died, they did not go east.”

“I know that look,” Seena said. “Hiral does the same thing when he knows something he doesn’t want to tell us. No, don’t even deny it. You might be good at faking emotions, but you’re terrible at keeping secrets.” She looked at Hiral, then at Right again. “What did you find?”

“Bodies,” Right said simply. “A lot of them. Looked like one of the soldier groups who were escorting NPCs.”

“Bellina?” Seeyela asked. “Her son?”

Right shook his head. “I don’t think it was her group. We didn’t see anybody we recognized.”

“But there’s still something ahead killing off groups of soldiers,” Seena said. “How many fighters did you see?”

“Dozens.”
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Hiral moved mechanically to check the next corpse. Crushed skull. Third one he’d found like that. Add that in with the two completely missing heads, the four with collapsed ribs, and then the pair with fist-sized holes straight through their chests, and it didn’t paint a pretty picture at all.

Well, unless the whole point was to paint in blood…?

“None of these people were killed by spiders or monkeys,” Seena said, standing over yet another corpse. “Unless I’m missing something really obvious, Wule?”

“I agree with you,” Wule said, his hands closing the unseeing eyes of a dead child. “Some of these injuries could’ve been caused by the Bladed Frenzy Monkeys, but I’d also expect to see cutting wounds. There’s none of those.”

“None of the rocks they were throwing either,” Hiral said, looking at the street and nearby walls. He’d had to walk carefully to avoid the pools of blood, but aside from the casualties, the section of the street looked like it was in good condition.

Almost perfect condition, in fact.

“Whatever attacked, it hit them hard and fast,” Hiral said, putting the pieces together. “How many of the soldiers even have their weapons drawn? I’m only seeing one… two, maybe a third over there. Most of these people were dead before they even knew what happened.”

“All the more reason we shouldn’t be standing around here?” Fenil said.

“None of these soldiers had PIMs like we do,” Seena said offhandedly, and Hiral looked at the three researchers to find that same paused look on their faces. Seena seemed to notice it, too, and changed her tactic. “We have to know what we’re up against to protect you.”

“Let them do their job,” Dr. Benza said, but he was also inspecting the bodies, nodding and grimacing the entire time.

“Are we sure we need to protect them?” Yanily asked quietly into the group chat. “Still no quest or anything. We might be walking into something bad here.”

“We didn’t always have quests leading us around the other dungeons either,” Hiral pointed out. “Usually didn’t get them until we got to the Boss fight.”

“You think that’s what’s coming?” Seena asked. “Oh, you think that’s what did this. The Boss.”

“I think it’s possible,” Hiral said. “Worse, I might know what did this. And… it looks like Dr. Benza does too.”

The rest of the party turned to look at the doctor like Hiral was. The man stood over one corpse in particular—one of the soldiers that had a hole straight through his crystal breastplate and out the back—and mumbled to himself while shaking his head.

“You have something you’d like to share, Dr. Benza?” Seena asked, the whole party picking their way through the corpses to join the doctor and his researchers.

“Ah, nothing conclusive,” Dr. Benza said.

“But you have a theory, like I do,” Hiral guessed. “One of those possessed people, or whatever they’re called, did this.”

Dr. Benza nodded slowly. “The evidence does suggest one of the Infested did this,” he said at length. “It would make sense.” He looked at the column of falling rain in the center of the city. The hole in the ceiling had grown further as they’d traveled, huge slabs of rock falling and shaking the entire city. “The Enemy themselves can’t come down here—it’s why we built the city in the first place—but they could send an Infested. If we’re lucky, it’s only one. If we’re unlucky…”

“How many could there be?” Hiral asked, while Yanily mouthed Infested? at Wule. The healer mouthed Picoli right back at the spearman, who just cursed.

Oblivious to the exchange, Dr. Benza’s attention stayed on the corpse. “We’ve never seen more than three in one place.”

“The type of Enemy that infests the host doesn’t seem to be particularly common,” Laseen further explained. “Statistically speaking, we believe they make up less than one percent of the overall Enemy population in our realm.”

“In our realm?” Hiral asked immediately, but the researchers’ faces all paused. Not going to get any more information on that now… but… our realm? Does that mean the Enemy is from another land? Or… is it bigger than that? Where are they really from, and how did they get here?

“Do these Infested have any weaknesses?” Seena asked. “Anything we can exploit?”

“Their only weakness, per se, is that they aren’t as strong as the other varieties of Enemy,” Fenil said. “On the other hand, they’re also the only kind that would be able to get in here.” He vaguely gestured to their surroundings.

“What Rank are they, usually?” Hiral asked.

“Rank?” Fenil asked, sharing a look with Laseen.

“Like the PIM system you’re working on,” Hiral said, and the researchers shared another look. “Yes, we know all about it. Need-to-know information, remember? We also heard you had Ranks to measure strength. Where would you put these Infested?”

Picoli had been strong—stronger than them at the height of E-Rank. They’d gotten more powerful with their D-Rank evolutions and gear, and maybe if they were prepared for it, they could take something like Picoli on. But if these Infested were actually C-Rank or above, nothing they did would make a difference.

“Uh, we haven’t actually measured…” Fenil said.

“And the Rank system is purely theoretical at this point…” Laseen added evasively.

“If you had to guess?” Hiral pushed.

“D-Rank, minimum,” Dr. Benza interrupted. “Mid-D-Rank, to be more accurate. I believe they will be able to grow stronger over time, but whatever did this… no, it’s Mid-D-Rank.”

“Mid-D isn’t so bad,” Yanily said.

“Mid-D-Boss-Rank,” Seena clarified, and Yanily winced.

“Why do you believe this one is Mid-D?” Hiral asked. “How can you be sure it isn’t stronger? It… Look what it did to these people.”

Dr. Benza crouched down in front of the soldier he’d been staring at, then gently reached out and tapped the dead man’s breastplate with a hole in it. “See the fracturing of the crystal around the hole?”

“Yes?” Hiral said, looking closer, and something in the back of his mind triggered a stream of information from his class as he inspected the armor. “That crystal is E-Rank, or thereabouts, isn’t it? Those fracture patterns, they tell you how much damage the armor sustained. E-Rank wouldn’t be able to put a hole through it like that, but C-Rank or above would’ve completely shattered it. I get it.”

“Exactly,” Dr. Benza said, turning his head to look at Hiral. “Are you by any chance looking for work? You’d make an excellent assistant. A full researcher, even, in a few years, I’m sure.”

“You’re not the first person to tell me that,” Hiral said with a quirked smile, and the memory of his friend Gauto passed through his mind.

“You’d get more than a footnote,” Dr. Benza said, like that was supposed to be somewhat enticing, and Fenil actually gasped.

“Now’s not the time for job interviews,” Seena said, looking from the bodies towards the eastern side of the city. “Would the Infested be looking to kill as many people as it could?”

“Probably,” Dr. Benza said, following Seena’s gaze.

“So, eastern gate kind of seems like a bad idea now,” Yanily said. “North? South?”

But Hiral was already shaking his head, and he wasn’t the only one.

“We can’t leave these people to deal with something like Picoli on their own,” Seeyela said. “If we can stop it, we need to.”

“And we need to know if we can take on that Picoli-thing if we meet it again,” Seena said. “We may not be able to run away next time.”

“Yeah, I know,” Yanily said with a sigh. “Somebody had to ask, though, right?”

“Yes,” Right said.

“No, I wasn’t talking to you,” Yanily said.

“Were you talking to me? But, I’m Left,” Left said.

“No… I was…” Yanily said, then just threw up his hands as the two doubles smirked.

“Dr. Benza,” Hiral said, tuning out the jokes, though it did make him smile. “The Lady of the Web… was it just a coincidence we found her with you? Is this Infested going to come looking for you too?”

The doctor crossed his arm in thought, though the other researchers were already shaking their heads… until they stopped and looked at each other, their eyes widening.

“It couldn’t be…” Fenil said.

“No… no way,” Laseen said.

“It could be more than a coincidence,” Dr. Benza said. “It’s possible the Enemy have learned of our research and sent their abomination to stop us. If that’s the case, this Infested could be looking for us as well.”

“Well, at least we know it’s coming,” Nivian said.

“Do all Infested use runes to fight with?” Hiral asked.

“You ask like you’ve fought one before,” Dr. Benza said, and Hiral nodded. “Not many people can say that. Most are dead. But, yes, from what we know, they all possess limited rune usage. Very limited, actually. We’ve only had reports of them using the Runes of Impact, Rejection, and Attraction. I can explain what each of these runes do in detail…” He trailed off as Hiral shook his head.

“We’re pretty familiar with what those three runes do,” Hiral said. “No Rune of Absorption? They usually come in pairs, so the odd number…” But this time, it was Hiral’s turn to trail off at the confused look on Dr. Benza’s face.

“Rune of Absorption?” Dr. Benza asked, looking at the other two researchers. “I haven’t heard of that one.”

“Ah, I saw one report there might be an Absorption rune,” Fenil said. “It acted similar to a Rune of Attraction, but there were differences. It wasn’t a report about an Infested, though. Another Enemy.”

“What other abilities do the regular Enemies have?” Hiral asked, but the three researchers all just paused.

No more information there, unfortunately. We really need to clear more regular dungeons to get access to better tutorials.

“Other than the three runes, anything else we should watch for?” Seena asked.

“The Infested are fast and strong,” Dr. Benza said. “They are also very durable. You need to kill the Enemy within the body to actually kill the Infested.”

“And they can squirm around inside, so it’s not as easy as ramming something through the chest,” Fenil said. “They enter through the stomach, and while most take up residence in the chest cavity, we’ve had cases of them residing within the leg or head as well. One even went as far as to move all the way down to the right hand.”

The whole party looked at Seena.

“What?” she asked.

“Burn it with fire,” Nivian said simply. “All of it.”

“I can do that,” she said. “Maybe it’ll even give me more information on that achievement.”

“Seeyela,” Hiral said, “your new daggers might also work really well. The Ghost-Web Venom targets solar energy, after all, and it sounds like these Enemies have a lot of it.”

“They do,” Dr. Benza said. “Though I’d be surprised if they created a monster with a venom that could hurt them.”

“It wasn’t just the Lady of the Web who had the venom,” Hiral said. “The regular spiders have it too. It might work.”

“It might,” Fenil said. “The Enemy is very resistant to poison and disease. You may need to try a few times to get it to work.”

“I just need to keep stabbing until it dies?” Seeyela asked. “Even without Hiral’s training, I can probably do that.”

“Do we have time for me to show her some basics?” Hiral asked, but Seena shook her head.

“I’m getting that feeling in my gut we need to be moving,” Seena said.

“Could be Nivian’s cooking,” Yanily said. “You did eat back at the…” The tank glared at him. “Nope, not the cooking. Alright. Got it.”

“You all… don’t seem to be taking this very seriously,” Laseen said.

“We are,” Hiral answered. “If Yanily isn’t saying something ridiculous, that’s when you should worry. The banter helps keep us level.”

“How far are we from the eastern gate at this point?” Seena asked.

“More than halfway,” Dr. Benza said. “You see the road curving there? It’ll straighten out a bit again after that, and then we’ll be at the edge of the city. There’s space between the city and the tunnel—they were going to put up a wall, they said—but it’ll leave us out in the open. Few hundred feet of it.”

“That’s where we’ll find the Infested,” Seena said.

“How do you know?” Wule asked.

“Because that’s where all the survivors are heading,” Seena said. “It’ll wait for us there.”

And just like that, a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Dynamic Quest

Get the researchers and their work safely through the eastern gate before the Infested kills them.

Or before something worse comes looking.

“What could be worse than an Infested?” Yanily asked, but by the looks on the researchers’ faces, the answer was pretty simple.

Lots.
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FERAL OR REFINED?


The party moved quickly, leaving behind the web-covered territory of the Ghost-Web Spiders and instead passing quiet and apparently empty buildings. Hollow, lifeless windows stared down on the party from both sides like dead eyes, the open doorways’ wide maws leading into the abyss. With even the distant hooting of the monkeys now quiet, the whole atmosphere had taken on new weight, every step forward one towards some inescapable inevitability.

“It’s too quiet,” Nivian said.

“THEN WE SHOULD TALK LOUDER!” Yanily shouted, his voice rebounding off the stone buildings to echo like a chorus of Yanilys yelling at the party.

Two steps—that was all it took Seena to reach the spearman and slap him on the back of the head. “Do that again, and it’ll be Seeyela coming up behind you with one of her new daggers.”

“She doesn’t know how to use them yet…” Yanily protested, rubbing the back of his head.

“I know how to use them well enough to insert one somewhere very uncomfortable,” Seeyela promised, her glare strengthening her resemblance to Seena.

Hiral, meanwhile, watched the roofs. The empty windows and doors. The alleys between buildings. Despite the outburst, nothing moved. Even the air across his skin felt still, like the whole cavern was holding its breath. Back the way they’d come, rain still poured through the hole in the rock ceiling, the deluge of water encompassing a solid half-mile or so around the center of the city.

And the flashes of movement within the rain probably weren’t his imagination. The dropping monkeys and spiders he’d seen before were gone—nothing like that fell anymore—and instead, something bigger moved within the rain. Something invisible, and only its passage through the downpour marked its presence.

The Enemy.

He watched them from the distance, the cylindrical shapes darting around in almost lazy loops. For him to see them from this far away, they had to be as big as a building, and they approached but never passed through the outer curtain of rain. Sometimes they dropped almost all the way to the ground and out of his sight, while others darted up and back out of the cavern. And yet, they always stayed within the rain.

“Dr. Benza, can the Enemy leave the rain?” he asked.

“Hrm?” Dr. Benza asked, seemingly lost in thought, before shaking his head and offhandedly saying, “No, of course not. That’s what makes the Infested such a threat to a place like this.”

“Them and the Fallen,” Fenil said.

“Well, of course,” Dr. Benza.

“The ones that are left, you mean,” Laseen said. “The ones we managed to capture aren’t going to be causing too many problems.” Then her eyes widened, and she looked at Hiral. “Uh, that… that was part of the need-to-know information you knew, ri—uh… correct?” She’d changed what she was going to say with a glance at Yanily.

Hiral opened his mouth to say something, but he opted not to, and simply nodded. If he just let the researchers talk, without asking questions, would that bypass the safeguards put in place by the Tutorial limitations? No way it could be that easy…

“Doesn’t matter if they know or not,” Dr. Benza interrupted. “You shouldn’t be talking about it. It’s better if the Infested doesn’t think you know anything about it.”

“Why?” Fenil said.

“So it kills you quickly if it gets through Hiral and his party,” Dr. Benza said. “Otherwise, you can look forward to a lot of torture, and the possible downfall of the rest of our civilization when you break.”

“I wouldn’t break,” Fenil said, though his face paled.

“You’d break faster than a stale cracker,” Laseen said. “Which is about two seconds longer than me. Let’s… just change the subject.”

Fenil looked from Laseen to Dr. Benza, then to Hiral, and finally just nodded. “Weather is kind of cold this time of year, isn’t it?”

“That’s the giant hole in ceiling,” Yanily said, then shivered. “But you’re right—it is kind of cold. Colder than back home; that’s for sure. Hey, Hiral, how cold is it up on Fallen Reach?”

“Always warm,” Hiral said. “Environmental magic control.”

“Ah, no wonder you seem to know so much,” Dr. Benza interrupted. “You’re part of the satellite’s construction? Still, I’m disappointed that nickname for the place has stuck.”

“Nickname?” Hiral asked, part of his brain parsing through the other things the doctor had just said. Satellite? Construction? Is this around when Fallen Reach was being created?

“Well, yes,” Dr. Benza said, “but I guess the full name of ‘shit-to-keep-out-of-the-Fallen’s-reach’ doesn’t just roll off the tongue, does it?”

“That is a bit of a mouthful,” Hiral said. “But what are you trying to keep away from the Fallen?” He immediately cursed at himself as the researchers’ faces all paused. Obviously that question is too directly related to what the Tutorial is hiding for now. What else can I…?

“Something ahead,” Left said, interrupting Hiral’s thoughts, and he looked forward past Nivian.

More bodies. And, beyond them—hundreds of them—was what had to be the eastern gate. The large tunnel was simple in its construction, like the rest of the city, with no ornamentation and big, blocky supports. The whole thing looked to be about sixty feet wide, thirty tall, and stretched off into darkness beyond the cavern wall. In front of it was the “empty” space Dr. Benza had mentioned—empty except for the bodies and the lone person standing with their hands clasped patiently in front of them.

“That’s not a Feral Infested,” Fenil said quietly.

“A Feral?” Hiral asked, his voice barely above a whisper as he kept his eyes locked on the Infested. There was no way it hadn’t seen them, but it still hadn’t moved.

“Infested come in two varieties,” Dr. Benza explained, his words clipping as he spoke quickly. “Ferals don’t welcome the Enemy into their body. The Enemy takes it by force, overwhelming the host’s sense of self. They become, like the names suggests, little more than feral animals reacting to their urges. They’re dangerous, of course, but mainly because of their raw power.

“The invading Enemy can guide the Infested, but it can’t outright control them or use complex thought. They hunt and kill for the enjoyment of it, but they can also be tricked or outmaneuvered.”

“And the other kind?” Hiral asked.

“We call them Refined Infested,” Dr. Benza answered. “They’re not as common as Ferals. Those fools welcome the Enemy into their body, forming something akin to a pact. It’s like symbiosis, where the Ferals have parasites in them instead. The Refined aren’t as physically powerful as Ferals, but their capacity for complex thought, planning, and all the things their original host body was capable of makes them incredibly dangerous.

“Both kinds can use the runes we talked about earlier, but Refined tend to carry other weapons as well, or use any magic to which the host had access.”

“I thought all magic had been wiped out in the creation of your new system?” Hiral asked, partially expecting the doctor to freeze up at the question.

“Most of it will be,” Dr. Benza said. “Nobody else will be born with the magic of our past. Those who already have it, however, will continue to be able to use it until they die. It’s one of the few reasons we’ve been able to survive as long as we have, though it’s not nearly enough. Our only true hope lies with those who’ve begun to utilize our PIM system, but it’s in its infancy.”

“And everybody with any real power is long-since dead,” Fenil said sadly.

“So, this guy ahead of us should be a pushover?” Yanily asked hopefully.

“Unlikely,” Dr. Benza said gravely.

“Okay, enough,” Seena said. “Thank you for the information, Doctor, but it doesn’t sound like this really changes anything for us. We still need to get you past that thing. Without it killing you.”

“Preferably,” Dr. Benza said flatly.

“It does change one thing,” Hiral interjected. “Since this Infested is a—what did you call it?—a Refined, and it thinks, we have to worry it’ll ignore us to go after the researchers. If it was a Feral, we could’ve probably just kept it busy while they made a run for it.”

“He’s correct,” Dr. Benza said. “If it’s really waiting for us to make sure it destroys our work, we’ll be its focus.”

“Good thing we have an expert on keeping an enemy’s attention,” Seena said, thumbing towards Nivian. “And if that doesn’t work, we’ll feed Yanily to it.”

“Yeah!” the spearman said… then his eyebrows scrunched up. “Wait, feed?”

“Don’t think too much about it,” Hiral said. “Plan, boss?”

“Even though we haven’t seen anything other than this Infested ahead of us since we left the research building, I’m hesitant to leave the researchers unguarded,” Seena said. “Hiral, I want you to stay back with them and support us from a range. Use your Distracting Shots or whatever you can. Hopefully the researchers won’t count as allies, so you can get your One-Man Army bonus. Wule, buffs.”

A few quick pulses of solar energy from the healer rebuffed the group with Nature’s Bulwark and Nature’s Blade.

“And since we’re out of the webs,” Seena mumbled, adding Lashing Vines to the mix, “I’ll do Target as well when we get close enough.” Thorny vines sprouted from the group’s shoulders. “Consider this a practice run for dealing with Picoli if we run into her again.”

“I’d rather just avoid that thing all together,” Yanily said.

“Yan, you heard what Dr. Benza said,” Wule said quietly. “It takes over the host. Overwhelms their sense of self.”

“So?” Yanily asked.

“So… Picoli might still be alive in there. Knowing what she did to… to Balyo. Hurting from what we did to her. Even if we can’t get that thing out of her…” Wule trailed off, unable to say the words.

“We need to put her out of her misery,” Seeyela said, steel in her voice. “If we can get the thing out, we will… but either way, we can’t simply ignore her. One way or another, we’re going to need to track her down.”

Yanily’s knuckles whitened as he twisted his hands on the charred-wood haft of his spear, but he nodded. “You’re right. I didn’t think of it like that. She must be suffering so much. She and Balyo… they were close. Best friends. If she knows what she did… I… we… can’t let her shoulder that alone.”

“Yeah,” Seena said. “Learn what you can from this fight, so when we find Picoli, one way or another, it’s as painless as possible.”

The party moved into a line in front of the researchers, and the whole group started moving forward.

Hiral hung back with the NPCs for thirty seconds to give the rest of the party a bit of a lead, then started following, bringing the others with him. He had to make sure there was enough space so he could react if the Infested made a move on Dr. Benza, but not so far the others wouldn’t be able to support him if he got in trouble.

Five hundred feet away, and the Infested still hadn’t moved a muscle. Standing almost statue-still, it continued to watch the party as they approached, its hands clasped in front of itself. The same kind of tentacles that had torn their way out of Picoli after she’d been taken wrapped around the Infested, running down from its shoulders and around its arms, across its torso, down its legs, and up the back of the head. They looked unnervingly like an external PIM. And, now a bit closer, Hiral could see what looked like the hilt of a sword poking up over its shoulder, but it didn’t seem to be carrying any other weapons.

Not that it needed them, if it was anything like Picoli.

At four hundred feet, Seena and her sister spread out more to the side, getting a better angle to throw their magic around. Left and Right stayed close to Nivian—Hiral could call them back in an instant if needed—while Yanily slowly began to rotate his spear around himself, a few paces back. Behind the spearman, Wule lifted and lowered his frozen-ice rod, almost like he was making practice throws, but no orbs of concentrated cold sailed towards the Infested.

Three hundred feet, and the Infested finally moved for the first time, smoothly reaching over its shoulder and drawing the sword to point at the party. Three feet of jagged crystal sat atop the hilt, shaped almost like a lightning bolt, and Fenil gasped beside Hiral.

“That… that can’t be,” he said.

“Can’t be what?” Hiral quickly prompted.

“That sword. If it’s what I think it is, it was carried by one of our generals. He went missing over a year ago. We all assumed he was dead…”

“Is the sword dangerous?” Hiral asked. “What Rank?”

“A-Rank equivalent,” Dr. Benza said. “But, like all the weapons we came up with, it’s limited by the strength of its wielder. We’ve been able to create B and A-Rank weapons for years, but since the people using them are only E and D-Rank, it doesn’t matter. Still, even restricted to D-Rank, the weapon has some peculiar abilities.”

“Such as?” Hiral prompted. “Less background information and more actual facts that could save my friends’ lives, please.”

“Ah, sorry,” Dr. Benza said. “It controls lightning to an extent and allows for a particularly quick movement ability.”

“Sword shoots lightning and has a movement ability,” Hiral said quickly into the party chat.

“Wonderful,” Nivian muttered.

“Anything else?” Hiral said.

“That depends if the person carrying the weapon is Dal Fillian or not,” Laseen said. “Dal was the original owner.”

“Let’s assume it is,” Hiral said. “What can he do?”

At the question, Nivian and the others reached the two-hundred-foot mark from the Infested. It threw its head back, letting out a powerful howl that seemed to vibrate the air.

Hiral’s weapons instantly came up in preparation for the Infested’s attack, but nothing came. At least, not from that direction.

Instead, behind Hiral, dozens of monkey howls echoed out of the quiet streets, along with the clacking of carapace-covered appendages on stone.

“He commands animals,” Fenil said, turning to look back the way they’d come at the same time Hiral did—just in time to see Bladed Frenzy Monkeys and Ghost-Web Spiders stalking out of the houses on both sides of the street.
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CHANGING IT UP


“Left, Right, I’m going to need you back here,” Hiral said, sliding between the growing number of monsters and the researchers he was charged to protect.

“Go,” Seena said via the party chat to the doubles. “Hiral, you think you can hold off those monsters while we deal with the Infested?”

“I was just going to ask if you could hold off the Infested while I deal with the monsters,” he replied, pulling both triggers at the same time.

Searing bolts of Impact slammed into a monster on each side of the street—one spider and one monkey—and both stumbled back from the blast. The spider’s white carapace was fractured and broken, and its health bar sat at about twenty-five percent. The monkey, on the other hand, had fared even worse, the bolt tearing straight through its gut and leaving it with barely a sliver of health.

“Don’t think they’re Elites, but I still can’t one-shot them yet,” Hiral said, weapons already moving to his next targets while Right and Left dashed past him at top speed. “Right, take the spiders. Left, you’re on monkey-duty.” His best attempt to pair his doubles up with the enemies their weapons would be most effective against.

Hiral hit another spider and monkey each while his clones reached the front line, but that was the last of his free shots, and the monsters began their counterattack.

From windows and doors, even over roofs, dozens of the monsters crawled to join the fray while the sound of crackling lightning echoed behind Hiral. Part of him wanted to turn around and assist his friends—or at least check on them—but with all the monsters in front of him, he’d have to trust they’d take care of things.

And… maybe he’d been a bit overconfident in his earlier remarks, as the number of monsters was still growing.

No time for that. Focus.

Hiral blocked out the majority of the stimuli from behind, leaving just enough to be aware if the Infested made it past the others, and turned his attention ahead. Left, true to his name, danced between the monkeys on that side of the street, the Dagger of Sath trailing its ever-present stream of water and exploding with cutting force when he struck. Further, the double was using his Wing of Anella both to move faster and leave frozen monkey appendages where he passed.

Right, on the other side of the street, hammered the spiders with carapace-shattering blows while he weaved between them. Even if the blows didn’t outright kill them—usually—the sheer impact rattled them around, scrambling their insides within the hard shells.

Even pitting the doubles against their best match, though, the sheer number of monsters would quickly overwhelm them—and Hiral—unless he gave them the breathing room they needed.

Focus, he told himself, taking a deep breath.

With that breath, time slowed down in front of Hiral. The monsters almost froze in the air, while one of Right’s pillars of purple flame lazily crawled towards the sky. The direction of feet and fangs seemed to drift ahead of the monsters, like an echo coming before the motion, while their barely perceptible changes of weight and balance told the story of where they would go. Hiral’s sight, his hearing, and the flow of air across his skin all became one sense again, like they had in his first battle against one of the Barbed Swamp Snakes. The flow of battle unfolded before him like a written story on a rolling scroll.

Within his mind, shimmering energy drew the rune he’d seen on the wall of the tunnel as he’d entered, understanding tickling just below the surface, and then he flipped the rune upside-down. The imagined rune burst into glowing sparks inside his head, manifested on his chest, and crawled over his shoulders, then down his arms to his RHCs, while the singular sense he’d formed went into overdrive.

That sense touched, just briefly, on the most dangerous threats to his doubles—four spiders and six monkeys—and his RHCs followed immediately behind. Pulling the triggers ten times, nothing happened, time seemingly paused like it was, and then the trance he’d forced himself into popped like a bursting bubble.

Searing bolts of Impact exploded from his RHCs in impossible succession, all ten emerging in a sudden barrage, to almost simultaneously smack into his targets. The attacks cracked carapace, punched holes in fur-covered bodies, and even sheared limbs clean off, while a small counter started climbing in the corner of Hiral’s vision.

His eyes went briefly to Killing Spree stacking up, but the backlash of whatever he’d just done hammered into the side of his head, dropping him to a knee. The pain faded almost as soon as it came, and he saw a new notification window waiting for his attention, but he ignored it for now. More importantly, his RHCs showed a cooldown of almost twenty seconds remaining before he could fire them again.

Still, his barrage had already made a difference in the immediate fight, with the downed monsters leaving an opening for Left and Right to strike through. Since the beasts were Low-D-Rank, and didn’t appear to be Elites, the doubles’ first priority wasn’t killing them. Instead, they worked through the group, crippling and disabling whatever they got close to, and only going for the kill if it didn’t come with any risk.

Right dodged a spear-like spider leg, then weaved around the strike to land an Impact-empowered fist where the monster’s appendages met its body. Four limbs cracked and bent horrifically from the force of the blow, but Right was already past, vaulting over a biting attack from another spider. As soon as he landed, he dodged to the side to avoid a second bite, then brought his other fist up and over to crash down on the spider’s back like a hammer. Purple flames exploded out of the punch, dealing even more damage to the spider, while Hiral tossed a focused wave of Rejection at another monster leaping at Right’s back.

His double spun down low under the now flying spider, like he’d known Hiral would do that all along, and tore into the next pair of monsters.

A quick look in Left’s direction showed him making short work of any monkey daring to get too close to him. Between the decisive strikes from the Dagger of Sath that outright killed or left fatal injuries, and the enfeebling hits from the Wing of Anella, Left had a circle of broken or dead monkeys all around him. The only threat was…

Hiral gave a yank with his Rune of Attraction on the pair of hurler monkeys stepping onto the edge of the roof above Left, jerking the two monsters to the side. Having had all their attention on Left and Right, the pair toppled off the three-story roof with a surprised hoot, then crunched to the solid street below.

But there were more where they came from; the roofs on the whole left side of the street filling with monsters. Even as they hefted rocks in their hands, a thumping sounded from the opposite side of the street. Hiral didn’t need to look to know what was coming, but he did anyway, spotting a trio of the Ghost-Web Barricade Spiders lumbering out of alleys.

At least my RHCs are off cooldown again, he told himself as he raised the weapons—first at the hurler monkeys on the left—and started pulling his triggers.

In Yanily’s words, the hurler monkeys that didn’t seem to have a name even to Hiral’s View were squishy. Aimed well, one bolt from his RHC completely pierced one monkey and slammed into the one beside it, downing both with a single shot. Two, four, six monkeys fell in under three seconds as Hiral gave them his full attention, but sheer numbers were their advantage.

Arms whipping around like slingshots, the hurler monkeys launched a salvo of snapping rocks at the doubles below. Spinning and dodging, Right sidestepped an almost impossible number of rocks, while Left did a similar job simply with small shifts of his body and a well-placed flaming wing, but neither of them were able to dodge everything. One rock finally grazed Right on the shoulder, throwing off his balance, and another hit him in the calf, tearing at the flesh and leaving a leaking scar of glowing smoke.

His feet settled under him as he grimaced in pain, actually backhanding another rock out of the air in an explosion of purple flame, but then he was forced to leap to the side again. The Ghost-Web Spider’s spear-like leg tore another long gash along the side of Right’s gut—spilling more solar energy—and two other spiders moved in for the kill.

All of this happened in the corner of Hiral’s vision. His attention was locked on Left, who’d taken more hits than his other double, and he pulled his triggers. One Bladed Frenzy Monkey who’d managed to finally get a hold of Left doubled over as the bolt of Impact punched through its gut, while the other literally lost its head to a critical hit.

Left ripped his arm free from the headless monkey and slammed his Dagger of Sath into another monster who charged in and tackled him, sending them both tumbling to the ground. The monkey’s back detonated in a shower of gore from the dagger’s explosive force, but that still put Left on the ground as other monkeys frenzied in.

Hiral dropped two before they ever got to his double, but there were simply too many—until Right arrived. The pugilist leapt into the air, scissor-kicking a pair of monkeys on the way by, then dropped down and leg-swept three more. Hiral pulled his triggers twice more to punch holes into a line of monkeys moving in at Right’s back, outright killing three and wounding that many more again.

Between his Impact-enhanced fist and the strength provided by his Meridian Line, Right bought Left the few crucial seconds he needed to get back on his feet, and the two doubles fought back-to-back against the circling monkeys. While they were holding their own for the moment, Hiral was forced to turn his attention to the now unoccupied Ghost-Web Spiders.

Without Right to keep them busy, a dozen monsters were already skittering up the road and straight towards the researchers. Hiral’s RHCs, while effective, would never be enough to kill them all before they arrived. No, he needed to slow them down first. Quick-stepping over, he put himself directly in the path of the small army charging his direction.

He holstered his RHCs back on his thigh-plates as almost a hundred carapace-covered legs clacked across the stone road, then raised both of his hands in front of himself. Solar energy flooded into his Rune of Gravity and his Rune of Decrease, the area directly in front of him shimmering slightly as small pebbles and stones floated into the air. There was no way he could cover the whole street with the power—at least, not at D-Rank—but he did manage to get an area twenty feet wide and twice that deep.

Spiders charging at him with murder in their eight eyes suddenly floated up into the air, weightlessness taking hold while their legs uselessly scrambled to reach for the ground. One second, two, and he caught most of the smaller assassin spiders, though holding them there wouldn’t solve his problem, so he weaved in a quick burst of his Rune of Attraction.

Almost like he’d created a weak version of one of Seeyela’s Gravity Wells, his pulse of Attraction pulled all the spiders to a central area near the back of his weightlessness field.

Then, completely cutting off power to both of his runes, Hiral thrust his right hand into the air. The Ring of Amin Thett followed the motion, rising above his head. Within the center of the ring, a single rune scarred the air as it formed, crackling energy like lightning bending it in on itself until it formed a core of power. At the same moment the clumped-up spiders hit the ground, Hiral jerked his arm forward, and the nearly full-powered Annihilation of Amin Thett roared forth.

The beam made a sound like thousands of sheets of paper tearing at the same time and lit up the street like the noonday sun. White carapace and stone alike provided little protection; the shaft of light sheared through the mass of tangled spiders without slowing, along with one of the barricade spiders coming up behind. As big and strong as it was, the death beam simply removed most of its torso, leaving just the eight legs on either side to fall inward against each other.

A line of glowing, melted road traced the trajectory of the blast, all the way down to where it pierced through a building and then out of sight. With its energy depleted for the moment, the ring settled down behind Hiral’s back again, and he reached for his RHCs to continue the fight, though he’d just used a huge chunk of his solar energy with that last tactic.

But it was worth it; the Ring of Amin Thett had crushed even the barrier spiders' powerful ranged defense.

Yanily was right. It really was a death beam.

I'm not sure what's more horrifying, the death beam or the fact I just thought Yanily was right.

“Hiral! Incoming!” Seena shouted into the party chat, panicked.

Hiral let his sense of perception balloon out again.

Without his hands even getting to his weapons, Hiral spun and leapt to the side of the researchers, a Rune of Rejection appearing beneath his foot. Pushing off the air like it was a solid surface, he rebounded at an angle in front of Dr. Benza and the others at the same time the Infested shot towards them like a lightning bolt.

No time to get weapons out, Hiral crossed his arms, pouring power into his Rune of Rejection in front of them, and unsummoned his doubles. The Infested’s sword hit the rune practically glowing in the air like a shield, but it wasn’t going to hold without him pushing more power into it. Instead, with the force of the blow already shoving him in the opposite direction, Hiral used Foundational Split.

Left and Right burst out of his sides at the same time the Infested’s attack completely overwhelmed his shield of Rejection and sent him hurtling past the shocked researchers. Luckily, they weren’t the only ones surprised by the desperate maneuver. The Infested suddenly had to deal with a fresh pair of doubles attacking it from both sides.

“Changing it up,” Seena said as Hiral’s feet skidded across the stone, though he used another pulse of Rejection behind him to slow his momentum. Nivian blurred and stretched past him at the same moment, rushing towards the horde of spiders and monkeys coming from behind. “You get to deal with sword guy for a while.”

As a barrage of fireballs shot past him, explosions and waves of heat swelling behind, he smoothly drew the Emperor’s Greatsword from his back.

“Sounds good to me,” Hiral said, solar energy solidifying the blade beyond its broken middle while Left’s Banner of Courage formed a dome of glowing energy.

Then, with Runes of Rejection beneath his feet, he leaned forward and launched himself at the Infested.
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YOU SHOULD SEE THE OTHER GUY


Keeping the Emperor’s Greatsword light in weight, Hiral rushed the Infested while it was busy fending off attacks from Left and Right. Arcs of lightning trailed the enemy’s sword as it parried the Dagger of Sath, then transitioned smoothly over to turn aside Right’s punch. Without missing a beat, the sword came back and put itself in line with Hiral’s overhead slash before the Infested quick-stepped back.

Not giving it a chance to set itself up, Hiral charged in, blade whirling around him far faster than a six-foot-long, monstrous sword had any right to be. Though each blow was met with a parry and counter, he kept up the barrage, pushing his own body faster and faster.

Horizonal slash from the side, parried. Hiral leapt up and over a low-sweep counter, swinging his blade around impossibly fast for the Infested’s head. Though the creature ducked under it, Hiral twisted as soon as his feet got back on the ground, whipping his sword around to cleave through the ground as he brought it into a powerful uppercut. Another parry from the Infested deflected his attack out wide, at which point his foe lunged at him in a lightning-quick counter.

A sway to the side evaded the thrust, while a roll of his shoulders and a bend at his waist got him under the snappy follow-up slash. Twisting his wrist brought the Emperor’s Greatsword back into play, and the contested space between the two opponents became a blur of slashing lines of light and crackling lightning.

Parry, parry, counter. Hiral’s sword cut nothing but air, and the Infested quick-stepped back and pointed its sword right at Hiral. Something about the pose was different than before, making the hair on the back of Hiral’s neck stand on end.

No, it’s not the stance doing that—it’s an electric charge!

Hiral brought the greatsword up in front of him, twisting the handle so the foot-wide flat of the blade formed a shield just as a bolt of lightning shot from the Infested’s sword. Crack! The blast hit Hiral’s weapon, pushing him back from the force of it and sending twitching arcs of power up through his arms.

Tricky, he thought as Left and Right pincered the Infested between them, lines of trailing purple smoke following in their paths as they danced around their enemy. Not wanting to give it time to extricate itself from the doubles again—or notice the slowing effects of the smoke—Hiral burst forward with the help of his Rune of Rejection under his feet.

A heartbeat before he arrived, the familiar tentacles running along the Infested’s arms, torso, legs, and side of its head flared with power. The pulse itself didn’t seem to have any immediate effect—no wave of force rolled outward or anything—but the Infested’s sword was suddenly everywhere. Moving faster than even Hiral’s high Atn could keep up with, the lightning-shaped blade turned aside all attacks against it, almost like it was a solid wall of crystal.

Used some kind of special ability, but it’s not the only one that has those.

Pushing his sword to keep up even as Right took a slash along both his thighs and Left lost a hand, Hiral activated Eloquent and Enraged.

Self-Buff: Eloquent has activated.

All mental attributes increased by 50% for 180 seconds.

Self-Buff: Enraged has activated.

All physical attributes increased by 50% for 180 seconds.

In the literal blink of Hiral’s eye, the Infested’s sword went from an unseeable blur to just stupidly fast, and Hiral pushed forward again.

Scars tore open the street around him as he swept his blade around in powerful arcs, the energy blade cutting through stone like butter and offering no resistance. Again and again, the Infested managed to turn aside Hiral’s attacks, but it was getting pushed back, its all-too-human face tensing under the sudden pressure despite using its buff ability.

Its ankles twisted, shifting the position of its feet—just like it had before it’d used that lighting strike earlier—and Hiral increased the weight of the Emperor’s Greatsword mid-swing. Blasting the Infested’s sword out wide from the sudden added force behind his slash, Hiral reached out with his left hand and quickly activated his Rune of Attraction.

Already committed to quick-stepping back, the unexpected pull forward threw off the Infested’s balance, and its upper body stayed where it was while its legs moved, leaving it precariously open. Setting up the chance had cost Hiral his positioning, though. His sword was out wide with his opponent’s, his other hand already extended.

In the brief pause of flashing swords, Hiral met the Infested’s eyes—orbs glowing with pinpricks of light for pupils—and sensed a mix of frustration and hate in them. That a simple human had fought it to a practical standstill, and even pushed it back, was tantamount to abject failure. The only consolation it had was that Hiral couldn’t capitalize on the momentary advantage.

And so, in that same pause, Hiral smiled.

Unlike the Infested, he wasn’t fighting alone.

Right’s fist shattered the heartbeat of peace, slamming into the side of the Infested’s face like a sledgehammer. The monster’s jaw shattered in almost slow-motion as Hiral’s enhanced senses played out the impact in front of him, and then the sheer force of the punch twisted the Infested’s head and launched the whole monster sideways.

Left, meanwhile, twisted economically to the side to avoid the flying Infested, though his Dagger of Sath snapped out to catch the enemy as it flew by. After the briefest contact, blood sprayed in a shower and a severed arm soared into the air. Then the Infested collided with the stone wall of a nearby building.

Rock cracked from the impact, small chips of it falling to the ground, and blood gooped out from the stump just below the monster’s left shoulder. A health bar finally appeared above its head.

Still over seventy-five percent, even after losing an arm. Then again, that was our first real hit on it.

Sword still in hand, the Infested pushed itself to its feet as if its jaw wasn’t hanging lopsided and it wasn’t missing an arm. Like Picoli, small injuries weren’t going to stop it. Unlike with Picoli, Hiral wasn’t running away.

The Emperor’s Greatsword swung in at the Infested after a Rejection-powered lunge, enhanced by both Eloquent and Enraged, and though the Infested got its own sword up to parry, the multiplied weight of the greatsword crushed it back against the wall. Further cracks spread along the stone from where it was pressed, and the Infested’s lips curled back in an animalistic snarl. Small chunks fell from its health bar, the red chipping away, and Hiral pushed harder, reinforcing his forward momentum with twin cones of Rejection blasting behind him.

Back, back, back he pushed the Infested’s sword, until its own jagged, lightning-bolt blade dug into its chest. Goopy, almost mud-like blood leaked out along the wound, but then more solar energy flared along the tentacles. Lighting up even the leaking blood, power surged through the Infested’s body, and it slowly pushed back against Hiral’s greatsword.

“No, you don’t,” Hiral growled, tethering the sword’s gravity to the Infested itself and pouring solar energy into his weapon to multiply its weight time and again.

Somehow, that still wasn’t enough, as the Infested was pushing back against all the combined might with just one arm. One inch, two, three, four… The Infested continued to repel Hiral’s pressure, and Hiral’s eyes went to his quickly plummeting solar energy. Holding the monster in one place was draining his energy at an astronomical rate, but if he let it go at this point, how would they ever deal with its increased stats?

The answer came in the form of a window-sized black portal opening just above the Infested’s head.

“Hi,” Seeyela said, her top half stretching out of the portal-window. The Infested glanced up in time to see two fang-like daggers flash down and into its shoulders.

“Raaaaah!” it roared up at Seeyela, but the brief distraction weakened its push against Hiral, who redoubled his efforts to hold it in place.

Its sword once again forced against its chest, the Infested couldn’t do anything as Seeyela mercilessly needled her weapons over and over into the monster’s neck, shoulders, and—eventually—face.

The red health bar above its head dropped with every strike, then suddenly changed from red to a sickly green, falling like it’d sprung a leak.

“My time is up,” Seeyela said to Hiral, ducking back through the portal a split second before it snapped shut with a pop.

“Graaaah,” the Infested continued to snarl at Hiral, its head whipping side to side like it was trying to shake the pain off. Its blood leaked out a glowing green, obviously affected by the Ghost-Web Venom, and the health bar above dropped below twenty-five percent.

“Left,” Hiral called to his double, but suddenly the Infested’s arm went slack. Hiral pushed his blade—and the Infested’s—deep into the monster’s flesh.

What? his mind asked at the same time the tentacles ripped free from where they were wrapped and got sucked back inside the body, vanishing within the blink of an eye.

Hiral sensed movement down by the still monster’s gut, like something was crawling around inside. Then it pushed out, stretching against the flesh. Pulling. Forcing. Reaching…

Towards Hiral’s stomach.

Oh shi…

Left’s Dagger of Sath plunged into the tumorous mass on the Infested’s stomach, the flowing stream in the air racing in right behind it, and then stone cracked as the force exploded out the other side.

The whole body twitched as light flared within. Hiral felt a pair of arms wrap around his torso, yanking him away so strongly he left the Emperor’s Greatsword behind. He hit the ground at the same time something leapt on top of him, and then BOOOOOM!

Solar energy and heat washed over him and the things on top of him, the light blinding him even though he had his eyes closed. It was over in a second. Hiral blinked against the spots in his vision and gently shook his head, sensations and pain crawling up his legs like they’d been burned.

“Ouch,” he hissed.

“You… should… see… the other… guy,” Right wheezed, and Hiral’s sight cleared enough to see both his doubles pushing up off him, literal smoke wafting from their backs, the outsides of their arms little more than a burned crisp.

“Oh, no… I’ll…” he started, but Left shook his head with a sound like crackling paper, the burned skin on the back of his neck actually flaking off.

“Wait until… we’re… not… touching,” the double said, and both of them finally managed to fully extricate themselves before toppling to the sides.

As soon as they were free of Hiral, he mercifully undid his summons, dissolving their bodies into glowing smoke. Even though he’d lost the solar energy invested in them—and he barely had any of his own—he activated Foundational Split, and Left and Right peeled off from his sides to end up sitting beside him.

“You guys saved me again,” Hiral said, doing a quick lookover to make sure his doubles were once again uninjured.

“He exploded way worse than you usually do,” Right said, looking at the crater where the Infested had been. The whole side of the building was missing, and there was a solid chunk gone from the road too.

“I can see that,” Hiral muttered, running a hand over his face. “And Left, whatever was in it…”

“Wanted to be in you,” Left finished. “I don’t know how that would’ve worked in a dungeon, but I felt it wasn’t best to find out.”

“Agreed,” Hiral said, stretching out his senses for his connection to the Emperor’s Greatsword.

He found it embedded in the wall of a building across the street. Relief washed over him upon noting that the explosion hadn’t damaged the weapon, and he pushed himself to his feet, the burned skin of his legs radiating pain. Hopefully Wule can do something about that. Making sure nobody was between him and the blade, he pulled on it with his Rune of Attraction, then caught the hilt as it unerringly soared into his hand.

“We should’ve traded up sooner,” Seena said as she came over, the rest of the party and the researchers behind her.

“No, that was great,” Hiral said, though he couldn’t help but grimace a bit at the pain in his legs. “Gave me time to get Killing Spree stacked up nicely.”

“Did he even hit the Infested?” Right asked Left. “Pretty sure you, me, and Seeyela did all the damage.”

“I do remember something like that,” Left said.

“Hey, I set you all up to do that damage,” Hiral said, glaring at his doubles.

“Speaking of damage, maybe you should sit back down?” Wule suggested, pointing at Hiral’s legs.

“Hurts too much to move them, actually. Do you think you could…?”

“Sure, hold on a little longer,” Wule said, solar energy pulsing in the healer as a small flower grew out of the palm of his hand. As soon as the flower bloomed, it crumbled into dust, but refreshing warmth flowed through Hiral, taking the edge off the pain and easing the stiffness of his legs.

“Thanks,” he said, practically sighing in relief.

“Besides, it doesn’t matter who did the damage,” Nivian said. “We won, didn’t we?”

His question prompted a notification window in response.

Dynamic Quest Complete

You’ve successfully escorted all three researchers to safety and defeated the leader of the attack on the city.

Congratulations: Achievement unlocked – Know Your Enemy

You encountered and defeated an Infested—something few can say.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“Looks like that’s it,” Seena said. “Well done, everybody.”

“That Infested wasn’t so bad,” Hiral said.

“Because we softened it up for you,” Yanily said.

“Heh, thanks, Yanily,” Hiral said. “Seriously, though, it didn’t seem as strong as Picoli. Hey, Dr. Benza, did you say the Refined are more dangerous than the Ferals?” he asked, half-turning towards the researchers.

Except they weren’t there.

And neither were all the dead spider and monkey bodies from the battle.

“Huh?” Hiral said, turning in place while he looked for the missing researchers. He stopped when he saw the dungeon interface in the crater left by the exploding Infested.

“They’re gone?” Seeyela asked.

“So are all the bodies down the street,” Wule said. “And, maybe it’s the distance, but I don’t hear any of the monkeys anymore. Also, Hiral, stop moving!”

“Ah, sorry,” Hiral said. “I think we cleared…”

Of course he was interrupted by another notification window.

Wild Dungeon – The Buried City: Complete

New Record

Time: 1:42:17

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – On the Trail of the Lost

You have saved who you could in a dying city and learned secrets lost in time.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Time until Wild Dungeon – The Buried City instance closure: 59:43

“Loot time!” Yanily said excitedly.

“Then what?” Nivian asked, quickly sobering up the small grins that had started forming at the mention of loot.

“Then we find out if this will actually take us past the collapsed tunnel,” Seena said.

“Can we stay in here the full hour?” Hiral asked.

“I’d like some time to make sure everybody is in top shape… Hiral, for the last time, stop moving,” Wule scolded. “Then I need to recharge my solar energy.”

“And I’d like to get Left and Right to take a look around,” Hiral said. “They can scout without having to worry about coming back to us, and who knows what we might learn from this city?” He looked to his doubles. “Uh, assuming you guys are up to it.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Left said. “We’ll go as soon as you get your achievements.”

“In case you, you know, explode or something,” Right said with a grin.
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EVERYBODY LOVES LOOT


With his legs in better condition, thanks to Wule’s attention, Hiral followed the others over to the dungeon interface in the crater left by the exploding Infested.

“You know, I don’t think it’s as big as that one you made in The Mire,” Nivian said, looking at Hiral.

Hiral did his best to glare at the tank, but… objectively speaking, Nivian wasn’t wrong. The Infested’s explosion had been a lot of flash and heat, but not a lot of concussive force.

“Even his death beam made a bigger hole,” Yanily said, thumbing over his shoulder towards the long line of melted stone down the length of the street.

“I think he has a thing against roads,” Wule added. “Wasn’t The Mire incident on one too?”

“It’s an incident now?” Hiral asked.

“That’s how Nivian wrote it down in his journal,” Wule explained.

“Nivian has a journal?” Yanily asked.

“You read it!?” Nivian said, then quickly looked around. “Uh, I mean… I have no idea what you’re talking about…”

“Guys, interface,” Seena said. “We’re on a timer here, and Left and Right are waiting on us.”

“To make sure Hiral doesn’t explode,” Nivian said, apparently happy to change the subject, before looking at Hiral. “Uh… Hiral, this is usually the part where you say you’re not going to explode.”

Hiral scratched at the side of his nose. “I think I figured out another rune, but I haven’t spent enough time considering it to really understand it. After we get the achievements, I’m going to… you know…”

“Explode,” Nivian said, nodding. “Wonderful. Who has the honors this time?”

“Seeyela,” Hiral said immediately. “She basically did all the damage to the Infested with that amazing portal-window trick.”

“That okay with everyone?” Seeyela asked, and they all nodded to her and gestured to the interface. “Okay, then.” She slid down into the crater.

“Oh, good. Wasn’t sure if the floor was going to give out or not,” Wule said quietly, and Seeyela spared him a quick scowl before waving her hand over the dungeon interface.

All at once the city plunged into darkness, an unnatural silence like being at the bottom of a vast ocean coming with it. Through the massive hole in the ceiling, strange ribbons of light flashed and danced, quickly weaving their way in and along the ceiling until the party once again had enough light to see by. And, like always, there were six chests along the edge of the crater: five very small, simple chests, and a sixth, much larger and more ornate chest. Down beside the interface and Seeyela, a seventh larger chest had also appeared.

“Let me guess, the fancy one is for Hiral?” Yanily said, but Hiral was already shaking his head.

“No, this one here has my color on it,” he said, pointing to a small gemstone that matched the yellow of his status window.

“Oh? Really?” Yanily asked, practically running over to the larger chest and leaning down to look at the stone. “Maybe it’s just the light…”

“That’s Seeyela’s,” Seena said flatly. “This one here is yours.” She pointed to one of the little chests, barely bigger than a closed fist.

“You sure? Maybe I should just peek in and…” At the matching glares from the sisters, the spearman added, “Right, coming over there now.”

Hiral just shook his head at the usual antics, then crouched down and picked up the small box. It wasn’t nearly as ornate as the last two boxes he’d received, but to be fair, he hadn’t done as much in this dungeon. Oh, well. With a slight click, he flipped open the lid of the chest to reveal a simple-looking ring. A second of concentration brought up the ring’s information to his View ability.

(Lost) 1st Generation PIM Enhancement Ring

+3 to all stats.

One of the original attempts to modify and improve the PIM past basic functionality.

All were believed to have been lost.

“Plus three to all stats?” Hiral said to Left and Right, who stood beside him. “Even at D-Rank, that’s not bad at all. That’s almost five full levels’ worth of attributes.” He turned his attention to the rest of the group. “Did everybody else get the same thing?”

From the looks of things, four of the five had gotten another ring identical to his, with only Seeyela looking at something different.

In her hands was what looked like… a head. A white, carapace-covered head.

“Uh…” Yanily started, looking at Seeyela. “Did the loot gods give you the Lady’s decapitated head? That’s… generous…?”

Seeyela just rolled her eyes at the spearman. “It’s not a head…”

“Kind of looks like one, Sis,” Seena said.

“Helmet. It’s a helmet,” Seeyela said. “Part of a whole suit of armor. It’s A-Rank!” With this last detail, a touch of awe snuck into her voice.

“Seriously?” Nivian asked while everybody moved closer.

“Yes, it’s called the Armor of the Ghost-Web Matriarch,” Seeyela said.

“What’s it do?” Seena asked.

“Honestly, too much,” Seeyela said. “There’s a whole wall of text here, and I don’t think I can do some of it until I rank up. But, the big thing is camouflage. It’s white, like the Lady was, but it can change its color to blend in with a bit of solar energy.”

“Wow,” Wule said. “Between that and your portals, you might be able to play the role of scout.”

“Add in the party chat function, and yeah,” Hiral said. “That’s amazing.”

“Welcome to the cool-armor club,” Yanily said to Seeyela, pointing to his own hydra-scale armor he’d gotten from The Mire dungeon.

“I’ll politely decline the club invitation,” Seeyela said. “Anyway, it’ll take some time to figure out how to put all this on.” She looked into the chest, then stowed the helmet back in with the rest. “I’ll do that after achievements.”

“What’s in the big crate down there?” Wule asked, pointing at the last box that usually had some kind of communal items in it.

Nivian slid down into the crater and opened up the crate. “Looks like… some of that armor we saw those soldiers wearing? Maybe…” He dug around a bit inside the large box. “Maybe four sets of it, I think.”

“One for each of the rest of us,” Wule said.

“I don’t know if I see a point to it,” Seena said. “The armor didn’t do the soldiers much good.”

“And I don’t think it would be better than my bark armor,” Nivian added. “Did the dungeon miss the mark on this reward?”

“Maybe not,” Hiral said. “With my class skills, I might be able to improve the efficiency of the armor. And make it so it works with your bark armor, Nivian. Like the Rune of Attraction in your shield.”

“You have one of those runes in your shield?” Yanily asked.

“Yes, Yanily, we even talked about it before we left,” Nivian said. “And, Hiral, now that I got a chance to use it, I definitely notice a difference. Sometimes it feels like they’re trying to hit the shield.”

“Good,” Hiral said. “I’ll take a look at the armor to see what I can do with it before we leave. A Rune of Rejection or something in it might be all it takes to offer more protection. Or maybe just a Rune of Increase…?”

“Let’s do achievements before he gets going,” Seena said, pointing from Nivian to the interface.

“On it,” the tank said, waving his hand over the interface crystal.

Time Records

Achievement Rewards

Rank Evolution

Exit Dungeon

“Good luck, everyone,” Nivian said. “Achievement Rewards.”

“Achievement Rewards,” Hiral repeated along with everybody else, and a series of notification windows sprang up in front of him.

Achievement: The Best Defense…

Class Reward: Ability – (Lost) Echo Aura (self buff)

(Lost) Echo Aura (self buff) – When you successfully evade an attack, you have a chance to leave behind an exploding afterimage in your position.

Note: (Lost) Echo Aura (self buff) is a continuous effect requiring a constant, minor investment of solar energy, and a moderate investment for each explosion.

Note (2): Damage of explosions caused by (Lost) Echo Aura (self buff) is based on Atn.

Note (3): User of (Lost) Echo Aura (self buff) and party members are unaffected by explosions.

Note (4): Explosions. Explosions. Explosions. More explosions

Explosions? Of course it’s explosions. I’m never going to hear the end of this. And what the hell is up with note four? But, kind of a double-edged sword, depending on what the solar energy cost is. Will the damage be worth constantly streaming energy into it? Right will just love testing this with me.

Hiral sighed and closed the notification window. Really, it was a potentially great ability, but why couldn’t it be something other than explosions? After a small shake of his head, he turned his attention to the next achievement reward.

Achievement: A Lady’s Touch

Reward: Class Modification: (Lost) Solar Drain

(Lost) Solar Drain – Your abilities now also drain a small amount of solar energy when they do damage.

Note: Amount of solar energy drained based on Atn.

Hrm. For a fight against something like the Troblin Lord, that could’ve been very handy. Anything, really, that can take a lot of punishment. Not so great for something like the Infested we had so much trouble hitting in the first place. If Left and Right also gain this ability—which I think they should, based on the wording—that could add up really fast. I like it.

I wonder if “drain” means I get the solar energy? Only one way to find out: testing! Let’s see what’s next.

Hiral closed the window and let the next one pop up.

Achievement: Know Your Enemy

Class Reward: Class Modification – (Lost) PIM Upgrade – Party Interface – Member Status

(Lost) PIM Upgrade – Party Interface – Member Status – Party window now displays health bar, solar energy capacity bar, and buff/debuff notifications.

Wule is going to love this if he got it too, which he probably did. It’s going to make it so much easier to keep track of how everybody’s doing in a fight. Simple yet very useful. Next.

A thought closed the window to bring up the final achievement for the dungeon.

Achievement: On the Trail of the Lost

Reward: Class Modification: Seed of the Lost

Seed of the Lost – An inkling of potential towards unlocking an advanced (Lost) class.

Nurture it well so that it may grow.

Are Lost advanced classes better than normal advanced classes? We’ll need to ask Dr. Benza next time we get to a dungeon interface that has him. Too bad this dungeon-version of him didn’t stick around. Then again, wild dungeons wouldn’t have even existed then. Now. Whatever.

Hiral shook his head before he tried to consider the time implications of when and where he was. By the looks on the other party members’ faces, they’d done pretty well with their achievements.

“Get some good stuff?” he asked Seena.

“Oh, yeah,” she said. “I just… I just… Wow. Did you get the Party Interface upgrade too?”

“Health and solar bars? Yeah,” Hiral said. “Along with a defensive ability, a solar energy drain, and a Seed of the Lost.”

“Sounds like we all got the same kinds of things for the dungeon, then,” Nivian said, coming over to join Hiral and Seena with his brother. “Wule and I were comparing. The only difference was the kind of defensive ability we got. Mine reduces any damage I take by a percentage based on rank up to a certain limit. After that, I need to spend more solar energy to reactivate it.”

“While mine is a flat kind of energy shield that absorbs all the damage I would take. And,” Wule said with excitement in his eyes, “after the shield absorbs its maximum amount, it bursts for an area-of-effect party heal.”

“Nice,” Seena said. “Mine is the same as yours, except when it pops, it does area-of-effect fire damage.”

“What about you, Hiral?” Nivian asked.

Hiral hesitated, which caused everybody to raise an eyebrow, including Yanily and Seeyela once they joined. No avoiding it. “Explosions,” Hiral said with a sigh. “If I can dodge an attack, I’ll leave behind a double that explodes.”

Five heads turned towards Left and Right, and then the party of Growers took a step back.

“No!” Hiral said with exasperation. “Not them. They don’t explode.”

“Well, that’s reassuring,” Right said.

“You would tell us if we were going to explode, wouldn’t you?” Left said.

“Of course I would,” Hiral said, only to amend with, “Probably. And, before you ask, the explosions won’t affect any of you as long as you’re in my party.”

“So he says,” Yanily said out of the side of his mouth, which made everybody chuckle nervously.

“Just another reason to leave him on his own to fight,” Seena chuckled. “Sis, Yan, you two get defensive buffs too?”

“Oh, yeah,” Yanily said. “I got something that makes me harder to hit as long as I’m attacking. Pretty small solar energy cost too.”

“Considering attacking is kind of your job, that should be easy to use,” Hiral said.

“Sis?” Seena prompted.

“Gravity Shield,” Seeyela said.

“That kind of sounds like it would make you get hit more,” Yanily said.

“Heh, I know, right?” Seeyela said. “The opposite. Apparently, it pulls attacks away from me. Gets stronger with rank too.”

“So, we all got the same kind of thing this time around,” Seena said. “And they all seem pretty good. They have that Lost tag on them?” After everybody nodded, she continued. “We’ll spend some time exploring how useful the abilities are once we get out of here. Before that… Nivian, you got another achievement, didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” Nivian said. “I didn’t appreciate the achievement title, but the ability is pretty great. Reduced damage taken for every debuff on me.”

“That, combined with your new defensive buff, is going to make you a pretty good damage sponge,” Yanily said.

“Lucky me,” Nivian said flatly.

“Lucky us,” Seena said seriously.

“What about you, Seena?” Hiral asked. “You got something else too, right? Something about ashes?”

“Yes, and I’m not sure if it’s amazing or useless. I’m leaning towards amazing.” Her smile grew. “Anything living I kill with fire has a chance to be reborn from the ashes as a… a kind of servant? It doesn’t sound like it’s actually alive from the description, and it has a limited duration, but it’ll follow commands and fight for me.”

“So, if you’d had that when you killed the Lady of the Web…” Hiral prompted.

“Yes! I could’ve had a Mid-Boss as my… uh… pet? Kind of a pet, I guess.” Seena shrugged.

“Does it have the same power it did as while it was alive?” Seeyela asked.

“No, sadly,” Seena said. “But, should still be strong.”

“That and the fire shield…” Hiral started.

“Molten Shield,” Seena quickly corrected.

“Sorry, Molten Shield. Sounds like your abilities are starting to lean more into that fire aspect.”

“They are, but this From the Ashes thing reads like it’s tying in the cycle of life and rebirth from a forest. So, maybe it’s combining elements—no pun intended—from all my abilities? Ah, we can figure that out later. You have to explode so Left and Right can get moving.”

“It really worries me how casually you all talk about me exploding,” Hiral said flatly.

“Well, it really worries us how casually you explode,” Nivian countered.

“That’s fair,” Hiral admitted with a shrug. “I’ll just go over there to…”

“Explode,” Nivian finished for him.

“Whatever,” Hiral said, throwing up his hands.

“I’m going to go poke around a bit, see if we missed anything,” Yanily said.

“Don’t go far,” Seena said.

“Yessir, boss,” Yanily said, then jogged off, spear in hand.

“I’m going to get changed, then,” Seeyela said, gesturing from the chest of armor to a nearby doorway.

Hiral put aside the continued conversation and sat down a safe distance away in the middle of the road. What he’d done—and seen—during the early part of the battle against the spiders and monkeys was definitely related to runes. It was the same rune he’d seen engraved in the tunnel walls when they’d been approaching the city. Originally, he’d assumed it was something to do with hardness, or maybe strength.

But the way time had slowed and then suddenly sped up again meant it was something else entirely. One orientation of the rune must slow the degradation of the wall. It didn’t make it stronger, per se, but instead kept it stronger for a longer time. That would explain how Hiral had been able to almost pause time, giving him the chance to assess the situation and choose his targets. Likewise, a flip of the rune would do the opposite.

If that was engraved in the wall, it would speed up how quickly it broke down, possibly weakening it enough to crumble well before its time. Good thing the engraver didn’t get that wrong in the tunnel. In the battle, when the rune had flipped in front of Hiral’s vision, that’d sped up the cooldown of his RHCs, letting him fire off five shots in the same time he could normally do one. Sure, there’d been a longer cooldown after, but it was worth it for the burst potential.

As he ran the theory through his head, a pressure began to build. Small jolts like electric shocks ran down the back of his skull, across his shoulders, and then down his chest.

The two runes he was thinking about were each half of something even more complicated than the Gravity, Energy, and Separation runes already on him. They were part of a Time rune, and some small part of him screamed he wasn’t ready for that yet, so he left that train of thought for later and returned to the smaller, more focused aspects of it.

Speeding time up and slowing it down. Time contraction and time dilation.

As soon as the concepts solidified in Hiral’s mind, the double-helix pattern running along his body quickly flared, and he vaguely heard somebody say, “Ah, there he goes” before energy exploded out of him on both sides. A sphere of light formed around him, split down the middle by the conflicting forces at work. On his right, time seemed to race ahead, the ground rapidly decaying as it grew brittle and weak with age. On his left, motes of dust hung in the air, forever suspended and unmoving in the glowing light.

Another pulse of light from the double helix, and the twisting lines of script rose off Hiral’s skin, slowly rotating around him. As Hiral watched the moving sentences he couldn’t even read, he noticed small changes in the characters, then felt searing pain across his chest. He snapped his eyes down to look at the two new runes etching themselves into his skin on opposite sides of his Rune of Separation. Then the double helix snapped back into place, and there was one final pulse of energy.

Hiral dropped to the ground from his seated position, body tired like he’d just run a marathon and his solar energy completely depleted. But, looking at his status window, the two new runes were now added to his list. The Runes of Time Contraction and Time Dilation.

“Uh… Hiral, I know you don’t want to hear it… but…” Seena called to him, though her voice didn’t get any closer.

“Yeah,” Hiral said without sitting up. “Exploded. I know.”

“Kind of a bad one too,” Seena said. “Did you even see what you did to the road?”

“He really doesn’t like roads, does he?” Wule asked.

“I saw,” Hiral said. “Sorry. Left and Right?” Turning his head showed him his tattoo-covered arms.

“They poofed,” Nivian said. “Didn’t even look surprised this time.”

A quick check showed him back at five percent solar energy, so he activated Foundational Split, and just gave each double a measly one percent. It wouldn’t let them fight if they needed to, but the whole point was for them to go scouting and then dismiss themselves to return.

“You guys know what to do?” he asked as they stood up, then in turn helped him to his feet.

“We do,” Left said. “We’ll see you in… about fifty-two minutes.”

“Good luck,” Hiral said, and the two doubles jogged off into the city.

“If you sent them off, that means you’re done exploding?” Seena asked, inching closer.

“All done,” Hiral said. “And totally worth it.”

“Bet the road doesn’t feel that way,” Wule said with a smirk.
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About forty minutes later, Hiral sat against one of the building walls and put the fourth and final crystal chest-plate down. “All done,” he said. “Runes of Rejection in all of them, as well as tying some Runes of Increase to what I think are a kind of hardness rune. That should do it.” He then appraised the items until View kicked in.

Crystal Armor – D-Rank

Provides increased protection against E and D-Rank attacks, though it suffers diminishing effectiveness against C-Rank and higher attacks.

“And Nivian, like the Rune of Attraction I made for your shield, this should work with your bark armor, increasing your overall defense,” Hiral said.

“Damage sponge,” Yanily said as he finally returned from looking around, carrying a familiar lightning-bolt-shaped sword with him. “Look what I found. And check this out!”

With his spear in his other hand, he dropped into a fighting stance, then thrust the sword forward. All at once, the sword and his body both condensed, then shot forward in the form of a bolt of lightning to appear right in front of the rest of the startled party.

Yanily himself had wide eyes, small sparks of electricity crackling up his arm and across his body. If the man had had hair, it would’ve been standing on end, and he gave a visible shiver. A clang echoed faintly behind him—somehow his spear had been left behind by the movement ability—but Yanily just looked down at the sword.

“Huh,” he said distractedly, then simply handed the sword over to Hiral without another word and jogged back to his spear.

“Any idea what just happened?” Hiral asked out of the side of his mouth.

“Something other than Seena just made Yanily speechless,” Nivian said.

“Maybe because he left his spear behind?” Seena asked.

“I’m just glad it wasn’t his pants,” Wule said.

“What should we do with this?” Hiral asked, holding up the sword.

The hilt was long enough for two hands to hold comfortably—even though the Infested had mainly used it one-handed—and the blade itself was about three feet long. Shaped like a jagged lightning bolt, the smooth crystal had a somewhat yellow tint compared to the clearer crystal of his RHCs and the Emperor’s Greatsword. A few seconds of looking at the weapon brought up a window, courtesy of View.

(Lost) Stormstrike – A-Rank

Effects: Grants user access to Ability – Stormstep and Ability – Lightning Strike

Ability – Stormstep: Briefly become intangible lightning to dash in one direction. If an object or entity is struck before reaching destination, reform and inflict lightning damage based on Wis.

Ability – Lightning Strike: Release a lightning bolt in a straight line to inflict damage based on Wis.

“It’s got a Lost tag, like Seeyela’s daggers, so maybe we can take it with us?” Hiral said.

“Give Yanily dibs?” Nivian asked. “He found it, after all, and I don’t think I could use Infuriate with it anyway. No way we want Wule using it; he’d cut off his own hand.”

“Maybe a finger, at worst,” Wule said, glaring at his brother.

“Yanily, you want this?” Seena called over to the spearman, who’d picked his weapon back up and was performing slow, measured thrusts with it.

“No,” Yanily said evenly, like he was too busy to do anything more than give the one-word response.

“Don’t tell me he got inspiration from the sword’s ability, like against those Lizardmen?” Hiral asked the others. “He’s trying to force another ability evolution.”

“Yanily may act like an idiot sometimes…” Seena said quietly.

“Sometimes?” Wule asked.

“…but he’s got a knack for the spear,” Seena finished. “Honestly, if anybody can force ability evolutions, it’d be him. But that leaves us with the question of what to do with the sword.”

“Do you want it?” Hiral asked her, flipping the sword around and offering it to her hilt-first.

Seena lifted her hand as if to reach out for it, but she stopped halfway, and her face sort of scrunched up. “Apparently I don’t,” she said, as if she didn’t even understand what she was saying. “My gut is telling me not to take it… like it wouldn’t agree with me.”

“That fire-leaning Hiral brought up earlier?” Nivian asked.

“I think so, actually,” Seena said, literally stepping back from the sword. “Is that even possible?”

“It might be that Seed of the Lost,” Hiral offered. “Maybe it’s giving you a hint at one of those special advanced classes.”

“Then I think I’ll follow it,” Seena said. “That just leaves you, Hiral. You want it? I know it’s no Emperor’s Greatsword, but maybe it’ll be useful if you don’t have room to swing that beast around?”

Nivian pointed at the large gouges in the road from where Hiral had fought the Infested. “Don’t think he needs to worry about that.”

“He does if we’re the ones around him,” Seena corrected.

“Sure,” Hiral said. “I’ll just put it in the storage ring for now.” With that, he concentrated on the ring and absorbing the sword into it, but just as it was about to vanish, he felt an odd pulse on his upper back, then an echoing pulse from the Ring of Amin Thett.

“Something wrong?” Seena asked.

“I…” Hiral started, but he stopped when a white, carapace-clad figure stepped out from one of the buildings.

Wispy webs hung from the woman’s shoulders, like a short cloak, and eight red eyes glowed from the otherwise smooth face. Peeking out from her back, just above her waist, were the hilts of a pair of daggers. She turned her head to peer at the party.

“What do you think?” Seeyela asked from within the armor.

“Jeez,” Nivian said, letting out a breath. “I thought you were the Lady of the Web.”

“That’s kind of intense, Sis,” Seena said. “How do you even breathe in that? Or move? Or see?”

Seeyela bent her arm at the elbow a couple of times, then looked at Seena again. “I honestly have no idea how to answer any of those questions. The whole thing feels solid now that I’ve got it on, but it doesn’t restrict my movements at all. Breathing just like normal, and if anything, I can see better. It’s like my field of vision is wider. I think I can almost see behind me, but not quite.”

“Took you a while to get into,” Wule pointed out, and Seeyela chuckled.

“Not really. Just to figure out how to get it on. And I’ve been dressed for almost ten minutes, but I was playing with the camouflage features inside. Felt a weird gravity pulse, though, so I decided to come out.”

“Weird gravity…?” Seena asked, then looked at Hiral and narrowed her eyes.

“Stop looking at me like that—I’m not going to explode,” he said, turning his attention back to Seeyela. “You felt it too?”

“Yeah, what was it?” Seeyela asked.

“I’m not sure… but… do the rings use gravity?” he asked.

Seeyela nodded. “I think so. Like the portals. It’s not exactly the same, but the rings pull whatever we’re holding through a gravity portal and drop them somewhere else. I can’t tell if it’s actually some kind of sub-space inside the ring, or somewhere really far away. Either way, yeah, it uses gravity. Why?”

“Well,” Hiral said, but his attention was on the ring floating at his back.

Concentrating on the Ring of Amin Thett and the sword in his hand, he tried to push the Rune of Gravity into it like he had the Rune of Energy. Even without looking at the device, he could feel the immediate success. The rune formed in the empty space inside the ring, and then the sword in his hand turned into solid energy and rushed up over his shoulder to vanish within the circle of crystal.

“Did your… Did your floating ring of death just eat the sword?” Seena asked at the same time a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

The Arsenal of Amin Thett

The Ring of Amin Thett can store weapons of A-Rank or below within its interspatial storage for retrieval with a thought.

“It did,” Hiral said. “Like the Interspatial Rings, but only weapons, apparently. Not sure what good it will do…” He trailed off, thinking of Stormstrike again. A brief pulse of energy, and the sword emerged from the space within the floating ring to hang in the air beside Hiral.

All eyes stayed locked on the sword, as if waiting for it to drop the ground, but when it didn’t, Hiral reached for it. Oddly… the weapon moved away from him as he stretched his hand towards it.

“It… doesn’t seem to like you,” Wule pointed out.

Another reach with his hand, and again the sword moved away. That can’t be right. This time, like he did when he wanted the ring to move, Hiral thought about the sword coming to his hand instead of hanging passively in the air, and he deftly snatched the weapon. As soon as he had the hilt in his hand, the weight of the sword fell comfortably in his grip, and the hold of the ring faded.

“Must be a safety feature or something,” Hiral said. “So I don’t stab myself when I summon out a weapon.” With another thought of the Rune of Gravity, the sword got sucked back into the ring, and Hiral shrugged at the others. “I’ll figure it out later. We don’t have a lot of time before this dungeon ends, and we should make sure we exit instead of getting kicked out. Who knows? It might kick us back to the beginning instead of the end.”

Seena winced a little at the thought, then quickly nodded. “We’ve got about five minutes, then. Is that enough time to get this crystal armor on? I don’t see any straps or anything, so does that mean it sticks to us like your crystals do?”

“Hey… hey, Seeyela,” Yanily “whispered,” though it was loud enough to reach down the street, and the entire party looked at the spearman. “While they play with their crystals, come spar with me a bit. I wanna test something, and Right’s not around.”

Seeyela visibly sighed under her armor, but she looked at Seena instead of Yanily. “I’ll keep him entertained while you get ready. He won’t stop if somebody doesn’t pay attention to him.”

“Like a kid…” Seena muttered, but she nodded at her sister. Then, back to Hiral, “So, armor.”

“Like you said, a thread of solar energy will connect it to us,” Hiral said, demonstrating by lifting the chest-plate up to himself and feeding it some energy. Within a heartbeat, it molded comfortably to his chest, and even went completely clear where the Rune of Separation sat. “Huh,” he mumbled, but he handed chest pieces to the other three as they came over. “Chest first. It’s the heart of the armor, so to speak. Then the biceps and thighs.”

“That’s it?” Wule said. “Five pieces that don’t even cover everything. Is it really going to protect us?” Despite his questions, he quickly put the crystal plate on his chest. Unlike Hiral’s armor, which took on an orangish hue, Wule’s faded to an icy blue.

“They’re all different?” Seena asked, and Hiral glanced at her.

The armor had thinned and conformed to her shape, as opposed to staying a flat, board-like piece of crystal, and had taken on a red color with streaks of vibrant orange. Nivian, on the other hand, now wore a deep brown crystal—wider than the others to match his larger frame—that bore a texture similar to a tree’s bark.

“Somehow, they must detect an aspect of our solar energy, and mold to fit that?” Hiral said. “Seena’s is obviously fire-related, and Nivian’s is like his normal armor. Wule, is there more to your rod than you’re letting on?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Wule said, looking at the magical rod he had looped in his belt. Like a two-foot-long icicle, the matching color was obviously the source of where the armor was pulling its inspiration.

“Figure it out later,” Seena instructed. “Get your armor on.” She already had the arm-plates attached to her upper arms, and was now working on the thigh-plates.

Hiral quickly followed suit. The arms went on smoothly, and his thigh-plates actually merged with the side-pieces he used to house his RHCs. Just like that, they were one solid component, though he could tell instinctively that a thought would separate them if he needed. Also, as soon as the fifth and final armor segment was in place, he felt a sort of field come to life around him. Barely a hair’s breadth above his skin, it was little more than a tickle, but it would be strong enough to block—or at least dull—any attack that managed to land on him.

“I take it back,” Wule said, staring at his hand as he turned it over, back and forth, back and forth. “This is great. Thanks, Hiral.”

“Thank the dungeon,” Hiral said. “I just… improved on it a little.”

“Speaking of dungeons, it’s time for us to go,” Seena said. “Three minutes left on the timer, and I don’t want to risk waiting until the last second. Hey, Sis, Yanily, we’re leaving.” As she said this last remark, she waved at the other two and pointed towards the dungeon interface.

“What about Left and Right?” Yanily asked as the party gathered around the interface, and Hiral answered by cancelling his Foundational Split.

The glowing double-helix script wrapping his arms and legs quickly dimmed, then faded, his original tattoos and Meridian Lines emerging from deep within his skin to merge and join on the surface until they were once again complete.

“I’ll resummon them once we get out,” Hiral said. “Then, depending on what the situation is like out there, we can ask them what they found. I don’t know about you, but I’m really curious.”

“Let’s not keep you waiting, then,” Seena said, waving her hand over the dungeon interface’s crystal. “Exit Dungeon.”

As expected, a portal appeared.

“I can’t wait till I figure out how to do that,” Seeyela mumbled, her eight-eyed helm fixated on the portal like it held truths only she could see.

Hiral, however, was more concerned by what he saw through the portal: more dark tunnel.

“Do you really think it’s the other side?” he asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Seena said, tapping Nivian on the shoulder.

“Of course I’m going first,” Nivian deadpanned. “There’d better be a floor, or this is not going to be funny.”

“I’m sure your new defensive ability will protect you,” Seena said reassuringly.

Nivian gently shook his head, took a breath, and stepped through the portal.
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Hiral stepped out of the portal—and onto a solid floor—then spread out to the side of Nivian and Seena while activating Foundational Split. Left and Right peeled off of him, and he heard Wule and Seeyela follow out of the dungeon.

Much like when they’d gone in, they were in some kind of underground tunnel, glowing roots extending along the floors and the wall ahead of them. Unlike when they’d gone in, the collapsed tunnel was behind them, and they weren’t standing on a Disc of Passage.

“Didn’t fall into a bottomless pit,” Yanily said. “Good start.”

“This definitely isn’t where we went in,” Hiral said. “No disc and no dungeon interface.”

“Do you think it got us any closer to the D-Rank zone we were aiming for?” Nivian asked.

“Even if it didn’t, we’ve only got one direction we can take,” Seena said, pointing ahead. “Let’s get moving.”

Nivian started as soon as Seena tapped him on the shoulder, and the party moved at a steady pace.

“Floor is even,” Hiral said, examining the tunnel. “Walls look like worked stone too. Same runes from the city… Speaking of which, did anybody catch the name of the city we were just in?”

A few of the Growers around him shared glances, but they all shook their heads until every eye settled on Yanily—who was nodding.

“You know the name of the city?” Wule asked the spearman.

“We all do,” Yanily said.

“Oh, please don’t say the…” Seena started.

“The Buried City,” Yanily finished, and Seena facepalmed.

“He said it,” she said with a shake of her head. “Of course he said it.”

“That was the dungeon name, Yan,” Seeyela said.

“And who says it wasn’t also the city’s name?” Yanily asked back, straight-faced.

“I don’t think they… I mean, they wouldn’t… Why would they call it the buried city?” Seeyela asked.

“I dunno,” Yanily said with a shrug. “It wasn’t buried when we were in there, but they obviously weren’t very good at naming things.”

“He has a point,” Wule said. “They definitely weren’t good at naming things.”

“Do you… do you think we actually helped them name parts of the PIM and achievements?” Seena asked.

“I don’t,” Hiral said immediately. “I think that was just how the dungeon interpreted what we said. I admit, it was a bit more interactive than Dr. Benza’s image usually is, but we didn’t travel into the past. We were just inside a dungeon.”

“Are you sure?” Seena asked.

Hiral opened his mouth, paused, and then changed what he was automatically going to say. “I’m not, no. It couldn’t be, though, right?”

“I’d personally like to think we were instrumental to the creation of the PIM system, and that we can look forward to more creative names like the Lady of the Web,” Wule said. “We might even get a footnote, if we can find Dr. Benza’s report.”

“Only Hiral gets the footnote, apparently,” Seena said. “Dr. Benza liked him.”

“I bet that report could tell us so much more than Dr. Benza usually does,” Hiral half-growled. “Left, Right, did either of you find anything interesting when you went exploring?”

“After the battle with the Infested, it seems the dungeon completely emptied itself of the city’s previous inhabitants,” Left explained. “No people. No monsters. Nothing. Just empty buildings. Even the bodies of the monsters we’d defeated had vanished.”

“I was able to get really far, though,” Right added in. “All the way to the falling rain in the center of the city.”

“Was that safe?” Wule asked.

“I didn’t go until the timer was almost up, just in case,” Right explained. “Nothing worth talking about there, though. The collapsed ceiling had completely destroyed everything underneath. Besides that, I found what would be a pretty typical city core. Markets, shops, that kind of thing. I don’t know if the dungeons have any kind of limits, but it was all really detailed. I even ate an apple, and let me tell you, it was good.”

“Left, how about you?” Hiral asked. “Did you stop for a snack too?”

“I didn’t go any further than the Ghost-Web Spider area,” Left said. “I figured since Dr. Benza’s laboratory was there, there might be something else of interest.”

“And, was there?” Hiral prompted.

“Maybe,” Left said. “I came across a large crystal in the same building where we found Dr. Benza, and there were two things about it that caught my interest. The first was that it looked very similar to the type of crystal used in your greatsword.”

“You think I could’ve used it to repair my sword?” Hiral asked.

“Tough to say. It was a very large crystal, but you might have been able to use your Mold Crystal ability.”

“Guess we’ll never know, now,” Hiral said with a shake of his head. “And the second thing?”

“There was a monkey inside the crystal,” Left said. “A full-grown Bladed Frenzy Monkey, though I couldn’t View it. Still, I’m sure that’s what I saw. It looked like it was asleep.”

“How did a monkey get inside the crystal?” Wule asked. “Was it alive?”

“I don’t have an answer to either of those questions,” Left said.

“You sure it was a monkey?” Nivian asked from the front of the group without turning. “Didn’t you and Right both say all the other monsters were gone?”

“We did,” Left said. “So, I guess that means there were three strange things. It was definitely a monkey in the crystal.”

“I wonder what it was doing in there,” Hiral mumbled, but he couldn’t come up with a good answer to his question, so he filed it away for later. “Good work, both of you. Knowing more about the limits of the dungeons will help us for the next one we tackle.”

“Three more to get access to the next Asylum,” Seena reminded them. “And, if they’re anything like this wild dungeon was, they’re just going to get tougher and tougher. We’re lucky we have the extra firepower of Left and Right, but these new abilities we just got should help out too. We can’t practice much with them while moving, but I do want to talk about them. Here’s what I’m thinking about how we can use them…” Her proposals became the main focus while the group walked.

Time passed oddly in the seemingly unending tunnel, so long and unchanging Hiral actually unsummoned Left and Right again so they could rest. Minutes turned to hours, but it was impossible to tell how many of those passed until, finally, something about the air changed.

The group had exhaustively discussed plans for using Seeyela’s new abilities, among other things, and had dropped into a tired silence after that. The stale, still air had become another constant along with the darkness and softly glowing roots, so when something moved across Hiral’s skin, he almost didn’t notice it at first. But then, there it was again. Just barely noticeable, like the last dying breath of a corpse, and Hiral stopped immediately.

When the others looked at him in question, he held up his hand for them to wait, his fingers spread so he could… Yes! A gentle touch on the tips of his fingers. “There’s a breeze,” he said. “We must be getting close to an exit, or at least a hole.”

“Finally,” Yanily said. “I was not meant to be underground.”

“Getting close to an exit means getting closer to something that wants to see us dead,” Seeyela reminded them.

“The Enemy,” Hiral said, taking a deep breath in through his nose. “The smell is changing too. I’d bet it’s rain.”

“Here’s the plan,” Seena said. “We’ll find the exit and see what it looks like out there, then we’ll backtrack into the tunnel here and set up camp. I want us all to get a good rest before we go out there.”

“I’ll ask Left to scout around while we sleep,” Hiral said.

“Too dangerous,” Seena said with a shake of her head.

“Not anymore,” Hiral countered. “When I got the new runes, Left got access to the Way of Shadow tattoo.” He tapped his chest-plate over where the tattoo would be. “It’s… not a popular tattoo since it requires darkness to work, but my parents wanted me prepared for anything. Anyway, at D-Rank it’ll give him limited control over darkness, and the ability to move through it. In shadows, he’ll be almost invisible, and much faster.”

“Hah, a sneaky ability!” Wule said, pointing at Seena. “I knew there had to be one.”

“Anything we can learn before we go out there reduces the risk,” Seeyela said to her sister, ignoring Wule’s comment.

“It does,” Seena agreed. “Okay. We’ll do that. First, though, let’s see what we can see with our own eyes.”

With a basic plan in place, the group continued down the tunnel. Despite the slight breeze across Hiral’s skin, it still took what felt like hours—though it was probably only one—before they found a wide, carved staircase leading out of the tunnel.

From the bottom of the stairs, Hiral looked up the incline—there were hundreds of steps—and saw the steady downpour of rain falling in the soft light from the glowing roots.

“That’s… a lot of stairs,” Yanily said.

“I’m going up,” Hiral said.

“We’re all going up,” Seena said, looking pointedly at Yanily.

“Fiiiiiiiine,” the spearman said, and the whole group started up, easily fitting side-by-side on the wide steps.

With their D-Rank End, they made it to the top with little trouble, and Hiral’s eyes widened as he looked out through the wide archway.

Obviously constructed in a similar fashion to the smaller dungeon archways, some kind of enchantment prevented the rain from getting inside, but that wasn’t what took Hiral’s breath away. Instead of a forest or maybe mountain scene ahead of him, a massive city sprawled out and up. Buildings towered into the rain, hundreds of feet tall, the glowing roots crawling up them and circling empty windows as big as some houses.

The light given off by the glowing plants was different than what he’d seen before, more soft blues and greens than the yellows, oranges, and reds from the E-Rank zone they’d been in. More than that, the plants were thinner as well, like bushes left too long without water, with few leaves and more stretching vines. It was different, yes, but no less beautiful in its own way.

Lightning flashed in the distance, illuminating hundreds—no, thousands—more buildings down the wide street ahead of him. Cobblestones the size of wagon wheels formed a perfectly level street, the constant water from the rain running into some kind of drainage system at the sides, with ornate filigree and carvings climbing the walls beside the glowing plants. The doorways at ground level stood around ten feet tall, but the higher up he looked, the taller each floor got.

And, the most striking part of all of it…

It was empty.
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YANILY VS. THE STEW…?


Hiral sat against the wall of the tunnel, hundreds of feet back from the staircase leading up to the empty city. Left had gone to scout ahead, vanishing as he activated the Way of Shadow, while the others had backtracked to get some rest. Seena had pushed them well beyond the foot of the stairs, in case anything noticed them and could enter the tunnel, and they’d since set up their tents.

A look at his status window showed the experience they’d gained in the dungeon had finally been applied after they’d exited, with it pushing him all the way to level 4. A few quick stat point distributions—along with the new ring—put a smile on his face.

Attributes

Strength (Str)—18 (3) = 21

Endurance (End)—18 (3) = 21

Dexterity (Dex)—20 (3+38) = 69

Intelligence (Int)—18 (3) = 21

Wisdom (Wis)—18 (3) = 21

Attunement (Atn)—19 (3+38) = 60

Getting 3 free points to all his stats, including the ones he’d been ignoring, was a huge boon. It was like getting more than four extra levels at D-Rank. Even better, his doubles somehow had copies of the rings when they split off, giving each of them the 3 extra points per stat too. Right and Left couldn’t take those rings off, and the accessories dissolved into solar energy like they did if they got unsummoned.

For his part, Hiral had decided to put his free points into Dex and Atn, like his forced points, to really lean on that strength, though he was starting to become a bit unbalanced. He didn’t need to worry much about Str when it came to damage, with his RHCs and Ring of Amin Thett based on Dex and Atn. The Emperor’s Greatsword took care of its own damage with the gravity manipulation, and if he really needed to, he could always use Runes of Impact to add some punch to his blows.

Int and Wis would likely help him be a bit smarter—obviously—but the Growers already had the Wis side of things covered, and frankly, he could just leave anything Int-based up to Left. His only real worry was his End. He couldn’t take much punishment with his End still basically in E-Rank. Yes, reaching D-Rank had naturally toughened up his body in a way not reflected in his stats, but it wouldn’t amount to much if another D-Rank caught up to him.

The crystal armor he wore would help, but should he put some points into End in the coming levels? It might be a good idea, but the focus on Dex and Atn held a certain appeal. The way they boosted his reflexes and reaction time blended so well with all the years of training he’d put in. Those two stats, more than anything else, let him push all that training to the limit.

And that feeling of pushing his limits—of pushing past them—was addictive.

He’d have to talk to Left and Right about it, get their opinions. For now, though, he smiled again at the stats and closed the window. With that done, he took a look at the others to see how they were doing.

Nivian sat in the middle of the tunnel with his brother, slowly stirring a pot of stew he’d pulled from his Interspatial Ring. Though the ring had prevented the pot from spilling its contents and keeping it fresh, it oddly didn’t keep its temperature, so Nivian was slowly reheating it for dinner.

“The stew is a good choice,” Seena said, coming over to sit down beside Hiral when she saw him watching Nivian. “Warm food, plus I think it gives a buff to endurance, critical hit chance, and crit damage. He’s been playing with the recipe a bit.”

“He seems to really enjoy cooking,” Hiral said.

“He does. Don’t tell him I told you this, but their mother died down here on the surface just before they were old enough to start coming down with her.” Seena nodded towards the twins. “Ruela—that was his mother’s name—used to cook with Nivian. Taught him how. As you can probably guess, Wule just sat around and threw jibes at his brother, but it was a happy time for them. I think cooking like this, Nivian doing the work and Wule sitting with him, reminds them of that.”

“I’m sorry to hear about their mother,” Hiral said. “Is it common for children to come down with their parents?”

“The first few times, yeah,” Seena said. “Seeyela came down with our parents first, then a few years later when I was old enough.”

“A few years?” Hiral asked, looking from Seena to her sister, who was once again sparring with Yanily, Right lounging nearby. “I thought you two were only a year or two apart?”

Seena raised an eyebrow and slowly turned her head so she was scowling directly at Hiral. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted or flattered by that. Seeyela is five years older than me. She was my age when she had Favela.”

“I see,” Hiral said. “And how old were you when you first came down to the surface?”

“Fourteen. I already had a few levels by then from training up on the islands, but as you probably noticed, the trip down takes a certain amount of physicality. We don’t throw our kids off the islands too young.” She chuckled. “Usually.”

“So… Favela… She’s kind of a prodigy, then?” Hiral joked.

“My niece falling off the island falls under that not usually category,” Seena said, then leaned her head back against the wall. “I can’t believe it’s really only been a few weeks since all that happened.”

“Since I threw myself off the island?” Hiral said, thinking back to the panic-filled flight—fall—from the island before he’d even had a class. “If you think about it, though, if Favela hadn’t fallen… we wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have come down with you in the first place, and…” He trailed off, thoughts quickly turning darker. “Lonil, Vix, Fitch, Balyo, Picoli… They’d all still be…”

Seena patted his knee. “We might not have ever found Seeyela and the others. And even if we did, against those Shapers, what would we have done on our own? If Favela didn’t fall—if you didn’t jump off and save her—no, we wouldn’t be here, but all of us might be dead.” She gestured at the rest of the party. “And we never would’ve found a way into the dungeons, or learned about the threat to Fallen Reach.

“Look, don’t dwell too much on what could’ve been. It won’t be. This is it. Yes, things would be different, but that doesn’t mean they’d be better. Focus on what’s ahead. On what we still need to do, not what we could’ve done.”

“On saving Fallen Reach?” Hiral asked.

“Exactly. We may not know what the threat is, but the fact we know there’s a threat at all is more than anybody on the islands has. It’s up to us.”

Hiral couldn’t help but chuckle. “The Everfail, Fallen Reach’s only hope? You’d get laughed off the island for saying that.”

But Seena wasn’t laughing, and she punched him none too gently in the thigh. “Are you still thinking of yourself like that? I thought we got past it.”

“Old habits,” Hiral sighed. “When I think about it, I know I’m not that person anymore.”

“You never were,” Seena said.

“You didn’t know me then.”

“I didn’t need to. I think we’ve been… through some stuff… together. I’ve seen the real you more than any of them did.” She pointed one finger up as if the islands were passing overhead.

“Some stuff?” Hiral asked, smiling. “Yeah, we’ve been through some stuff.”

“Exactly. Even before you had your class. Look, Hiral, I’m not trying to nag you. And I’m sorry I punched you. I know it’s not easy to change how you think so quickly, but I’ll keep telling you the same thing as many times as I need to until you accept it. And if you need to talk about it, I’m here. We’re here.” Once again, she nodded towards the others.

“Thanks, Seena,” Hiral said. “I don’t think I’ve said it, but I’ve never really had something like this. Other than my family, I mean. You guys all mean a lot to me. The way you’ve taken me in. I really can’t thank you enough.”

“We needed a sixth party member to fill the group,” she said straight-faced. She even managed to hold it for a few seconds before her lips cracked into a smile. “Sorry, couldn’t help it.”

Hiral shook his head, but he was smiling too. “Don’t blame you. I set myself up for that.”

“You did. But, seriously, we’re all family in this party now. After everything we’ve been through.”

“Some stuff,” Hiral agreed.

“Yeah. Some stuff. And not just Nivian and Wule, or me and Seeyela.”

“Oh, please don’t brother me up with Yanily,” Hiral said, practically pleading, and Seena chuckled again.

“He’s not that bad.”

“No, he’s not, really,” Hiral admitted. “Except at whatever he’s trying to do now. It doesn’t look like he’s making any progress at all.”

“It doesn’t, does it?” Seena agreed as Seeyela and Yanily once again backed up after a quick exchange. Raising her voice, she called, “Hey, Yan, what are you even trying to do?”

The two sparring Growers didn’t pause what they were doing. Yanily held his spear up horizontally, then thrust it forward in one strong motion with a shouted “Yah!” Seeyela, for her part, brought up her paired fang daggers as if to block something… except nothing really happened.

“He’s trying to copy that lightning-bolt charge he did with the sword,” Right answered for the spearman. “Says he felt something when it happened, so he’s been trying different kinds of thrust attacks to make it work.”

“That last one was like what Balyo used when she charged up her spear,” Yanily said, finally dropping out of his fighting stance and resting the spear-butt on the ground. “The technique is like a word at the tip of my tongue. I know it’s there, I can practically taste it, but I can’t quite get it out.”

Hiral looked from Yanily to Seena, then to Right, and back to Yanily. “Because you’re trying the wrong thing?”

“What do you mean?” Yanily asked. “With the sword, I kind of went… yah!” He thrust one arm out. “Then I was all zzzaaap.” He made a wiggly gesture with his hand and hopped forward.

“Exactly,” Hiral said. “The sword used a movement ability, not an attack. All I’ve seen you do for the last hour is thrust. Instead of trying to copy it with an attack, why don’t you try to merge it with a movement technique of your own?”

“I don’t have any movement techniques, unless you mean Nivian dragging me up with his Swarm Tactics,” Yanily said.

“Should we try that?” Nivian asked from where he sat beside the steaming pot.

Even from a distance, the smell reached Hiral’s nose, and his stomach growled quietly.

“Are you sure you don’t have a movement ability?” Hiral asked, and Yanily paused. “Maybe one that’s not quite a technique at all yet? Something you’ve… improvised?”

Yanily’s eyes narrowed as he scratched his head, but Right seemed to catch on pretty quickly. “Of course, why didn’t I think of that?” the double asked.

“Why didn’t you think of what?” Yanily asked the double, only to see the man pointing down at his feet. As soon as Yanily’s eyes settled on his own boots, his eyes widened. “Could that work?” he asked quietly. Rather than waiting for anybody to respond, he immediately dropped back down into a fighting stance.

This time, instead of looking at Seeyela, he focused on a section of floor off to her side, then began slowly spinning his spear in his hands. Around and around the weapon went, Yanily’s concentration deepening with each sweeping swing. Faster with each rotation, the spear became a blur, the relative quiet of the cave broken by what sounded like the rumble of distant thunder. Thunder coming from Yanily’s spear.

Then he began adding his solar energy in a slow, steady stream, as if he were dipping his toes in unknown water. Electricity sparked on the edge of his glyph-etched spear-blade with the first touch of energy, and then Yanily snapped his back foot forward while whipping the spear in an arching uppercut. Feeding a powerful pulse of solar energy in at the same time, the spear—and Yanily—suddenly transformed into a bolt of bright lightning and shot towards the ceiling. Within less than the blink of an eye, the lighting bolt struck the ceiling and then ricocheted off, slamming back to the ground in an explosive shockwave of power that threw aside the tents and revealed Yanily with his spear driven a foot into the solid stone.

Powerful arcs of lightning crawled along his body and crackled in the air around him, while a smell like the one preceding a crisp rain tickled Hiral’s nose. Yanily stood in the center of a ten-foot-diameter circle of sparking energy for several long seconds before he finally moved, pulling the spear from the ground, and the lightning coursing along his body faded away.

Seeyela, off to the side, looked from the charred ground and the missing chunk in the road to her two daggers. “That is what you were trying to do to me!?” she asked, voice cracking.

“You did it, Yanily!” Hiral cheered.

“Yes… yes, he certainly did,” Nivian said, voice cold like a winter storm, and Hiral looked over to see the stew pot on its side.

And most of the pot’s contents running down Nivian’s face and chest.

“And there go those buffs,” Seena said as Yanily took a step back from the tank rising to his feet.
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BREAKTHROUGH!


After a few very tense and awkward minutes where Yanily simultaneously apologized, begged, wiped down Nivian’s face, and tried to run away, the spearman sat contritely on his knees in front of the tank.

Nivian, for his part, had his three-lashed whip out, pulled tight between his two hands while the small mouths writhed and snapped in Yanily’s direction. “Punishment,” Nivian said flatly, as if pronouncing absolute judgement.

“Now, now, Nivian,” Seena said, gently putting her hand on his shoulder.

“Oh, no, she gave him the shoulder tap—it’s over for Yanily,” Right said beside Hiral, and Nivian started forward while Yanily whimpered.

Seena caught Nivian’s elbow with her hand and tersely said to everybody present, “That was not the shoulder tap. It was the reassuring comfort of a friend.”

“Looked like the shoulder tap to me,” Yanily said.

“It wasn’t the…” Seena started, then blew out a breath. “Nivian, Yanily didn’t mean it, did you, Yan?”

“No! I’m so sorry I knocked over your soup. I’d offer to cook to make up for it…”

Wule physically stepped between Nivian and the spearman. “Don’t even joke about that. That’s almost as bad as Seena offering to…” He trailed off, noticing how close the party leader was to him. “Maybe you should just kill us both now,” he said calmly to Nivian. “It’ll hurt less.”

“Time to find out how my From the Ashes ability works,” Seena said, cracking her knuckles, and now it was Wule’s turn to whimper.

“Yanily, did you learn a new skill?” Hiral interrupted to hopefully save at least one life.

“Not just that,” Yanily said, making a small gesture, and a green notification window appeared in front of the party.

Congratulations! Breakthrough!

Through a combination of your own imagination and the Seed of the Lost, you’ve forged a new path for yourself, should you choose to follow it.

Advanced Class: Stormstrider – Unlocked

Do you wish to evolve your current class to Advanced Class: Stormstrider?

Yes / No

Note: Some abilities will remain the same while others will evolve along with the class.

Note (2): Current attributes will remain unchanged, but class attributes and bonuses will evolve with class.

Everybody stared at the notification window, stunned, until Nivian gently shoved his brother out of the way and stepped forward to loom over the spearman. Yanily nervously looked up, up, up until he found the face of the tank staring down at him.

The smiling face.

“Congratulations, Yanily,” Nivian said, reaching down and helping Yanily to his feet. “That’s amazing!” Then he hugged the other man, pulling him close to his stew-covered chest. “But, if you ever spill my stew again—or call it soup—not even a class evolution will save you. Are we clear?”

“Crystal,” Yanily gulped, stepping away when Nivian backed up. He didn’t even bother to look down at the stew on his hydra-scale armor.

“Are you going to take the class evolution?” Seeyela asked when it looked like nobody was going to die immediately.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Yanily asked.

“Because you haven’t taken it yet,” Seena offered.

Yanily looked at Nivian. “Something else important came up,” he said with only a small gulp.

Seena waved a hand like it hardly mattered. “That’s all taken care of. Let’s see what this class-evolution business is all about.”

“For once I’m not going first,” Nivian said, his whip gone, and crossed his arms.

“Remember, I can’t heal heart attacks,” Wule said to Yanily.

“You think that could happen?” Yanily asked.

“Hiral explodes practically on the daily,” Wule said. “Anything’s possible.”

“Maybe I should wait until one of you gets a class evolution. I’m sure it’ll be any day now, and I don’t want to steal your thunder…”

“Says the guy with the Stormstrider class path?” Hiral asked, shaking his head.

“Yan, if you don’t hit Yes on that window in the next five seconds, I’m going to ask Nivian to do it for you,” Seena said.

“Yanily,” Hiral said before the spearman could object again, “if you have an evolved class, we can finally find out what’s threatening Fallen Reach. As soon as we clear the next dungeon, we can ask Dr. Benza. Maybe even when we find the dungeon interface.”

“I know… I just…” Yanily started, but he turned to look at his spear, his thumb rubbing up and down along the haft of the weapon where small sparks still lingered.

“Ah,” Hiral said, the pieces clicking for Yanily’s hesitancy. “It reminds you of Balyo, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Yanily said, still staring at the spear. “It should’ve been her who got this class. She had that lightning spear, and despite what we found in the rain, she was always fascinated by the distant storms.”

“Maybe that’s why you got this class option,” Seeyela said, her helm off now. She put an arm around Yanily’s shoulders. “To keep her memory fresh, and to carry on her path.”

“I wouldn’t put it past the PIM system,” Hiral said. “It seems to know what we want… what we need… and this could be what you need. More than just any evolved class, you need this class.”

“I don’t know if I’m good enough for it, though,” Yanily said, only to continue in classic Yanily fashion, “I mean, of course I’m good enough with a spear. Obviously. But, am I… worthy of it? Would she be okay if I took this class in her place?”

Seeyela squeezed Yanily closer around the shoulder. “You know she would. You knew her better than any of us, and despite her hard edges, she always looked up to you.”

“I was taller,” Yanily said simply.

Seeyela’s free hand punched Yanily in the gut, but it wasn’t anything more than a symbolic gesture. “Stop being so dense. If she was here right now, she’d be telling you the same thing we are. Go on, hit yes… after I step back.”

“You’re sure…?” Yanily asked.

“Yes,” everybody else said at the same time, and Yanily took a deep breath while Seeyela quick-stepped away.

“Here goes,” Yanily said, tapping the Yes on the notification window.

The green window in front of him flickered. Then the edges frayed away, the whole thing unraveling into arcing electricity that jumped to the ground. The energy ran a track along the stone floor in a perfect circle around Yanily until the notification window completely vanished, and then the electricity faded as well.

“Is that it?” Seena asked several quiet seconds later.

FWOOOOSH! A pillar of lightning four feet wide burst up from the ground under Yanily’s feet, completely obscuring him, before crashing to the ceiling, sending bolts of electricity zapping out in all directions along the stone.

Hiral took a step back, vision scarred by the afterimage of the lightning bolt, and covered his eyes. Rubbing with the heels of his hands, he worked on seeing anything beyond the blinding white, but when he looked at Yanily and blinked, he couldn’t tell if it was the afterimage he was seeing, or something real.

The spearman stood holding his spear in the center of the lightning, and his body had grown completely transparent—like it had when he’d reached D-Rank. But, instead of the root system Hiral had seen in all the Growers spreading through his body, there were more chains of lightning bolts stretching from his core and into his appendages.

The bolts flickered and stretched, reaching further for Yanily’s fingertips and toes, and solar energy pulsed outward in waves. Another bright flash forced Hiral’s eyes closed again, and he took a step back. When he opened his eyelids again, the annoying afterimage had faded like it’d never been there, and Yanily stood in the center of a scorched circle on the floor.

Electricity rippled along his body from head to toe, the air snapping and popping occasionally, and when he looked up, his irises glowed a luminescent white. Then he smiled.

“Exploding isn’t so bad,” Yanily said. “Tiring, though.” He dropped right down to a seated position.

“Wule, give him a quick check,” Seena said, and the healer moved ahead to inspect Yanily. “How are you feeling?”

“Other than completely drained of solar energy,” Yanily said, holding up his hand where lightning sparked between his fingers, “pretty good. Looks like I get two extra attribute points per level now, and a couple of my abilities evolved—I even have an official jump ability now! What’s it called…? Ah, there it is. Skyfall. Sounds pretty dramatic, but it’s still the same two-part attack I was working on.”

“Two extra points per level is pretty amazing,” Hiral said. “I wonder if all evolved classes get that? Are the points retroactive?”

“They are, but only for this rank,” Yanily said. “I’ve got ten I can spend now, so they are all free points. Looks like my core stats are still the same too. Straight progression. I can’t wait to test all these abilities out, but first, I think I need sleep. Do I check out okay, Wule?”

“You’re fine,” Wule said. “Minor effects from solar energy depletion, but it seems like that’s a common side effect of exploding.”

“You’re using me as your baseline for comparison, aren’t you?” Hiral asked.

“You’re the only one who explodes enough for a baseline,” Wule answered smoothly before returning his focus to Yanily. “A few hours’ rest and you should be back to normal.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Hiral said, the tattoos on the left side of his body rising from his skin. “Looks like Left finished his scouting.”

“Or something finished it for him,” Seena said.

“Also possible,” Hiral said, activating Foundational Split.

As soon as the double appeared beside Hiral, Left put his hand to his left bicep and shaped the Banner of Courage. The familiar dome of golden light surrounded the party, and Left maintained his grip on it to prevent the timer from starting. “Congratulations on your class evolution,” Left said.

“Thanks,” Yanily replied, literally crawling over towards his tent and sleeping bag. “Thanks for the banner too. That’ll help my solar energy… recover… much… fas…” And then he was asleep, only his top half even inside the tent.

“That’s a talent,” Seena said flatly, turning from the unconscious, newly evolved Stormstrider to Left. “What did you find?”

“Death,” Left said, then shook his head. “Sorry, undeath would be more appropriate.”

“Undeath?” Nivian asked. “Isn’t that just being alive?”

“You’re sure?” Hiral asked more seriously.

“I’m afraid so,” Left said.

“That’s not good news. How strong?” Hiral asked, the Growers sharing confused looks.

“Most of what I saw was D-Rank, but there were A-Rank giants patrolling areas of the city,” Left said. “And this city, I believe, is the Lizardman city we saw within The Mire, or one like it.”

“Whoa, okay, slow down,” Seena said, holding up her hands. “We’re getting a little out of control here. Let’s start at the beginning. What’s an undeath?”

“Undeath is a state, like living,” Hiral said. “We call the creatures undead.” He was still trying to wrap his brain around the things Left had told him.

“Great, thanks for explaining that,” Seena said flatly. “Still doesn’t tell me what an undead is.”

“It’s something that’s dead, but still… sort of alive again. Like an animated skeleton, which is the most basic kind of undead, though there are things like ghouls, zombies, ghosts, spectres, and… worse.”

“How do you know so much about these undead?” Seena asked.

“My knowledge doesn’t go much further than this. I just came across them briefly in a book about one of my tattoos: the Way of Light. It’s supposed to be particularly effective against undead, and there were a few paragraphs talking about them there. One thing the entry emphasized was the undead are difficult to kill. Or, kill again, I guess, since they don’t feel pain and don’t have any vital organs. Chop an arm off, for example, and they’ll keep going like nothing happened.

“I honestly thought they were… made up? Hardly anybody gets the Way of Light, but it has some niche uses, one of which is purifying solar energy. That is supposed to hurt undead quite a bit. But, maybe Left can tell us more? You said something about giants and The Mire?”

“The undead are definitely not made up,” Left said. “I mainly saw animated skeletons and zombies—a zombie is just an animated dead body that still has its meat on it.”

“Lovely,” Seena said.

“Both of those types of undead were Lizardmen, the same kind we fought in The Mire,” Left said. “The further I went into the city, the more I saw.”

“How big is the city, do you think?” Hiral asked.

“Compared to the map Dr. Benza showed us back in the Asylum, it’s the entire D-Rank zone,” Left said.

“So, the monsters we have to deal with here aren’t Troblins or snakes, but instead undead Lizardmen?” Hiral asked, and Left nodded. “What about the giants?”

“They were something… different,” Left said. “I was able to use View on one, and it was called a Shambling Graveyard. I didn’t get too close, because it was A-Rank, but it looked to be made up of dozens, maybe hundreds of Lizardman bodies.”

“How many of those did you see?” Seena asked. “No way we can deal with an A-Rank.”

“I saw three,” Left said. “They shouldn’t be too difficult to avoid. Only one crossed the path leading to the dungeon. The other two patrolled off to the sides, similar to how we saw monsters behaving in some of the dungeons. Like they had a set route they followed.”

“Did you make it to the dungeon?” Hiral asked.

“I believe I spotted where the first one is, yes,” Left said. “Up on the seventh floor of one of the taller buildings about a mile from the tunnel exit.”

“That’s not bad,” Nivian said. “We can do a mile in minutes if we need to.”

“Only if we go there in a straight line, and I wouldn’t suggest that,” Left said.

“Why not?” Wule asked.

“Because this was a very populated city at one point, and there is some kind of market directly between us and the dungeon,” Left explained. “There were hundreds of the undead in some kind of torpor. Maybe thousands.”

“Torpor? They were asleep?” Seeyela asked. “Couldn’t we sneak past? We can tie Yanily’s mouth closed if we need to.”

“It won’t work. Even when I was merged with the darkness, thanks to the Way of Shadows, any undead I passed stirred, like they could sense me. If we all tried to pass that many of them, at least some would wake up.”

“And a fight would probably wake more up,” Hiral figured. “You wouldn’t be back here if you didn’t have a plan, though. What is it?”

“I scouted out a secondary route we can take,” Left said. “We won’t be able to avoid all combat, but we can skirt the largest hordes. It’ll take us a lot longer than going straight, but it should be safer.”

“Should be?” Hiral asked.

“The hordes seem to avoid where the Shambling Graveyards patrol,” Left said.

“Wait, you want us to avoid the D-Rank monsters so we can follow the same routes as the A-Rank ones?” Seena asked.

“Yes and no,” Left said. “The giants don’t move quickly, and there aren’t many of them. We move along a path that touches their patrol routes when they aren’t there. To be careful, we won’t travel on the roads like they do, but through the buildings beside them. I saw only the occasional undead in those buildings, so we should be able to handle them without much trouble.”

“Boss?” Nivian said to Seena.

“We’ll take Left’s route,” she said. “There’s risk either way, but he hasn’t steered us wrong yet. Once everybody is back at full strength, it’s time to get moving.”
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UNDEAD INTRODUCTION


With Left maintaining his Banner of Courage, the group was ready to go within a few hours. Even the bottomed-out Yanily was at full solar energy. After stowing supplies back in their Interspatial Rings, the group had moved down the tunnel quickly, up the stairs, and then finally out into the city. Like when he’d passed through the dungeon archways, a shiver ran across Hiral’s skin as he left the protected staircase.

“The air is weird,” Nivian said, and everybody made a face at their first full breath of it. Despite the constant rain, there was a stale heaviness to the atmosphere, and a cloying smell that crawled up Hiral’s nose.

Lightning flashed in the distance, illuminating the city and reminding Hiral the giants weren’t the only reason moving inside the buildings was a good idea. From the looks on some of the others’ faces, they were thinking the same thing.

“This way,” Left said, jogging down the street about half a block before ducking inside a building.

The roots that would lead straight to the dungeon continued on ahead, but when Hiral got to the doorway Left had entered, the double was moving through the building perpendicular to where the trail said they should go.

“I hope we don’t find any Troblin paintings in one of these rooms,” Wule said, turning into the building and wiping rain from his face.

“That’s the least of our worries,” Seena said quietly, following along with Seeyela in the rear. Even in armor that was naturally an ivory white, it was hard to spot the woman, like she was constantly blending in with the background.

From there, Left led them through the building, across a narrow alley, and into another building that, from a quick glance, looked to be very tall. “We’ll go up to the fourth floor here,” Left said quietly, pointing at a flight of stairs in the corner.

“Up? Why?” Nivian asked, though he was already moving towards the staircase.

“Buildings along this section of city are all connected above street-level,” Left explained, “as are many of the other buildings. It’ll give us a good vantage point to watch for the patrolling giants, and it will let us walk directly above some of the smaller hordes we can’t avoid.”

“Tighter quarters for fighting, and I don’t like the idea of being trapped without a way out,” Seena said, looking at the ten-foot ceilings and the small room. “If the undead Lizardmen are as big as their living counterparts, a couple of those things in here with swinging spears could get bloody.”

“The upper levels are larger than the lower,” Left said. “I believe higher prestige was associated with higher floors in the buildings, and in turn, more space. I only explored a few of the highest floors—living quarters, for the most part—but I also found some that were unmistakably top-end shops.”

“Don’t know if I can imagine the Lizardmen shopping,” Nivian said with a shake of his head.

“Considering they worshipped a giant lizard and snake, I’m surprised by all of this,” Wule said. “How were they so… sophisticated?”

“Even if their entire civilization was just this city, it’s still pretty impressive,” Hiral agreed, following as the group took the stairs up.

Like Left had said, the next floor was a good twenty percent larger from floor to ceiling, but they continued past it without stopping until they reached the fourth floor. At this point, the ceiling was almost twenty feet up, while the floor had gone from simple wood to intricate tiling.

“These tiles seem to have indicated public walking space,” Left explained. “It changes if we go into a home or shop.” He then pointed down the hall, where windows on the right side looked out into the rain. “We’re going that way. This building and the next one were empty when I passed through last time, but the one after that had several undead in it we may need to deal with.”

“That’s a good thing, I think,” Seena said. “It’s better we figure out what these things are capable of before we’re completely surrounded by them.”

“It should be safe to deal with them where we find them. However, the building after that will require us to be a bit more careful. One of the smaller hordes I mentioned was lingering on the street just beyond it. We’ll pass right over it as we continue through this pedway.”

“No other way around them?” Seena asked.

“There may be, but this is the most direct of an already-indirect route,” Left said.

“Besides,” Hiral added, “like you want to fight some of these undead to see what they can do, it’ll be good to see how the horde reacts to us passing overhead. If it stirs them up too much, we may need to change plans later. But it’s better to find out now, when we can still retreat to the tunnel if we have to. I don’t think they can enter there.”

“Like the dungeons?” Seena asked.

“Yes,” Hiral answered. “If they could get into the tunnel, wouldn’t it have been swarming with undead when we popped out of the dungeon?”

“Oh, that would’ve been fun,” Wule said.

“You didn’t even go first,” Nivian said without turning his attention from the windows of the hallway where they needed to go. “Do you think it’s safe, moving past the windows? What if the Enemy makes an appearance? Won’t they see us?”

“Left and I will keep an eye out the windows,” Hiral answered. “One way or another, we’re going to have to watch for them. At least in here they can only come at us from one direction.”

“You weren’t in the last building when the Enemy came looking for us,” Nivian pointed out.

“No, but I did have it thrown at me,” Hiral admitted. “Still, even though you have a point, what else can we do?”

“We can move,” Seena said, tapping Nivian on the shoulder.

The tank started down the hall as the group fell into formation, Hiral taking up the right wing of the arrowhead and drawing his RHCs.

His eyes went from the windows to the hall ahead, then quickly back the way they’d come. “Left, any idea how many stairwells in each of the buildings?”

“From one to three,” Left answered.

“Plenty of ways to get surrounded,” Seeyela said.

Hiral nodded at the assessment and glanced out the windows again. They were four stories up—more than that, really, with the floors getting taller—and while he could make the jump with his Rune of Rejection to cushion the fall, the others couldn’t. Across the wide street, though, the buildings were only two or three floors.

“Seeyela, if you needed to, could you portal us to the roofs across the street?” he asked.

Seeyela looked out the window, thought about it for a second, and nodded. “Might take two portals, but I could do it. Would put us out in the open in the rain.”

“Even if it does, it’s a good exit strategy,” Seena said as they reached the end of the first building. “Keep it in mind if things get bad.”

“This pedway will take us to the next block,” Left said. “The first building was empty last time I passed through, but the one after that had undead on this floor.”

“We’ll keep an eye out,” Seena said. “The giants?”

“Starting on the next block, one patrols along the same path as the roots leading to the dungeon,” Left said. “We’ll be turning before that to put some more distance between us. Nivian, turn right when you get to the first intersection after we cross.”

“Got it,” Nivian said, and the party started across the pedway.

Really, it wasn’t much different from the building hallway, except it had windows on both sides. All things considered, the place had withstood the ravages of time exceptionally well. Maybe even better than the small town they’d found before their first dungeon.

“Left,” Hiral started as he peered through the windows on both sides of them, “did you see any evidence of Enemy attacks like that first town? Torn-out windows? Caved-in ceilings? That kind of thing?”

“Nothing like that,” Left said.

“Do you think the Enemy didn’t attack here?” Seena asked.

“I’m starting to wonder,” Hiral said.

“What else could’ve happened?” Wule asked. “If The Mire dungeon was true, these Lizardmen weren’t always undead.”

“That’s a great question I almost hope we don’t find the answer to,” Seena said. “For all we know, it could be another kind of Enemy that did this. We’ve only really seen the one kind that infested…”

“We’ll find a way to get her back,” Wule almost growled.

“Yes, we will,” Yanily agreed, fingers squeezing around the haft of his spear as electricity sparked up it.

Hiral nodded but stayed out of the conversation, his head turning side to side as he kept watch out the windows. Even if the Enemy wasn’t around—and something about that statement felt wrong—there were plenty of other things to worry about. A flash of lighting to one side, and Hiral’s gaze snapped in that direction to catch a glimpse of something massive lumbering a few streets over.

Head and shoulders above the three-story buildings, the outline looked more like a walking mountain than anything else. Left hadn’t been kidding when he called them giants. And, though it lumbered along, each step carried it a huge distance. It would be deceptively fast if it noticed them.

And A-Rank? We really, really need to stay away from that thing.

Hiral turned his attention back to the others as Nivian left the pedway and entered the next building, glowing roots crawling along the walls and ceiling as usual.

“First right?” the tank asked quietly.

“Should be another thirty feet or so ahead of you,” Left responded, and the group found the intersection pretty quickly.

“This takes us away from the dungeon?” Seeyela asked. “What if we just go straight?”

“More undead in the next building, and the pedways start getting lower as the buildings themselves are shorter,” Left said. “With the planned route, we’ll stay on the fourth floor, and should be high enough up to avoid attracting a horde’s attention. I don’t know if we’ll have that luxury on the second floor.”

“How many are in a horde?” Yanily asked.

“The smallest group I’d call a horde was about twenty,” Left said.

“And the biggest?” Wule asked.

“Thousands,” Left said. “A sea of undead, shuffling Lizardmen standing shoulder to shoulder.”

“Fourth floor it is,” Nivian said, turning down the indicated hall without even asking, and the others followed behind.

“Any chance you’re exaggerating?” Hiral quietly asked his double, and the man shook his head.

“I wish I was,” Left said, raising their voice to tell Nivian, “This building isn’t long, and after the next pedway, we’re likely to run into our first opponents.”

“I’m ready for them,” Nivian said, his shield up on one arm and his whip coiled in his other hand.

“Wule, buffs,” Seena said, and Hiral quickly got notifications for Nature’s Blade and Lashing Vines to go along with Nature’s Bulwark.

And just in time, too, as orbs of blue glowed in the dark down the hall.

“Looks like these undead are wandering,” Hiral said, pointing out the glowing dots that shuffled forward, slowly at first, but building up speed as if catching a scent of something.

The Grower party paused as they got their first good look at the three undead, shadows dancing across the moving bones from the uneven lighting of the glowing roots. Each seven feet tall, the skeletons were mostly humanoid-looking—if larger—except for elongated skulls with curved, inch-long teeth and whipping tails of segmented bone. Blue light glowed within the otherwise empty eye sockets, and strange blue liquid leaked down the sides of the Lizardmen’s faces like luminescent tears.

Each carried the same kind of spear they’d seen in The Mire, but the skeletons’ movements lacked the constant, deadly grace from their living counterparts. The occasional shred of cloth hung from their bones, flapping like loose skin as the monsters broke into a sprint.

“They’re fast,” Seena said, tapping Nivian on the shoulder.

The tank blurred ahead while Hiral allowed his View ability to bring up their names.

(Undead) Wandering Lizardman Skeleton – Low-D-Rank

They aren’t Elite, and only low-D-Rank. But why is their health bar blue?

The same color as the glow within their eye sockets, the health bar hanging above their heads was shorter than Hiral had expected. Barely half the length of a normal monster. A third of the middle skeleton’s bar vanished as Nivian collided into it with a shield-block. The skeleton flew back and crashed to the ground in a clatter of bones, and Nivian whirled between the other two.

A shield bash seemed to stun the one on his left, but two of his three whips snapped between bones without striking anything. The one thorned whip that did catch something skidded off the bone, leaving only a thin scrape in the white.

Hiral’s first shot likewise passed between the same skeleton’s ribs, soaring down the hall to distantly thunk into a wall.

“That’s annoying,” he mumbled while pulling his other trigger, Yanily and Right dashing up the hall at the same time.


35

SQUISHY SKELETONS


Hiral’s second shot was a little more effective, blasting apart the rib it struck in a shower of white bone fragments and dropping the skeleton’s health bar by more than a third. Before a full second even passed, he pulled both triggers again after taking careful aim, more ribs shattering like cheap ceramic. The follow-up shots left the skeleton with barely any of its blue health bar, but it hadn’t slowed in the least, spear slamming into Nivian’s Orbital Shield.

Just over three shots to bring one down? They aren’t terribly tanky, but don’t slow due to injuries. We can handle that.

Even as he thought that, though, Yanily and Seena both cursed. The spearman’s barrage of thrusts had about as much effect as Nivian’s whip did, somehow slipping around bones and between ribs. Seena’s Spearing Roots fared just as poorly, even though a whole thicket of them had erupted out of the ground towards the one Nivian had knocked back.

“Stabbing these things doesn’t seem to work too well,” Yanily said, quick-stepping back and changing the grip on his spear.

A heartbeat later, he flowed back in, spear whirling as he switched to his Dancing Spear Style. Lightning arced along the blade as he swiveled, electrifying the air around him, but the technique didn’t appear much better suited for the opponent. Despite the spearman’s skill with his weapon, the blade seemed to coincidently pass between, under, or around bones more often than not. A small change in tactics quickly had him bashing the haft of his spear into the skeletons, but it drastically reduced his damage output, despite the electricity sparking and scarring the bones.

In that time, Hiral launched two more shots at the skeleton on the right, removing the last of its ribs and dropping its health to zero. Just as he was about to turn his attention to the one Yanily was fighting, he instead did a double-take when the skeleton continued its attack on Nivian. A glance at the blue health bar, and yes, it was empty, so why in the Fallen’s names was it still alive… undead… whatever!?

“Uh… Hiral?” Nivian called, obviously noticing the same thing and blocking yet another spear thrust while snapping his whip at the third skeleton working its way out from between Seena’s Spearing Roots.

“I don’t know,” Hiral admitted, pulling a trigger and blasting the skeleton’s left arm off at the shoulder.

The appendage clattered to the ground, instantly breaking apart into its component bones, but the skeleton it’d fallen from acted like it didn’t even notice. It wailed one-handed against Nivian’s shield, its blows actually coming faster than before.

What’s keeping it animated like that?

At the same time he posed that question, Right laid into the skeleton giving Yanily problems. His purple-shrouded fist shredded the undead’s chest cavity, practically disintegrating the bones in the flames and dropping it from full health to nothing in one attack. And, like the skeleton Hiral had shot, the monster didn’t fall. In fact, it acted like nothing had changed, its weapon darting in again at Yanily.

Twisting his weapon around in his dance, the spearman easily turned aside the clumsy attack, then countered with a low sweep of his spear. The attack slammed into the skeleton’s knees, knocking it off its feet. It crashed to the ground, one leg broken. Before it could push itself back up, Seeyela stepped out of a portal at its head, then thrust her twin daggers down into the creature’s glowing eye sockets.

A violent thrash, as if every past muscle in the monster’s body contracted at the same time, and then the skeleton was still. Even the glow from the eyes was gone when Seeyela pulled her weapons free, but then she dove to the side as Right leapt past her to slam a foot into the third skeleton. Like before, his high Str inflicted massive damage on the skeleton, shattering bones, but the thing hardly noticed.

With one skeleton not moving anymore, though, and another stumbling back from Right’s blow, Nivian turned his full attention on the one Hiral had shot. With his Orbital Shield, he pushed a one-handed spear-thrust aside, then shield-blocked his way in. At the same time, the three lashes of his whip snapped low, snagging the skeleton’s legs and pulling them out from under it. The monster crashed to the ground, and Nivian followed it down, putting all his weight and strength behind the shield as it fell on the bony skull.

There was a flare of blue light from under the shield, another spasm of bones bereft of muscle and tendon, and then the skeleton was still.

“Destroy the head,” Nivian said at the same time Hiral made the connection.

Aim, pull. Hiral’s searing bolt shattered the forehead of the third and final skeleton, blue light like a small flame within the skull visible for a moment before it winked out of existence.

Without whatever magic was in the skull, the whole body collapsed to the ground in a clatter of unconnected bones, but Right still went over and stomped once on the skull for good measure.

“I don’t like them any more than I like spiders,” Yanily said.

“Just wait until we find the undead spiders,” Wule said, and Yanily visibly shivered.

“Don’t even joke about that,” Yanily said.

“Lessons?” Seena interrupted.

“Like Yanily would say, they’re squishy,” Hiral said. “Their health bars aren’t long, but it doesn’t matter. It looks like they don’t die—again?—unless we destroy the head too. Both of those ones had zero health, and they kept fighting.”

“I’d say they even got stronger with lower health,” Nivian said. “With one arm, that thing was hitting harder than when it had two.” He pointed at the skeleton on the right.

“Destroying the head puts them down for good,” Wule said.

“Or, more accurately, whatever that blue flame was inside,” Seeyela said. “I went through the eyes.”

“Did you know the magic was in there?” Seena asked.

“No, but stabbing things in the brain is usually pretty inconvenient for them.”

“Of course, why didn’t I do that?” Yanily asked himself.

“Speaking of which, stabbing and slashing didn’t work very well on them,” Hiral said. “Blunt force trauma was much more effective. Right, Nivian, and I are the best suited for dealing with them.”

“You are, but the rest of us will help where we can,” Seena said.

“I’ll stab them in the brain next time, like Seeyela,” Yanily said.

“Don’t think they have brains,” Wule said, poking through the shattered skull Right had stomped on.

“Fine, I’ll stab them in the blue, glowy flame-thing,” Yanily corrected.

“Your fire would’ve probably taken out the whole group even before they got to us,” Hiral said to Seena.

“Probably,” she agreed. “I’m just worried about being too flashy. Don’t want to attract attention, if you know what I mean.”

“Sounds like you need a fire ability that isn’t quite so explosive,” Hiral said.

“I do…” Seena said, narrowing her eyes at Hiral. “Are you trying to play the PIM system?”

He shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt. You do need something like that here.”

“Yeah. If I was on my own, I’d be in a lot of trouble.”

“Good thing you’re not on your own, then,” Nivian said. “We moving?”

“We are,” Seena said, and the party continued into the next building. “How many more skeletons are in here, Left?”

“I didn’t do an accurate count, but there was at least one more small group on this floor when I passed through before,” Left answered.

“And there they are,” Hiral said, four more skeletons rounding a corner at the end of the hall. “May I?”

“Do it,” Seena said.

Hiral lifted his RHCs, took aim, and pulled both triggers. Killing Spree blinked in the corner of his vision, quickly jumping from three to five as two of the skeletons’ skulls burst apart, and another notification blinked. He’d deal with that after. Two more pulls, and the other two skeletons dropped to the ground just as they started charging.

“If they keep coming at us a few at a time like this, Hiral has it handled,” Wule said.

“Don’t jinx us,” Hiral said, pulling up the other notification.

Racial Growth: (Undead) Skeleton – Level 2 – 5/10 – Current Bonus = 5%

“Did you all get the Racial Growth bonus?” he asked, and the others’ eyes glazed over for a second before they nodded. “Looks like it’s separating different kinds of undead, so I bet we can expect more than skeletons.”

“It’d be a little unfair if we could get you to farm these easy skeletons to build up enough of a Racial Growth bonus to take on one of those A-Rank Shambling Graveyards,” Seena said.

“The skeletons aren’t very good experience anyway,” Yanily said.

“You’ve been spoiled by Elite experience,” Seeyela said, elbowing Yanily gently in the arm, but the group continued down the hall.

“We’re getting close to the pedway over the first horde,” Left said, his voice quiet. “They stirred slightly when I passed over, but I don’t know if it’s because they sensed me, or if it was just coincidence.”

“How big was this horde?” Hiral asked.

“At least one hundred,” Left said.

“Don’t expect me to shoot that many,” Hiral said, and the others nodded. Even if the skeletons were relatively easy to kill with headshots, the sheer number could overrun the party.

“Seeyela, can you go take a look?” Seena asked, and her sister nodded, jogging ahead and practically vanishing in the shadows as her armor blended in.

“Never would’ve pegged her as going scout,” Nivian said quietly.

“If we do end up having to deal with a horde, the two of you will be the biggest contributors,” Hiral said to Seena. “Between her hydra-spitting Gravity Wells and your fireballs…”

“Yeah, we know,” Seena said at the same time her sister reappeared. “We talked about it before we left the tunnel. Like I said earlier, though, flashy.”

“Definitely a horde under the pedway,” Seeyela said. “They’re shuffling, but I can’t tell if they noticed us or anything. They didn’t look like they were going anywhere. Do look super creepy in the rain when the lightning flashes, though.”

“How far until the next horde after this one?” Seena asked Left.

“Six buildings. This next building had some residents in it, though,” Left explained. “Not many, but a few.”

“Hiral, you ready for them?” Seena asked.

“You bet,” he said, and the party moved quietly up to the pedway, rain pouring through the windows on both sides.

Almost instinctively, the group separated to the sides, carefully leaning out to get a look at the horde below. Part of Hiral knew it wasn’t a smart move—what would happen if one of the undead just happened to look up?—but he also couldn’t deny his own curiosity. And, since everybody else was doing it…

Hiral slowly leaned over the windowsill—the cold rain immediately soaked the back of his head and his shoulders—and looked down at the horde directly below him. Like Left had described, there had to be more than a hundred of the skeletons below, their bones glistening white in the rain, and specks of blue for eyes glowing on the sides of their lizard-like heads. They were clustered together quite tightly, almost like they were all trying to hide from the downpour under the protection of the pedway above. Spearheads reflected lightning as it flashed, and the occasional clatter of bone on bone sounded dully over the thrumming rain.

Nametags and health bars popped up over individuals within the group as Hiral looked, but they all seemed to be the same, and he ducked back out of the rain.

Seena nodded at the others without speaking, then gestured twice quickly towards the next building, prompting Nivian to take the lead.

Hiral followed behind, RHCs at the ready, and peered at the wall on the left as he exited the pedway. Where the last building had seemed like just a place to walk through, only the occasional side hallway leading deeper into the building, this one looked like a row of shops. Large picture windows dominated the wall on his left, counters standing beyond and even the occasional chair still surviving.

“Is that a pastry?” Wule asked quietly, pointing at a small wooden sign hanging above one of the doorways.

“Looks like one,” Yanily said just as low. “Hey, Nivian, why don’t you ever make pastries?”

“Not now,” Seena said, hushing the others, and their mouths closed before any more words escaped.

Hiral, for his part, checked the other signs. Wule was right about the first—that was almost definitely a pastry of some kind—while the next one also looked bread-related. After that, there was vegetables, then the head of a Spined Great Tusk—so, meat?—and the last one was a cup with steam rising from the top.

The Lizardmen had cafes and pastry shops? This isn’t what I expected. A clatter from within the café interrupted his thoughts as he passed.

Raising his RHCs into the darkness, the thin light of the glowing roots throwing more shadows than light, it seemed, Hiral paused in the hall and stared at the darkness. The others, noticing his stop, slowed as well, immediately going on the defensive.

“Hiral, what did you…?” Seena started, but twin orbs of glowing blue appeared in the darkness, and Hiral pulled a trigger.

His shot was a little off-center compared to before, but it still punched through an eye socket and dropped the undead to the floor in a clatter of bones that apparently took a pile of dishes with it. Ceramic shattered in an echoing cacophony in the previously quiet hall, and the following tinkle of it rolling on the floor lingered for several painfully long seconds.

“Sorry,” Hiral whispered to the others with a wince.

“Maybe nothing heard it,” Yanily offered.

A skeleton rose so abruptly just inside the café window Hiral actually jumped back before pulling the trigger and blasting its head clean off its shoulders. Another clatter of bones on the floor, but, was that it?

More sets of glowing orbs appeared within the café. One, two, three, and from the shuffling sounds down the hall behind them, the other stores hadn’t been empty either.

“Left?” Hiral asked, taking aim and removing a pair of glowing blue orbs.

“Nothing moved within the shops when I passed through,” Left said. “I should’ve looked more closely.”

“Done is done,” Seena said. “Let’s take care of this quickly.”

Hiral put down another skeleton, his Killing Spree ticking up with each shot—only one set of eyes left in the darkness of the café—but a dozen of the undead streamed out of the shops behind them. These ones weren’t carrying spears, but instead long knives or other kitchenware. Two of them had frying pans, one had a rolling pin, and a smaller one near the back had a fork.

“See, forks,” Yanily said. “I knew it.”

“Seena, it might be time to start getting flashy,” Hiral said as the group of undead turned its attention on the party.

“Yup,” Seena said, a ball of fire already floating over her hand. Without waiting for the other three to swirl to life, she cocked her arm back and threw the fireball past Hiral. It soared between the first two skeletons that’d come out of the meat shop, then hit the floor in front of the vegetable market.

Whoosh. The explosion of flame completely obscured the skeletons as the blast ricocheted off the floor and ceiling, but also shot out through the window in a sizzle of steam.

Hiral killed the fourth and final skeleton in the café, then did a quick check on his Killing Spree notification. The buff had reset while they were in the pedway, but it was now back at 15, which meant Seena had killed all—or at least most—of the other skeletons with the one attack. The flames vanished a few seconds later, steam and heat lingering in the air while small kernels of flame stubbornly clutched at the charred roots.

Only one skeleton remained standing, a glowing-hot frying pan in its hand, its bones blackened from the blast. All around it, scorched bones lay scattered and broken, obviously blown completely apart by the explosion. Blue flickered within the lone monster’s skull, and suddenly it charged forward—despite having an empty health bar—straight towards Hiral.

Yanily smoothly slid in between them, his spear flickering with electricity as it moved, and one clean thrust pierced through the eye socket and out the top of the skull. Just like that, whatever was keeping the skeleton together failed, the bones dropping to the floor while Yanily held the skull up on the end of his spear.

“Right in the brain,” Yanily said. “Er, glowy blue flame-thing.”

“Thanks, Yanily,” Hiral said.

“Can’t let you and Seena have all the fun,” Yanily said. “And now we’re into Racial Growth level three, so these skeletons don’t stand a chance. Go on and send a horde. We got this.”

Hiral took a quick glance at his status window, and just like Yanily had said, their ability had gone up a level.

Racial Growth: (Undead) Skeleton – Level 3 – 11/50 – Current Bonus = 10%

“Speaking of the horde,” Seeyela said, jogging up the hall the party had come from, “I went to check on them after Seena’s blast, to see how they reacted.”

“And? What did they do?” Seena asked.

“I don’t know,” Seeyela said. “They’re gone.”
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“What do you mean, gone?” Seena asked.

“Just what I said,” Seeyela answered. “They aren’t there anymore.”

“Which means we probably shouldn’t stay here,” Hiral pointed out. “There’s no way they could’ve all vanished in the time between Seena’s fireball and Seeyela going to check, which means something else got their attention.”

“Like somebody breaking an entire café-full of dishes?” Yanily asked innocently.

“Yes, something exactly like that,” Hiral deadpanned.

“Uh, guys, looks like we may’ve gotten somebody else’s attention too,” Nivian said from the front, and when Hiral turned to look, he spotted dozens of glowing orbs in the hall ahead. The roots weren’t glowing strongly enough to completely illuminate what was stumbling down the halls, but they definitely weren’t skeletons.

No white of bone shone in the blue and green light, and the overall shapes were bulkier. Muscle and flesh filled out the clothes worn by the crowd ambling forward. With each step, the details became clearer to Hiral’s high Atn, his eyes mixing with his other senses to provide additional information.

Lips drooped weakly from around their sharp teeth, but no breath passed into their lungs. A smell like rotten meat rolled ahead of them, and there was a kind of squishing sound as they took each limp step. And, more than just filling out the clothes they wore, their bodies seemed to push them almost to bursting, like they’d grown bloated or gorged on too much food.

“Are those Lizardmen still alive?” Wule asked, but his tone said even he didn’t think that was possible as he stared at the glowing blue eyes.

“No, they’re dead. And about to be more dead,” Seena said, a ball of fire appearing above her hand. Before she could throw it, though, something at the edge of Hiral’s perception had him glancing to the side, and then he dove forward.

Hiral tackled Seena to the ground at the same time something cut through the air where she’d just been. Thunk. It hit the wall with enough force to crack stone.

“Hiral? What?” Seena asked, her fireball fizzling out as she lost concentration, and he rolled off her to look at the wall.

Where a three-foot-long arrow protruded from the stone.

His head snapped in the other direction while Seena’s eyes lingered on the arrow, but that obviously hadn’t come from inside with them. No, it had to have come from… there! Across the wide street and through the rain, Hiral spotted a gaunt Lizardman drawing another arrow from the quiver at its back, sliding it into the massive bow in its hands.

Hiral’s eyes met the archer’s glowing blue orbs, and he raised his RHC faster than the undead could draw its bow. Except, it didn’t draw its weapon; it ducked down behind the wall as Hiral pulled the trigger.

The searing bolt cut a line through the falling rain, leaving a steaming tunnel where it passed, and shot over the hidden archer. The fact the archer had dodged sent warning bells screaming through Hiral’s head, but other problems quickly arose to drown them out. The crowd of undead that had previously been limping towards the party suddenly burst into a snarling run.

Bloated arms stretched ahead of them, patches of scaled flesh hanging along with the torn clothing to reveal the muscle underneath. Wounds previously hidden by the distance and shadows suddenly grew visible as the monsters rushed ahead, the squishing Hiral had heard stemming from the goopy entrails dangling from torn stomachs.

“Oh, that’s not right,” Yanily said, but it was Seeyela who acted first.

A Gravity Well formed in the center of the hall, directly ahead of the rushing group, and three hydra heads burst out, teeth bared in a growling threat. The closest undead charged straight towards the impossibly black ball hanging in the air, then vanished with a pop. Others, running past it against the walls, managed to resist its pull, but the hydras made sure they suffered for it.

Lightning blew off chunks of flesh with explosive force on one side, while gouts of endless flame charred tissue until it was a blackened, bubbling mess on the other. The third hydra—spitting lightning charged with infernal fire—sent arcing bolts chaining between the whole group, leaving holes clean through where it passed.

And yet, none of those clearly fatal wounds stopped more than a handful of monsters. Even among those, only two could said to be truly dead, the others pulling themselves along the floors with ruined limbs, trails of gore staining the tiles where they passed. Nivian, Yanily, Right, and Left all dashed ahead to meet the wall of snarling, rancid bodies charging towards them, and Hiral lifted his RHCs to support them.

Yanily, however, was the first to truly act, lightning sparking along his spear. He slid to a stop, one foot back, and dropped the head of the spear low beside him.

That starting point…

Hiral didn’t even feel a pulse of solar energy from Yanily before his entire body and spear condensed into a bolt of searing lightning. Up—and through—the undead directly in front of him, Yanily zapped to the ceiling and rebounded off of it, straight down into a pack of the sickly monsters. The undead Yanily hit directly practically evaporated from the explosion of electricity and force, and every other monster within ten feet was hurled back.

Wet thwacks echoed off the walls and ceiling, some of the bloated bodies bursting in a gush of internal fluids and organs. At least a pair of undead flew directly out the large windows, but of the rest remaining, most of them started to get back up. Bodies scarred by lightning, limbs missing, and flesh scorched, the undead rose like it was all just a minor inconvenience.

“Stupid undead…” Yanily muttered, adopting another new stance Hiral hadn’t seen before.

No, that wasn’t true… it looked a lot like what Balyo used to do when she charged up her biggest attack. One foot forward and the other back for balance, Yanily kept his spear horizonal but drew it back slowly, almost like he was fighting some unseen force to keep it moving.

Undead came at the spearman from both sides, and he would’ve been instantly overwhelmed if he was alone. Except, he wasn’t. Hiral’s shots dropped the two undead on his right—though it didn’t kill them—while Right and Left covered the spearman’s other side. In that second, churning lightning coalesced around Yanily’s shoulders, almost like wings, then burst down his arms to his spear. All that power raced to the spear’s tip at the same time he thrust forward.

With no undead close enough to directly stab, chained lightning leapt from the spear to the mob in front of him. Flesh and muscle tore off in great gobs where the lightning struck, but it wasn’t just the front line that suffered. Like a ravenous beast with a mind of its own, the arcs of electricity jumped from undead to undead, spreading out and lighting the hallway in sharp blue-white, racing deeper and deeper down the hall. Smoke and the smell of burnt flesh rose almost instantly from the technique that could wipe out an army.

A living army.

As it was, only one in ten undead fell, the rest continuing on despite their empty health bars.

“Yup, hate these things,” Yanily said, falling back with the doubles at his side and forming a defensive line.

Hiral pulled his triggers to cover them, but movement from across the street tore his attention back in that direction. An arrow was already cutting through the rain. Except, it wasn’t aimed at him, and he threw out a panicked wave of Rejection. The rain shot sideways in a cone, catching just the feathered end of the arrow. Not enough to completely deflect it.

Hiral’s eyes barely kept up with the shaft, and he watched it lance straight for Seeyela. The woman didn’t even see the arrow coming, her attention firmly on the monsters clashing with her friends in the hall, but something jerked it to the side at the last second. Like it was caught by Hiral’s Rune of Rejection, the arrowhead twitched oddly, a speck of black appearing just to Seeyela’s side. With the arrow bending in the air, the viciously barbed arrowhead passed just over the woman’s right shoulder, though the long shaft snapped around to hit her like a whip.

Seeyela shouted in pained surprise as the force of the snap sent her stumbling to the side, then over the low wall of one of the shop’s picture windows.

“Sis!” Seena shouted, her head going back and forth between where Seeyela had vanished and the mass of undead engaged with the others.

Since the Gravity Well didn’t vanish immediately, Hiral chose to trust in the protection of Seeyela’s Armor of the Ghost-Web Matriarch. Her passive defensive ability, the Gravity Armor, had likely already saved her life, but he couldn’t hope she’d be so lucky again. So, instead of assisting the others with the clawing monsters inside, Hiral again lifted his RHCs and aimed at the bigger threat across the street.

Two more bolts of Impact carved through the falling rain, but the archer again ducked behind the stone rise on the edge of the roof. Hiral had aimed lower this time, expecting just that reaction, but the stone only cracked slightly at the hits, small chips flying off. The thin archer popped up immediately after that, arrow already nocked in his bow, then drew and fired in one efficient motion.

This time, instead of aiming in Seeyela’s direction, the arrow cut through the rain towards the opposite end of the hall—right for Nivian and the others holding the line.

Hiral’s wave of Rejection again came too late as he twisted, just catching the tail end of the arrow, and it buried itself in Nivian’s thigh with a crack from his bark armor. It’d caught him in the side of the leg, but the tank didn’t falter from the sudden injury. He fought through the pain, holding back three of the decaying monsters while his brother pushed solar energy in his direction.

Those arrows are strong enough to punch through Nivian’s defenses on top of the protection from the crystal armor. Not good.

Hiral’s next bolt cracked uselessly off stone, the archer already hidden from sight, but he held his second shot, waiting for his opponent to pop back up. Except, the archer didn’t immediately rise and shoot again.

What’s it doing?

Hiral got his answer a second later, when the archer rose almost halfway down the block and loosed another arrow from an entirely new position. RHCs and shots too slow to reach his enemy before it ducked back down, Hiral instead used the extra heartbeat to toss a wave of Rejection at the arrow. This time, he caught more than half the arrow with his push, sending it careening off course to slam into the wall outside. By that time, however, the archer had already ducked back into hiding on the other side of the street.

Despite having better weapons for the exchange, Hiral wasn’t coming out on top of this. It was almost like the archer wasn’t aiming for him, instead forcing him to divide his attention between protecting his allies and trying to get a lucky shot in. Meanwhile, the archer had the freedom to direct the pace of the fight however it liked while it hid and changed position. With multiple targets to choose from, it had all the advantages—unless Hiral could put some kind of pressure on it across the street.

Across the street?

Hiral looked at the wide avenue—it had to be almost a hundred feet across—but he had one more card to play before he needed to get reckless.

Completely forgoing defense for the moment, Hiral focused every ounce of concentration on spotting any sign of movement across the street. As soon as he… There!

Hiral activated his Rune of Time Dilation at the first glimpse of the archer popping up above the stone protection at the edge of the building. The falling rain paused as everything slowed, slowed, slowed, pressure already starting to build in Hiral’s skull, like reality didn’t like what he was doing to it. For now, the pressure was tolerable, and Hiral took the first blink to really get a good look at his opponent.

Whatever the archer was, it was different from the skeletons and bloated undead they’d been fighting. It was thin, yes, but not just bones. The muscle and flesh were almost desiccated over the bones, dry like they should be flaking off despite the rain, and the glow in its eyes was more pronounced—stronger, focused, calculating—while the line of blue teardrops running down its cheeks was almost neon. The bow in its hands was strong and well-designed, while chain and metal scales covered its upper body in additional armor.

The slowed time didn’t allow Hiral to use his View ability, apparently, but maybe he could find out the thing’s name when it was a corpse. Again. Whatever. Pushing against the bounds of the Time Dilation, Hiral forced his RHCs to take aim as best he could, though the pressure was building faster and stronger than it had the first time he’d used the ability.

The arrow and the head were his main targets, and he activated his Rune of Time Contraction while pulling his triggers and zeroing in on those points.

He only managed to get off six shots before the Time Dilation became too much. Time burst back to normal speed, and his barrage of shots exploded from his weapons and tore through the falling rain. Maybe it was his imagination, but the archer’s blue eyes widened in surprise at the storm of searing bolts coming its way.

Thwack. His first bolt blew the arrow out of the archer’s grip, snapping the shaft in two at the same time the second blast hit the bow. The well-crafted weapon didn’t shatter like the arrow did, but it did go sailing into the air further back on the roof. Without even a second to look at its fallen weapon, the archer took the third shot in the side of its head, metal clanging like a rung bell. That impact, unfortunately, saved the monster’s life, the force of the blow staggering it back so the fourth shot barely nicked its shoulder, while the fifth and sixth completely missed.

Even as Hiral watched, the undead pushed itself back to its feet, swaying like it was drunk, and its head twisted slowly from its bow back to Hiral. When he didn’t immediately open fire again, the monster turned on its heel—almost falling over in the process—and started for its bow. With his RHCs on cooldown for the next twenty seconds due to the use of his time runes, Hiral couldn’t do anything but watch as the archer staggered towards its fallen weapon.

I need to do something before it recovers.

“Right, I may need you after,” Hiral said as he sheathed his RHCs and sprinted back to the wall opposite the wide windows.

“After? After what?” Right called from the front line, his punch landing against a bloated torso with a sound like hitting a wet paper bag.

“After I do something reckless,” Hiral said as he darted ahead.

Just before he reached the large, open windows, he thrust his palms down and behind him, pouring energy into his Rune of Rejection at the same time he leapt with all his might. Pure force shot out behind him, the backwash of his takeoff rushing in both direction down the enclosed hall, and launched him out of the hallway like a ballista bolt.

Cold rain washed over him in a flash, seeping through his raincoat as his leap whipped the hood off his head, and his velocity powered him high above the street. Still, even with the forceful ejection from the hall, he wasn’t going to make it all the way to the far roofs—and he was very high up.

Haven’t really tried this so far above ground… but…

Hiral pulled his arms forward again, cutting off his jets of Rejection, then steadied his body and shifted as if he were running. Power flowed into his Rune of Rejection, and he pushed that under the sole of his lead foot. Like he’d suddenly met an angled surface, Hiral bent his knee as momentum carried him forward, then leapt off it. Still not enough to make it to the far roof—and the archer was now within fifteen feet of its weapon—so Hiral forged another plane of Rejection, then doubled the power again when he sprang from it.

The jump devoured distance, the rain stinging his skin from how fast he cut through the downpour, but he stepped and stepped again, speeding up with each bound. Then, with the archer a mere five feet from his bow, Hiral cocked back his right hand, building a Rune of Impact in front of his fist, and leapt one last time.
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Hiral cut through the rain like a razor, his Impact-enhanced fist leading, but the undead archer must’ve sensed something coming for it, as it twisted to the side at the last second. WHAM. It didn’t quite make it out of the way entirely, the glancing blow blasting the falling rain back in a wide sphere that would’ve made Right proud and spinning the monster like a top.

Expecting the collision, Hiral used a few quick and directed bursts of Rejection to flip himself around so he landed feet-first, sliding backwards along the wet roof. His fingers trailed atop the stone as he went, finally coming to a stop at the same time the undead monster righted itself and spun to face him.

(Undead) Wight Blight-Ranger – Mid-D-Rank

The name appeared above the monster’s head, along with the blue health bar reminiscent of the skeletons, though almost twice as long. At least Hiral’s punch had already removed a good chunk of it. The wight’s arm hung loosely below the shoulder he’d hit, broken or at least severely limited, and the undead’s weapon was behind Hiral.

Pity the bow wasn’t its only option. It drew a thin saber from a sheath at its waist using its good hand, then dashed for Hiral.

Not wanting to let it take control of the pace of the fight again, Hiral burst ahead with the help of his Rune of Rejection under his feet, closing the distance even before the monster could complete its swing. Up came his left hand to meet the wight’s forearm, blocking the attack, while his right hand needled in, rabbit-punching the undead one, two, three times with his Rune of Impact. Each blow lifted the monster a little further off the ground until it seemed to hang in the air, at which point Hiral flipped his hand around to grab the wight’s wrist while he pulled and turned.

The smell of rot crawled up Hiral’s nose as he got his shoulder under the arm and twisted at the waist, hauling the monster up and over to slam back-first onto the stone roof in front of him. Metal crunched at the impact, and any living thing would’ve at least been stunned by the maneuver, but the undead hardly seemed to notice.

Instead, showing surprising agility, the thing slipped its rain-slicked arm free of Hiral’s grasp—almost slicing him open with its sword at the same time—then kicked up to its feet. Staying low, the thing spun and thrust, its long Lizardman arms giving it superior reach, though Hiral leaned to the side to avoid it. A twist of the monster’s wrist, and the blade cut across perfectly horizontally, forcing Hiral to drop to his back on the stone roof.

Though Hiral had smoothly evaded the blow, it didn’t look like he had; an image of him hovered above where he’d dropped. At first, his mind told him Left or Right had somehow jumped in front of the sweeping blade, but his eyes immediately spotted the problem with that. The copy was only Hiral from the waist up, smoky and almost insubstantial.

Then it exploded.

Hiral didn’t even feel the blast, but the surrounding rain—and the wight—couldn’t say the same thing. Like a bubble suddenly appearing, the eruption of solar energy rapidly expanded outward to flatten the wight against it before it popped, hurling the monster backwards with smoking skin.

That must be the Lost Echo ability I got from the last dungeon, Hiral thought as he rolled to his feet and drew his RHCs. The wight, now ten feet back with wisps of steam rising from burned skin, pushed itself back to its feet, weapon still in hand.

Hiral hit it with two solid shots in the chest now that his weapons were off cooldown, then darted ahead and to the right at the same time the wight dashed for its bow. They both raced for the weapon, Hiral blowing off pieces of armor with his first shot and carving a hole straight through the wight’s gut with the second one. Still, the monster charged for the bow like nothing had happened.

Did it have a special technique or ability it would use if it got its hands on the weapon again? Or would it start trying to pick off Hiral’s friends—even with only one good arm? Either way, he couldn’t let it reach the bow, and with his own weapons still on cooldown, he did the only thing he could.

He threw his RHC at the wight.

The sudden tactic seemed to surprise the undead, even though the throw wouldn’t have done any lasting damage to it, and it ducked under as the cannon soared over its head. That small gesture, though, slowed it down the half-step Hiral needed to toss a wave of Rejection at the bow.

Rain and water gushed away from the roof along with the bow a short second before the wight’s stretching fingertips reached it, and it turned its blue eyes in Hiral’s direction. Hiral’s other RHC spat a bolt of searing Impact to slam into the side of its elongated mouth, shattering bone and blowing the top of its jaw off.

That blast erased the last of the wight’s blue health bar, but like the skeletons before, it wasn’t enough to put the undead down for good. Instead, the monster turned to face Hiral, its bottom jaw hanging slack and broken, while the missing top of its face left a clear hole straight to the hanging flicker of blue flame. With the bow now blown completely off the roof, the wight lunged again at Hiral with its rapidly slashing sword.

Just like Nivian had pointed out, the speed of the attacks seemed much faster than before, as if lowering its health bar increased the monster’s attributes. But—he blasted out one of the wight’s knees—it wasn’t enough to overcome—he ducked under a slash—Hiral’s combination of high Atn and Dex. A twist, a punch to the ribs, and Hiral was past, firing under his extended arm. The wight staggered back, hobbled and broken, but still raising its sword. A pull of Attraction yanked its busted leg out from underneath it while Hiral blasted another bolt of Impact into its chest as it fell.

Any other living opponent would be long-since dead, but the creature still started to rise. A wave of Rejection slammed it back to the rooftop, and Hiral took aim and fired one last time. The back of the wight’s head exploded in a shower of bone and blue embers across the wet stone, and then, finally, the monster stopped moving.

Light rain ran across Hiral’s head and down the back of his raincoat as he took a breath after the strange fight. Even at Mid-D-Rank, the monster didn’t seem to be a match for him, but maybe its undying nature was part of the higher rank? Or maybe it just wasn’t as dangerous without its bow. The thought of the wight’s main weapon reminded Hiral about his own RHC, and he reached out with his Rune of Attraction. The connection he’d forged with all his weapons hauled the Runic Hand Cannon through the air to slap into his palm, and he quickly sheathed it again, then went over to inspect the fallen undead.

This was the first real monster outside of a dungeon that’d carried a weapon and worn armor. The Troblins would hardly count, as they barely used anything more than weighted sticks, but the bow and sword both looked well-made. Keeping an eye on the wight to make sure it wasn’t just faking being dead—again—Hiral gently nudged the sabre with his toe.

No reaction, so he ducked down and unwrapped the taut-skin fingers from around the hilt. The digits were stiff and unmoving, and they broke off in his hands before he even had a chance to realize how hard he was pulling.

“Yuck,” he said quietly, dropping the fingers to the roof and picking up the sword. A quick View brought up information on the weapon.

Blightsteel Sabre – D-Rank

Steel corrupted by long exposure to a blighted environment. Inflicts additional necrotic damage.

A blighted environment? That doesn’t sound healthy. All the more reason for us to pass through this zone quickly. Speaking of “us,” I should get back to…

A massive explosion of flame burst out from the windows on the front half of the building, instantly evaporating the falling rain and shooting red halfway across the wide street. Even from the roof across the way, Hiral felt the heat wash over him, and he put his arm in front of his face protectively. For there to be that much power, Seena must’ve used all four fireballs.

“You okay in there?” Hiral asked into the party chat.

“Horde came up the stairs ahead of us,” Seena responded. “We’re falling back.”

“The horde? How many?” Hiral immediately ran over to the edge of the roof and tried to see through the hanging layer of steam.

“All of them!” Seena said. “How are you doing over there?”

“Fought something called a wight,” Hiral said, spotting the first glint of white bone through the windows. Even after the ridiculous blast Seena had unleashed, some of the undead had survived. “We’ll talk about it later. I’ll cover you from here.”

A second of concentration on the Rune of Gravity sucked the Blightsteel Sabre into his Arsenal of Amin Thett, and then Hiral drew his RHCs. Thanks to Seena’s fireballs, his Killing Spree was almost maxed out already, and his Racial Growth was on the cusp of hitting level four. A quick look had new entries for wights and zombies—that must be what the bloated corpses were—and with One-Man Army also active, any headshot would be a guaranteed kill shot.

“Catch up with us a few buildings back; we’re going to set up a defensive line after we’re sure there isn’t another horde coming up behind us,” Seena instructed, and Hiral pulled his triggers.

“You got it,” he said, spotting a Gravity Well taking shape, and another fireball soared down the hallway.

For his part, he didn’t aim so much at individual heads, but more at head-level, each shot tearing through bone to crunch into the wall beyond no matter how many skeletons he hit. But, even with the sisters’ wide-reaching abilities and his shots, more and more skeletons kept coming. Zombies soon joined the horde, the bloated bodies filling the halls even as Hiral’s blasts tore them to pieces.

“There’s so many,” he said into the party chat, jogging along the roof to keep pace with the front ranks of the undead mass. Despite the insane number of casualties they were taking, the monsters trampled across the shattered corpses of their allies to try and reach the party.

There has to be a way to slow them down…

A Rejection-empowered leap got him across a space between two buildings, and his eyes settled on the pedway as the monsters poured across it. The party was already past it, but there had to be hundreds of undead by this point. The thick mass of bodies filled the wide halls all the way back to the café and beyond.

Worse, within the mingled horde of skeletons and zombies, he saw something else weaving its way through. The lithe form might be a wight, which would add an extra level of challenge on top of the horde itself, but something about it made Hiral’s skin crawl. Its flesh wasn’t as desiccated as the wight’s had been, though it was paler, and even the other undead seemed to move aside as it passed. Whatever that thing was, Hiral’s instincts screamed it was dangerous.

And it wasn’t alone.

“We’re going to need to find a different route,” Hiral said into the party chat. “Sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” Seena asked, but Hiral didn’t answer the question, instead sheathing his RHC and lifting his right hand above his head.

The Ring of Amin Thett followed the motion, its full runic script practically glowing with power. Then, with the pedway full of undead—and at least two of those pale monsters—he jerked his arm down and unleased the full-power Annihilation of Amin Thett.

The two-foot-wide beam of energy struck the center of the solid stone walkway, but instead of carving through, it instead exploded in a wide sphere like somebody had dropped the noonday sun between the two buildings.

“Whoops,” he said quietly, the wave of energy pulsing out and blowing across him like a gale-force wind.

“What did you… do?” Seena asked through the chat, coughing.

“Death beam,” Yanily said. “I bet you anything it was the death beam.”

“Death beam,” Hiral confirmed. “Doesn’t matter, though. There was something new in the horde, but I bought you some time. The undead are going to have to find another way to…” He trailed off as the horde of undead that hadn’t been caught in the blast streamed out of the cleaved side of the building.

With the pedway completely gone, only empty air awaited the skeletons and zombies, but that didn’t seem to make them hesitate. With barely a sound, they tumbled through the air to fall the seventy feet to the hard, stone street below. Bones shattered and bloated bodies exploded on impact… but some—no, many—of the undead got back up. Broken limbs slowed them down, and more of their allies rained from above, crushing several, but the horde continued forward.

“Correction,” Hiral said. “I didn’t slow them down. Now they’re on the street. Get out of there.”
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SHAMBLING SPRINT


Afew of the undead must’ve made it through the pedway before Hiral blew it, because fireballs exploded, gushing flames out of the wide windows into the rainy night. Water evaporated in the blink of an eye, and a cloud of steam spread along the outside wall.

Hiral, meanwhile, aimed his RHCs and peppered the horde along the ground with searing bolts. Every shot maimed, killed, or at least knocked down an undead, but it was like trying to scoop up an ocean with a spoon. There were just too many, and no matter how many he killed, it seemed like there were hundreds more. Fighting the undead army wasn’t the way. They needed to get away, regroup—maybe back in the tunnel—and find a way to sneak more effectively through the city.

He opened his mouth to suggest just that, but another voice came over the party chat first.

“We’ve got more coming up the stairs back here,” Wule said.

“How many?” Seena asked.

“More than a few, less than a horde?” Wule said.

“Seeyela, see if you can block them off so we can keep falling back,” Seena said.

“I’m coming back to help out,” Hiral said.

“No!” Seena said immediately. “We’re practically blind in here from anything outside. Make sure there isn’t another horde sneaking up on us.”

“I don’t think hordes sneak,” Yanily said.

“You know what I mean,” Seena said flatly.

“I’ll let you know if I see anything,” Hiral said. “We should head back for the tunnel.”

“Agreed,” Seena said.

“Gravity Well should slow down the ones behind us,” Seeyela said. “They were bottlenecking up the stairs, but it won’t hold long. A minute at most. Get moving. That means you, too, Nivian.”

Another fireball explosion threw flames out the window, and Hiral finally pulled his eyes away from where the party was fighting. He had his own job to do. There wasn’t anything he could do to stop the undead horde already on the ground, but at least he knew where they were, so he dashed down across the roofs to get behind the party and check for threats there.

Rejection-powered footsteps rocketed him through the rain, the cold noticeable but not concerning on his D-Rank skin, and he charged down one block, two, then skidded to a stop. Lightning flashed in the distance as he climbed onto a corner of the building and peered in all directions along the intersection. More undead shuffled straight ahead, but they were almost ten blocks away—nothing to worry about there. To his right, the street was suspiciously empty. A quick check of his bearings and… yes… those were the roots leading to the dungeon.

This was the street the A-Rank giant would patrol. So, it was only empty for the moment, and likely the most dangerous route of all of them. But that meant the tunnel would just be to his left, and Hiral turned in that direction.

Then his jaw dropped.

What had been an empty street when they’d left was now packed with shoulder-to-shoulder undead. Mostly zombies, from the looks of it, but the whole street was crawling with them.

He spotted the tunnel entrance at the back of the horde, central to some kind of park-like square, and there were hundreds more undead surrounding it. His eyes narrowed as he picked out some of the shapes moving differently than the others. Most of the undead were wandering aimlessly around the square, but there was one… two… five moving too quickly. Too directly.

(Undead) Wight Blight-Ranger – Mid-D-Rank

The name appeared above each of the five heads as he stared. Wights were obviously more capable in a fight than the skeletons and zombies, and… did this mean they were also more intelligent? Did they know we’d want to go back there, and brought a horde to block us?

“Tunnel isn’t an option anymore,” Hiral said into party chat. “Undead all over the place in front of it. Wights there too. I don’t think we’d have an easy time cutting through to get inside.”

“What does a color have to do with anything?” Yanily asked.

“Yan, stop talking and get back to stabbing,” Nivian said.

“You mentioned a… whatever that was before,” Seena said. “Are they bad?”

“Nothing we can’t handle,” Hiral said. “Except there are five of them and hundreds of skeletons and zombies. I don’t think it’s worth the risk.”

“Can Seeyela take us over to the roof with you?” Wule asked.

“That might be the best…” Hiral started.

“HIRAL, LOOK OUT!” Seena screamed into the party chat, so loud Hiral jumped back out of reflex.

And that saved his life. A massive fist pounded onto—and through—the roof right where he’d been standing.

Stone crumbled down to the road below while a cloud of dust shot into the air, and the shuddering roof threw Hiral from his feet. He rolled as soon as he hit the stone, reflexively moving away from the corner of the building. As soon as the structure stopped shaking, he popped to his feet and drew his RHCs, then looked up into a pair of blue eyes as big as his head emerging from the dust cloud.

(Elite Undead) Shambling Graveyard – High-A-Rank

You didn’t mention it was Elite, Left… Hiral practically cursed in his head as he watched the giant stand up to its full height and stare down at him. Even though Hiral was standing on the top of a three-story building, the monster still stood twenty feet taller, and now that Hiral was closer, he could make out more details of its body.

It wasn’t some kind of natural giant reborn as an undead, but instead a massive pile of corpses. Individual Lizardman bodies had been squeezed grotesquely together to shape its monstrous body, with its wide shoulders and mountain-like head. As it raised its open hand slowly above it, Lizardman bones cracked and crunched, and Hiral stared at fingers made from twisted Lizardman legs.

Baleful blue eyes glared at him, flickering like torches within cavern-like eye sockets, and arm-thick rivers of phosphorescent blue teardrops ran down its cheeks, so Hiral pulled his triggers. One shot into each eye. If destroying the blue flame within the head worked like it did with the skeletons and zombies, maybe the Shambling Graveyard wouldn’t be so dangerous.

The monster didn’t even blink, and the fingers closed into a fist.

“Oh shi…” Hiral cursed, turning on his heel and blasting off with a Rejection-enhanced leap.

WHUMP. A shockwave caught him midair, flipping him head over heels as he soared across the roof. His RHCs went back to his thighs in a practiced motion, and he threw out a cushion of Rejection to soften his landing. It still felt like he’d just been thrown thirty feet by a monstrous giant to a stone roof, but at least he didn’t go crashing down into one of the alleys between the buildings.

Back on his feet a second later, he spun to see the giant take one step in his direction, and just like that, it’d caught up to him. The massive arm swung along the top of the roofs, tearing stone and building a wave in front of it in an attempt to simultaneously swat and crush him. There was no way he was going to be able to repel that kind of power, so he tore off in the opposite direction, more Rejection fueling his sprint.

He lunged across the first alley between buildings, a quick glance down showing dozens of blue orbs staring up at him, and then he was on the next roof, the terrible rumbling not slowing at all. A profound crash signaled the giant had just dumped several tons of rubble on the undead in the alley—I wonder if I get experience for them?—but then the building under Hiral’s feet shook. The massive undead wasn’t slowing.

Thump. The giant must’ve taken another step, and even through the cold rain, Hiral could feel a chill like the grave crawling along the road behind him.

“Hiral, you still alive out there?” Seena said over the party chat.

“For the moment,” Hiral said, leaping another alley and then cutting right across the roof. It didn’t seem he could outrun the giant in a straight race, even with his absurd Dex, but maybe he could outmaneuver it. If he didn’t follow the roads…

The whole roof tilted backwards, and Hiral scrambled down to his hands and knees so he didn’t completely slide down. A quick application of his Rune of Attraction kept him in place, and he glanced back to see what in the Fallen’s names had just happened.

The Shambling Graveyard was walking through the building like a person would wade into the water. Stone crumpled and split as it pushed forward, though something unseen must’ve held, because its next step hitched. A growling moan crawled up the giant’s throat, vibrating the rain when it exited between teeth made of Lizardman skulls. Then it reached down with one hand, grabbed the edge of the roof impeding it, and hauled up and to the side in one violent jerk.

Hiral’s eyes widened as the entire section of roof, easily twenty feet wide and thousands of pounds, went sailing off into the night. Glowing roots attached to the flipping debris let Hiral follow the flight path, unable to tear his eyes away, and it flew two, three, four… five… six blocks before it finally hurtled down into another building with a crash that reached even his ears.

“What is going on out there?” Seena asked.

“Can’t talk now,” Hiral said as the giant turned its blue eyes back on him.

With his Rune of Attraction letting him scamper up the forty-five-degree roof like a spider, Hiral crested the lip of the next flat section, then burst off again with a switch of his runes. After using Foundational Split, along with all the fighting and running, he still had over fifty percent of his solar energy, having given twenty percent to each of his doubles. Killing Spree, however, had kept him topped off. Without that now, he’d drain quickly. Even so, he didn’t hold anything back, pouring as much energy as he could into his Rejection-fueled sprint.

The building shuddered like an earthquake with every step of the giant behind him, and his head swiveled left and right. A straight-up race wasn’t working, and it could go through buildings like he walked through tall grass. Options? Climb one of the tall buildings where it can’t reach? Yeah, right, then have it pull the whole damn thing down if it wants to.

No, if it knew where he was, it seemed like nothing would stop it. He had to hide, but he needed to do it in a way the giant wouldn’t realize.

“Sorry, but I’m going to need Right for an assist,” Hiral said into the party chat. “Can you spare him?”

“It’s a little dicey here right now,” Seena replied. “Any chance you can hold out… uh… another thirty seconds?”

A glance over Hiral’s shoulder, and he gulped. “Fifteen?” he said as a counteroffer.

“We’ll make it work,” Seena said. “Good luck.”

“You too,” Hiral said, spotting another wide street ahead. Like he’d done when this whole reckless plan had started, he sprinted right for it, then launched off with multiple streams of Rejection. The sudden increase in speed plastered the rain against his face, pulled his lips back from his teeth, and flapped his raincoat in the wind, but it also got him all the way across to the next building.

Rejection in the opposite direction slowed his fall, though he still fell into a tumbling roll to absorb the rest of his momentum, then sprang back to his feet and dashed off to the right. Letting the giant move along the road was actually less difficult than dealing with the bucking building.

Another crash like a stone waterfall told Hiral the giant had left the last set of buildings, and the almost rhythmic thumps of its footsteps got closer with each beat. Fifteen seconds? He wouldn’t last ten if he didn’t do something drastic.

Or reckless.

But what could he do?

Another leap across a narrow alley, undead rushing through below, and he hit the next roof in a sprint, eyes peeled for any options. Maybe he could go through one of the tall buildings? It wouldn’t stop the giant, but it might slow it down enough for…

An arrow cut through the rain straight ahead of him, and Hiral dove to the side, pain slashing across the top of his shoulder, as he wasn’t quite fast enough to completely evade it. He pushed himself back up with one hand on the roof, only losing half a step. A titanic crash right behind screamed that was almost half a step too much, but that wasn’t even his most immediate problem—another arrow was already slicing through the rain.

Already off balance from the first shot, he wouldn’t be able to dodge it without risking the giant catching him—and it was coming right for his head. Just need to change the trajectory a little…

Following his split-second instincts, Hiral pushed an ounce of power and his Rune of Gravity into the Ring of Amin Thett. The arrow, already aimed high to strike him in the head, jerked slightly—just enough to flash over him—yet he took another nasty gash across his scalp.

Blood immediately joined the water running down his face and into his right eye, but Hiral had seen where that arrow had come from. A slight change of direction burst him straight for the wight, and its blue, undead eyes widened when it saw the giant following Hiral’s sprint.

With its hand pausing midway in drawing its next arrow, Hiral shot past it—though he tossed a wave of Rejection to knock it from its feet—then continued his mad dash.

A thud behind him, then a change to the cadence of the giant’s footsteps, had Hiral glancing back, and he spotted the wight in the giant’s hand. Are they going to team up now? No, instead of a giant-riding wight shooting arrows at him, he saw the giant toss the Lizardman into its mouth. One crunch of the horrific teeth ended the meal, and the Shambling Graveyard resumed the chase.

The small snack, though, had bought Hiral almost a building’s length of a lead along with three seconds—and even better, it’d given him an idea. Moving from the middle of the roof, Hiral sprinted to the edge overlooking the wide street, his eyes peeled as he ran above the road. Where are you…? He powered his vault over another wide intersection ahead, finally spotting what he was looking for far to the right down the connecting street.

As soon as his feet hit the next roof, he took a risk and skidded on the wet stone, dropping fingers and gripping with Attraction, then lunged to the side at a ninety-degree angle. The giant hit his current building at the same time Hiral left it, using discs of Rejection in the air to cross the street and land on the next roof. He stumbled as he arrived—one, two, three steps—but didn’t go down, and the giant hadn’t made the turn as nimbly as he had.

Hiral was already on the next roof by the time the Shambling Graveyard changed its direction and lumbered after him.

Huh, it can’t make sudden direction changes quickly. Should’ve thought of that…

But it didn’t matter at that point; his plan was already too far in motion to change now. Ahead of him in the street, thousands of blue orbs looked up as he ran along the edge of the roof. Even at a quick glance, Hiral spotted more than a dozen wights pointing toward Hiral, the zombies and skeletons starting to move.

Thud. The giant’s footstep echoed behind Hiral, and suddenly those thousands of undead eyes turned from him to the charging giant.

If it was possible for undead to feel fear, the wight’s widening eyes were the closest thing Hiral had seen yet. He sprinted past the lead edge of the horde as individuals within the massive crowd all tried to go different directions at once. The wights, hidden within the mass of undead, had nowhere to go as the giant reached the horde.

One massive hand swept down, scooping up undead in a mess of flailing limbs and blue eyes, then simply shoved the whole thing in its mouth. Its next step crushed dozens more of the monsters while its other hand went down, thick fingers shattering bones and bursting zombies like overfilled balloons as it grabbed a second handful. A second mouthful.

Between the devasting steps and grasping hands, the giant destroyed or consumed undead by the dozens, maybe even the hundreds. And, while its blue eyes stayed locked on Hiral the entire time and it continued in his direction, it’d slowed to enjoy the buffet—at least in passing.

By that point, Hiral was already past the rear end of the horde, and he’d built up a solid lead. As soon as the giant’s steps carried it past the horde, though, the chase would be back on. Now was his chance to make a break for it.

Without a lot of options to make the next part of his plan work, the two side-by-side buildings ahead of him would have to do. A tall one on the left, at least ten floors with windows at his level, and the other on the right the same height as the building he ran on.

“I hope that’s been fifteen seconds,” Hiral said into the party chat, hesitating an extra second before cancelling his summons.

“We’re good here, for the moment,” Seena said. “Take him.”

In a way, it was odd to hear her voice so clearly despite the distance—especially while they had to be fighting for their lives at the same time. Not now. Hiral pushed the thought from his mind, leaping across the next alley and running over to where the two buildings nestled up against each other.

There, he cancelled his summon of Right, the tattoos growing on his skin like bruises emerging. He immediately lost access to his Rune of Rejection, losing some of his speed, but he quickly activated Foundational Split.

Knowing exactly what Hiral needed thanks to being in his head again—even if only for a heartbeat—Right dashed to the side as soon as he peeled off. Purple flames flared, drawing any eye watching, and he ran for the edge of the building.

Hiral, for his part, dove through one of the open windows of the taller building. Off to his left, he spotted exactly what he needed—a hallway leading deeper inside—and quickly ran down it.

Hopefully there wouldn’t be another horde waiting for him.
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WE’RE NOT RIDING A GIANT


Hiral jogged down the hallway and around a corner, listening intently as the thuds of the Shambling Graveyard’s steps turned in the other direction. Right had done it, leading the monster off on a merry chase away from Hiral. Hopefully he’d be able to stay ahead of it for a few blocks with his naturally high stats, after which Hiral would cancel the summons and call him back.

At that point, well, there were always the buffet-like hordes to keep the giant busy.

That must be how the giants get stronger. Absorbing the smaller undead they come across. It’s also probably why the giant’s patrol route looked so empty—it ate anything that got in its way. Hrm. Maybe we can use that. The roots leading to the tunnel seemed to follow the giant’s route. Risky, but…

Hiral put his back to a wall and wiped some of the blood from the head wound out of his face. A look up and down the hall showed it clear in both directions—for now—but the sooner he met back up with the others, the better.

“How’s everybody doing over there?” Hiral asked into the party chat.

“We’ve lost the horde, for the moment,” Seena responded. “Glad to hear your voice.”

“You are still alive, aren’t you, Hiral?” Yanily asked.

“I’m talking to you, aren’t I?” Hiral asked back.

“Who’s to say undead-Hiral doesn’t have access to our party? You could be a plant. A spy. Tell me something only the real Hiral would know.”

“You’re an idiot,” Nivian said before Hiral could.

“Everybody knows that,” Seeyela said. “It doesn’t prove anything.”

“Enough,” Seena said, but Hiral could hear a small smile in her voice. The thrill of surviving was a razor’s edge. “Where are you, Hiral?”

“Honestly, no idea,” Hiral said. “Was too busy just trying to get away to look for landmarks. Those giants are much faster than they look. But, I think I know how we can use them to our advantage.”

“Are we going to ride them?” Yanily asked.

“No, Yanily, we’re not going to ride them,” Seena said flatly, then paused. “Hiral… you’re not going to suggest we ride them… right?”

“No, not at all, but that reminds me. Let me just call Right back before the giant catches him.” A quick unsummon and resummon brought the double back to lean against the wall beside him.

“Thanks,” Right said, letting out a breath. “That thing wasn’t giving up.”

“Seriously, eh? And thanks to you, too, for getting it off my back.” Then Hiral returned to the party chat. “Okay, Right’s with me. Here’s what I’m thinking. The giants—the Shambling Graveyards—seem like they got as big as they did by eating other undead. I watched the one chasing me scoop them up in handfuls to eat. I figure their patrol routes are probably clear of undead because of this.”

“So, to avoid the hordes,” Seena interjected, “you want us to put ourselves in front of the cannibalistic giants?”

“Or…” Yanily said. “We could ride one.”

“We’re not riding a giant,” Seena said. “No! We’re not. Don’t give me that look, Wule. I thought you were the reasonable one.”

“It’s not every day you get a chance to…” Wule mumbled into the chat.

“I’m not saying we should walk in the middle of the street in front of the giant,” Hiral interrupted. “We can move through the buildings right beside it, though. I doubt there will be any undead in there. If nothing else, it’s the more direct path to the dungeon.”

“It’s risky,” Seena said. “Then again, so is running into another horde. What does everybody think?”

“Going back to the tunnel is out of the question?” Wule asked.

“It is,” Hiral said. “The wights—they kind of look like skinny zombies—are intelligent, I think. They seem to lead the hordes, and there were way too many undead around the tunnel entrance for us to get back in. They’re also a lot more dangerous in a fight. Kind of like the Troblin Shamans were.”

“First targets if we see them?” Seena asked.

“Yeah,” Hiral said, though his thoughts went back to that something else he’d seen in the pedway before using the Annihilation of Amin Thett. A thought brought up his notification and experience window—he’d gained a level through all that, bringing him to 5—but that wasn’t what he was after at the moment. Scrolling through his experience notifications, he finally found something different. “Looks like there’s a fifth type of undead we need to watch out for. I killed something in the pedway called a Vampire Monk, High-D-Rank.”

“High-D-Rank?” Seena repeated. “You’re sure?”

“That’s what my notification says. If you check, you should have it as well, since we’re in a party.”

“Well, damn,” Seena said a few seconds later. “For a D-Rank zone, this place is tough. A-Rank patrolling giants…”

“Elite A-Rank giants,” Hiral corrected.

“… and now High-D-Rank monsters running with the hordes too. I’m not too surprised about their being High-D—not really—but I expected them to be closer to the third dungeon. Ah, whatever, we’ll find a way to deal with it. Hiral, can you make it back to us? We’re catching a quick breather while we can.”

“Party window shows me which direction you all are in, so, yeah, I should be able to find you,” Hiral said. “You good to stay put for a few minutes?”

“Yeah, we need to…” Seena paused. “What’s with the face, Wule?”

“Anybody else’s solar energy recharging really slowly?” Wule asked.

“You too?” Nivian asked. “I thought I’d just gotten used to being spoiled by Left’s banner. It’s barely trickling in.”

“Same here,” Seeyela said, a slight hitch in her voice. “And I used a lot in that last fight.”

“So did I,” Seena said. “Something isn’t right.”

Hiral opened his own status window and looked at his solar energy. After the mad dash from the giant and splitting off Right with enough energy to lure the monster away, he was sitting at barely fifteen percent. After what felt like thirty long seconds, it finally ticked up to sixteen. It took another minute after that to hit seventeen, the whole party staying silent throughout.

“I don’t even think mine’s moving,” Yanily said. “It’s broken. It’s gotta be.”

“No, it’s taking me about a minute per percent to recharge,” Hiral said. “That’s less than a quarter of usual.”

“And that’s at S-Rank,” Seena said. “Some of us are going to need five minutes or more to recharge a percent. That’s not good with an undead horde looking for us. What’s causing it?”

Hiral’s eyes immediately went to the glowing roots along the walls. He’d assumed the only real difference between them and the last zone was the color—just a species thing. But, looking closer, the plants weren’t just thinner, but also shriveled. It wasn’t a case of them being different; they were dying.

He touched his finger against one near the back of his head, and the plant literally crumpled to dust under just slight pressure.

Correction: the plants weren’t dying—they were already dead.

“It’s the roots,” Hiral and Seena said into the party chat at the same time.

“Go ahead, Hiral,” Seena said.

“Sounds like you’ve figured it out too. The root system seems to be dead. Their energy is… I don’t even know. A leftover from when they were alive? Or maybe even dead, they carry a small fraction of energy. Either way, we’re not going to get a lot from them.”

“We’re going to ration our energy as we move from here on out,” Seena said. “At least until we get to the dungeon. Hopefully we’ll be able to recharge like normal in there.”

“What about Left’s banner?” Yanily asked.

“No,” Seena said immediately. “The giant gold dome will tell the whole city where we are.”

“You really need a smaller bubble, Left,” Yanily said.

“Hiral, you think you can get to us without bringing any company?” Seena asked. “We’re not in any shape to deal with another group like we just did.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Hiral said. “I didn’t see many undead on the roofs, other than the occasional wight. If I can avoid them, it shouldn’t be bad. I’m going to gather some solar energy before I head out, though. Give me… fifteen minutes?”

“We’re up that first building after the pedway,” Seena said. “Sixth… sorry, seventh floor. Thanks, Left. Back in the corner. Looks like it was a forge at one point or another, but it has big doors, so it made sense.”

“A forge on the seventh floor?” Hiral said.

“Don’t ask me. I didn’t design the city. Look, just get back safely when you can, okay?”

“Got it, boss,” Hiral said. “I’ll see you all soon.” With that, he cut off the party chat and looked over at Right. “You got the gist of it?”

“Yeah,” Right said, looking from Hiral’s scalp to his bleeding shoulder. “How bad?”

“Nothing to worry about,” Hiral said, carefully prodding the wound on his head. He winced a little at the contact, the cut stinging more than he expected.

“Wound looks… black,” Right said. “You sure it’s not bad?”

Hiral checked his status window, but there wasn’t a debuff notification.

“Arrows must have necrotic damage, like the sword,” Hiral said, peeling aside his shirt to get a look at his shoulder. Like Right had said, the flesh around the cut was blackened and tender, but at least it didn’t seem to be spreading. “I need a healing rune… or something…”

“That’d be handy,” Right said. “Maybe ask Dr. Benza real nice after we clear the next dungeon?”

“I’ll have to flatter him first,” Hiral said with a chuckle. “Seena wasn’t really saying, but how did they look before I pulled you back?”

“Drained,” Right said. “She didn’t say it, but we barely got away. Even after the fighting stopped, she kept us moving, then up a few floors when we were sure we weren’t being followed anymore. Slower solar energy regeneration isn’t going to help any, either.”

“Do you know what their ranks are in capacity and absorption? Normally I’m at about six percent per minute, but E-Rank is normally only two percent per minute. Less if they have a higher capacity than absorption rate.”

“Nivian will be the fastest; he’s C-Rank in both. All of the others are a Rank behind in their absorption to their capacity.”

“How do you know this, and I don’t?” Hiral asked with a chuckle and a shake of his head.

“While you were fiddling with your crystals, I was training with the others. Got a good handle on what they’re capable of.”

“Wait, you’re guessing at their capacity and absorption Ranks?” Hiral asked.

“Yup. If I were Left, I’d say I’m pretty confident in my observations. Actually, I’m saying that anyway.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Hiral said. “Seriously, though, we need a better way to collect solar energy. With how reliant we are on it, this passive absorption just doesn’t cut it down here. I thought the plants would take care of the issue, but this city shows us what our biggest weakness is.”

“There must be other abilities like Left’s Banner of Courage,” Right said.

“Hopefully without the giant gold dome that accompanies it,” Hiral said.

“It does kind of stand out.”

“How many times has it almost gotten us killed?”

“At least twice.”

“That guy… I tell you…”

“Can’t imagine where he gets it.”

“Ouch.”

“Am I wrong?”

Hiral just glared at his double. “Is it bullying if I’m doing it to myself?”

“Self-improvement.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“I’m pretty sure it is. Are you full yet? We should get back to the others.”

“It’s been two minutes,” Hiral said. “Barely. I’m still running on fumes here.”

“Yeah, okay, I’m going to go take a look around. Make sure nothing is sneaking up on us. You just focus on sucking up all the energy you can.” Right pushed himself up to his feet.

“Be careful,” Hiral said.

“I won’t go far. Ten minutes?”

“Ten minutes,” Hiral agreed. “Then we’ll go find the others.”
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Ashort time later, Hiral peeked around the corner of the wide chimney on the roof, the cold rain running down his face as he peered across the street. There was another small burst of movement: the wight he’d spotted leaping from one roof to the next. It paused on the corner, head swiveling as it looked for something, then darted along the edge until it reached the end of the building and jumped another alley.

“Think it saw us?” Right asked, hidden behind the stone chimney with Hiral.

“I don’t think acting is on its ability list,” Hiral said. “If it saw us, we’d have arrows flying our way.”

“That’s the third one we’ve spotted so far,” Right said. “They’re looking for us?”

“Probably,” Hiral said. “They know—or at least suspect—where we came from, since they’re blocking off the tunnel. And they have to know we’re not dead. C’mon, now’s our chance.” He ducked out from behind the chimney, then jogged low along the roof. A quick peek over the edge showed the alley empty, so he hopped over it with Right on his heels. “That should be the building they’re in right there, yeah? The Party Interface directions aren’t as precise as I’d hoped.” Hiral pointed at the tall building ahead of him. They’d passed what had to be the pedway he’d destroyed a while back, so this…

“I think so. Seventh floor,” Right said, looking back the way they’d come. “Coast still seems clear.”

“Let’s hope it’s the same inside,” Hiral said quietly before jogging across the roof and hopping through one of the wide windows. “Seena, can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear, Hiral,” Seena said. “You close?”

“I think we’re in the building,” Hiral said. “We’re on our way up now. Tell Yanily not to stab the first thing he sees when we get there.”

“I can’t make any promises,” Yanily said. “Still not convinced you aren’t undead.”

“None of us are undead, Yanily,” Seena said.

“Which is exactly what an undead spy would say.”

“I’ve got to… uh… turn off the voice chat now,” Hiral said. “Gotta focus on my surroundings.”

“You just don’t want to listen to Yanily,” Nivian pointed out. “I wish I could mute him, too, but he’s standing right next to me.”

Hiral shook his head and tuned out the chat. Just a thought, and it was silent until he needed it again. The Party Interface ability was impressive on all kinds of levels.

“Found the stairs,” Right said, waving Hiral down to the end of the hall.

Hiral jogged in that direction, eyes peeled. They were a floor lower than what the party had moved on before, but other than the wights, things had been too quiet.

Pausing at the entrance, Hiral glanced up and down the stairs. No movement. One heartbeat, two, three, he listened for any sign of life—or unlife. A scuff on the floor, the clatter of bones, or the soft rub of an arrow being drawn.

Nothing.

A small gesture of his hand, and he went into the stairwell, Right behind him. Still nothing, so he padded up the stairs as quietly as he could, pausing just before the landing and peeking around. Clear. He moved up the next flight, repeating the process until he counted himself on the seventh floor—each staircase getting longer and longer as they climbed—and moved to the door leading out to the hall.

A quick inspection of the door showed it undamaged, and it would push out. Carefully and quietly, he eased the door open, listening intently and peering through the open space as soon as there was room. The hall was clear where he could see, and much more would reveal him to anybody looking at the door anyway, so he pushed it open and swept out, RHC in his other hand.

“Clear,” he said quietly to Right, who followed out a second later. “Back corner, they said? Something about a forge.” His eyes ran up above the doors along the hall at the different store signs. There, at the far end, was what had to be a faded hammer and anvil stamped on an old sign. “That must be it.”

Still watching up and down the halls as he moved—there weren’t any windows, thankfully—Hiral reached the forge. Immediately off the hall looked to be some kind of front shop, shelves and display cases broken and empty, with a heavy door nestled in the back. It stood closed, and just by looking at it, there was no way he’d be forcing it open if it was locked. The riveted metal practically reeked of solid, and after one more look down the hall, Hiral tiptoed into the front shop.

“Seena, I think we’re outside the door,” he said. “Want to open it up?”

“What’s the password?” Yanily asked before Seena could respond.

“The password is going to be my boot up your ass,” Seena hissed. “Go back to your window. And remember your promise!”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah…” Yanily mumbled, but something clunked beyond the heavy metal door, and it swung in.

“Hey, fancy meeting you here,” Seena said, waving Hiral in as she stepped to the side.

“Well, I was in the neighborhood,” Hiral said, quickly walking through into the backroom.

As soon as Right was in there with him, Seena closed the door behind them and gently lowered a metal bar as thick as Hiral’s leg to brace the door.

Looking away from the door, Hiral inspected the rest of the room. Definitely a forge at one point, and a big one, at that. There were at least six large anvils he could see, as well as three heavy brick forges. Pegs and racks lined the wall between the windows—Why are there windows that big when this room had a huge, locked door?—but they all stood bare. Like the shop out front, the forge had either been looted or emptied.

“Yeah, we can’t figure out why there are windows in here either,” Seena said, obviously seeing where Hiral was looking at the far end of the room. “We’ve been making sure to stay out of sight since you mentioned that wight on the roof. Even Yanily.” She pointed at where the spearman sat against the wall under the windows.

“Hey, Yan,” Hiral said with a wave. “See, not undead.”

“Well, obviously,” Yanily said, his spear perched on top of his crossed legs, and he closed his eyes.

“What’s he doing?” Hiral asked Seena quietly.

“Says it’s easier for him to absorb solar energy by the window,” Seena said as lightning flashed outside.

“How’s that going, anyway?” Hiral asked as Seena led him over to where the others sat… around a picnic.

Nivian had laid out a blanket full of sandwiches—at least eight different kinds, from the looks of things—and each of the party members had a small plate piled high with food. There were even bottles of some kind of drink, and small glasses.

“Solar absorption is slow,” Seena said, sitting down in the open space between Nivian and Seeyela, then patting the ground beside her. “Figured we’d take the chance to eat, see if it helped recharge us any faster.”

“It isn’t,” Nivian said as Hiral dropped down beside Seena, while Right went over to talk to Left, who stood looking down at something on a table. “If you need a buff, though, I’d suggest the BLT. Adds a bonus to your dexterity and attunement. Whatever you eat first is the buff you’ll get, so feel free to fill your plate after that.”

“Dexterity and attunement?” Hiral said, picking up one of the sandwiches. “Sounds perfect for me.”

“Why do you think I made it?” Nivian asked.

“Ah, of course,” Hiral said, taking a bite. Buffs aside, the sandwich was good, the freshness of the vegetables somehow pushing back the constant heaviness of undeath all around him.

“You got hit by something?” Wule asked, nodding at Hiral and pointing at his own head.

“Yeah. Almost took my head off, but… obviously not.” The constant rain had rinsed away most of the dried blood, but the wound must still be black. “Got my shoulder too,” he added, showing the slice through his raincoat.

“Let me get started on that, then,” Wule said, and he and Seeyela swapped places after a nod between them.

“Started?” Hiral asked.

“The black coloration seems to be from something called necrotic damage. Nivian’s leg was full of it from the arrow he took.” Wule’s solar energy pulsed out of him and warmed Hiral. Unlike when Wule had previously healed him, though, the energy reached the shoulder injury, but seemed to slow down there, circling like it was looking for a way in. “The necrotic damage doesn’t add a debuff I can remove, but it does seem to hinder healing.”

“Hinder? How much?” Hiral asked, concentrating his senses on the solar energy swirling around his wound. Around and around it went, but it wasn’t a complete circle, nor did it follow the edges of the wound. If anything, it was like the energy followed a winding path Hiral couldn’t see. That, or Wule was drunk. What’s in those bottles?

“I wish there was an easy answer to that,” Wule went on, pushing more energy into Hiral. “It seems different for every injury. I’ve just got to keep pushing healing in until the energy breaks through. Once it’s inside, it heals up like normal, but getting past the outer ring of necrotic energy is the tough part.”

Hiral just gave a noncommittal grunt, but there was something familiar with the way the energy was moving. Yes, it was a winding path as it moved around the wound, but it followed that same path over and over. There, there, there… He was able to predict where the solar energy would bash against the necrotic barrier and attempt to break through, always in the same spots over and over. Other areas, it would completely ignore as the pathway took the energy in a wide loop.

Pathway? Of course.

“Wule, do Growers move all their solar energy through the root system within your bodies?” Hiral asked.

“Not all,” Wule said. “Most, though. It’s the most efficient way to get it where we need. It’s our PIM, after all.”

“Shapers primarily use their Meridian Lines,” Hiral said, “but not exclusively. The Lines carry most of the power, but if you look at Right, you’ll see they only cover part of his arm and hand, for example.”

“So?” Wule asked, though he was intently listening without lessening the solar energy pushing on Hiral’s wound.

“Haven’t you ever wondered why he doesn’t break his hand with every punch?” Hiral asked.

“Uh, magic?” Nivian asked, but he was listening too.

“The Meridian Lines carry the solar energy fast and strong, but they don’t reach everywhere. Think of them like the main streets through a city. Like the one outside that window.”

“Right has giant, shambling undead in his Meridian Lines?” Yanily asked.

“Shush, Yan,” Seena said quietly.

“After traveling along the lines,” Hiral continued, “the energy moves through smaller, invisible solar energy channels or pathways. Think of them like the side streets and alleys between buildings. It’s those smaller channels that reinforce Right’s hand and arm so he doesn’t ruin himself every time he hits something. Back to the analogy, the main street brings the goods in—the mass of solar energy—while the side streets disperse it where they’re needed: the buildings—or, in Right’s case, the muscles, bones, and ligaments of his fist. And, since he doesn’t have Meridian Lines on his left side, he can’t use the energy over there at all. Well, not very much, at least.”

“What’s this have to do with the healing?” Wule said, but there was a catch in his voice. “Oh, you’re saying the healing is following those channels? Basically, they’re taking the wrong streets to get to the building—your injury—and they keep finding walls instead of the door?”

“Yeah, exactly. They’re only taking the first channel they find. I’m no expert, but I studied a bit with my sister—Artists need to know all about them too. Anyway, if you control which channels the energy is flowing into, instead of dousing the whole area, so to speak, you might find it easier to get past the necrotic wall.”

“You can feel all that?” Wule asked.

“It is my body,” Hiral said. “Might also be related to my solar ranks.”

“I’ll give it a try. Don’t complain if I explode your arm.”

Hiral’s attention snapped from the circulating energy to the healer. “Can you even do that?”

Wule was too lost in concentration to answer.

“Can he do that? Can he?” Hiral quickly asked Seena, and she just shrugged. “Maybe we should practice on Nivian?” Hiral’s suggestion earned him a scowl from the tank, and then he felt a pressure in his shoulder release like a dam breaking.

What little pain and stiffness had lingered since he’d received the minor injury vanished in a flash, and Wule smiled in front of him.

“Wow, that was much easier,” he said. “Time for your head.”

“Are you sure you should be practicing on something so…?” Hiral started, but the pressure release happened almost immediately. “Ah, you got the hang of it?”

“Once you explained there were channels… yeah. I don’t think I can do that in the middle of a fight, but definitely when we can sit down and focus on it. Much more efficient. Thanks, Hiral. Actually, maybe I should practice doing that in combat anyway…”

“No!” Nivian and Seena said at the same time.

“Fine,” Wule whined.

“Anyway, solar energy?” Hiral asked, rolling his shoulder comfortably. The stiffness really was gone, just like with normal healing. “How is everybody doing on it now?”

“Ideally, another hour of sitting on our hands,” Seena said, the frustration obvious in her voice. She wanted to be moving. “That should get most of us to at least a respectable level if it came to a fight.”

“That’s not too bad,” Hiral said. “We can use the time to figure out the Shambling Graveyard’s path. I bet this is a great vantage point to watch… as long as we stay hidden from anybody else watching.”

“Already done,” Left said, turning to face the group. “The giant should be passing us…” He trailed off as Hiral felt a small tremor in the floor. “Right on time,” Left said more quietly. “It will be past us quickly, but on the same street for several minutes. It takes it thirty minutes to do a full loop, if nothing distracts it.

“I suggest we leave when it’s furthest from us, so either in forty-five minutes or seventy-five minutes, approximately.”

“Which gives us about fifteen minutes to get to the dungeon?” Hiral asked.

“More like twelve,” Left said. “The giant would have a sightline a little earlier. We might be able to push that to thirteen if it sees us and we can outrun it.”

“We can’t outrun it,” Hiral said. “Not if we don’t want it to destroy whatever building the dungeon is in. It can’t see us.”

“We can move quickly anyway,” Seena said. “Left was telling us the dungeon should be less than ten minutes from here, though we’ll be on the street since the buildings vary too much in height.”

“No roof-running?” Hiral asked, and Seena just shook her head. Probably for the best, really—the street would be level and much easier for the group at large.

“As soon as…” Seena started, but she cut off at a scratch like metal on metal from the heavy door leading to the outer shop. A finger went to her lips instantly, silencing the group, and then a long, slow squeal of something dragging along the outside of the door echoed through the room.

“The door’s thick,” Wule whispered. “We should be fine.”

CLANG! Something hit the door so hard the room shook, and a fist-sized indentation appeared on the heavy metal.
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THAT’S NOT GOOD AT ALL


Hiral stared at the fist imprint in the door, his mind running the numbers on just how strong something would have to be to leave a mark like that.

He didn’t like the result.

CLANG! A second reverse-dent formed on the door as the walls shook again.

“Hinges and bar haven’t budged,” Hiral said, eyes tracking over the door frame. “But…” CLANG! “… I don’t think the door will hold for long. Fight or run?”

“Giant?” Seena asked, and Left was already at the window.

“Not as far as I’d like it to be,” Left said. “It’ll round the corner within a minute, and it doesn’t seem to have heard…” CLANG! “… that.”

“That’s all well and good, but how are we going to get out of here?” Yanily asked. “That’s the only door.”

“Out the window,” Nivian said.

“We’re almost two hundred feet up,” Wule said. “Last I checked, none of us has wings. Uh, other than Left, and he’s only got one.”

“Sis?” Seena said. “Can you get us down?”

CLANG! A fifth indentation, this one right above the fourth. CLANG! Another, right beside the fifth. Whatever was outside had decided to focus its attention on one part of the door.

“If I do, I won’t have anything left for a fight,” Seeyela said. “Though, I… uh… may have an idea.”

“Oh, no, she’s making the same face Hiral does when he’s planning to test something reckless,” Wule said, sighing.

Seeyela answered by putting her eight-eyed helmet back over her head. “Better?” she asked, the red eyes reflecting the thin light of the glowing roots ominously.

“No?” Wule said weakly.

“What’s your idea?” Seena asked.

“A full portal depends on distance, direction, and the power of who passes through,” Seeyela said. “It gets more expensive if I need to change the plane of the entrance and exit. For example, going straight down a street is cheaper than the same distance going from a street to a roof.”

CLANG!

“So? Point?” Seena asked, her book floating beside her.

“If I open a door to walk from here out onto the street below for all of us, it’ll cost all my solar energy,” Seeyela said.

“I can get myself down,” Hiral said.

“Still, it’s too much,” Seeyela answered.

“The other option?” Seena asked.

CLANG! This time, the edge of the door shuddered where it met the wall, like it was getting torn away a little more with each punch.

“I’m going to create a drop-chute,” Seeyela said. “Like a tunnel straight down, right outside the window. The bottom end will be ten feet above the ground. You jump out the window, into the portal, then skip the hundred and ninety feet in between to come out right above the ground. Easy peasy.”

“You want us to jump out the window?” Yanily asked.

“We all jumped off the island,” Hiral pointed out.

“With wingsuits on… and parachutes,” Wule said.

CLANG! The bottom of the door scraped on the floor like it was getting battered in.

“We don’t have time for this,” Seena said, turning to her sister. “It’ll work?”

“Eighty-twenty odds,” Seeyela said. “It’s not like I’ve done this before.”

“She’s lying about the odds, isn’t she?” Wule asked his brother.

“Of course she is,” Nivian said, staring at Seeyela. “They’re obviously much worse than that.”

“We’re doing it,” Seena said, then walked over and tapped Nivian on the shoulder.

He just turned and looked at her. “Really?” he asked after a few seconds.

She shrugged.

CLAAAAANG! The whole door tilted at the top, one of the hinges finally bending.

Nivian sighed, then walked over to the window. “Let’s get this over with.”

“I’ll put the entrance right outside the window, but the bottom has to be high enough off the ground for you to get all the way through,” Seeyela said, solar energy pouring out of her to create a black hole in the air a foot below the windowsill outside.

Seena gave Nivian another tap on the shoulder, and the man stepped up onto the windowsill.

“Why couldn’t you make this inside the room instead of making us jump?” Nivian asked, looking down at the long drop beyond the portal.

“Like I said, it’s cheaper when it’s a straight tunnel,” Seeyela said. “Even if the direction happens to be down. Don’t worry. This’ll be like jumping off the first floor, not the seventh. You’re D-Rank now; it’s nothing.”

“Don’t see you going through first,” Nivian complained, but another CLANG at the door turned his face serious. One more deep breath, and he stepped off the windowsill. He hit the back hole not even a second later, and then there was a distant grunt far below.

“Did he make it or splat?” Yanily asked.

The party got their answer when Nivian stepped out from under the portal exit and waved up.

“Ground comes up real fast,” Nivian said. “But it’s not too bad.”

“See, told you,” Seeyela said.

CLAAAAAAANG! The door slammed against the bar bracing it, the whole thing ringing like a gong, and Hiral saw blue light glowing around the edges.

“We need to go now,” Hiral said. “If they see us leaving like this…” Then he noticed that Seena was already gone, and Wule was on the sill.

“You can get yourself down?” Seeyela asked Hiral, glancing from Left and Right to him as Wule jumped and Yanily followed right behind.

“I can. Go,” Hiral said, then quickly absorbed and resummoned his doubles, though only with one percent energy each. “I’ll call you down as soon as I hit the ground.” He climbed on the windowsill, where a small part of him noticed the runic script-like carvings all along the edge—Different than my runes—but then Seeyela was gone, and the room shook again from another titanic CLANG.

No time for hesitation, Hiral leapt out of the window, gravity quickly taking hold and dragging him down.

Maybe I should’ve tested this before I jumped…

But that option was out the window—literally—so Hiral pushed solar energy into his Rune of Gravity. Halfway down already, he suddenly slowed, but didn’t completely stop. He hadn’t reversed gravity, but simply lessened it like the Emperor’s Greatsword did to make itself lighter, so he still fell, albeit at around half the speed. From twenty feet up, he let loose a steady flow of Rejection, softening his landing, and he only had to take a single step to catch his balance.

With the others looking at him, Yanily mouthed overpowered, but Hiral ignored him to cancel his summons, then reactivated Foundational Split.

As soon as Left and Right peeled off Hiral, Seena looked at Left. “Lead the way,” she said, though the glowing roots were pretty obvious.

“See that building just ahead of the giant?” Left said, pointing. “It’ll turn at the street after it. That’s also our destination, up on the seventh floor.” He raised the angle of his arm ever so slightly as he pointed.

Hiral squinted at the building, and, yes, if he looked very carefully, he could just barely make out the guide-roots amidst the coil of regular plants. Well, if anybody could really call glowing roots regular.

As he watched, the Shambling Graveyard approached the corner where it would turn, and Left ran over to the wall of the building across from where they’d jumped, a faint clang echoing from above.

“Over here,” the double said. “Sometimes the giant looks back the way it came when it turns a corner.”

Hiral didn’t need to be told twice, his memory clearly recalling his recent race against the monster, and he joined the others with Left against the wall. With the stone at their back like it was, unless the giant turned its head just perfectly as it rounded the corner, it wouldn’t see them. The window across the street from which they’d come, however…

“How long until…” Clang! “… they get through?” Wule asked.

“Any second now, I’d guess,” Hiral said. “We should move.”

“Wait,” Nivian said, holding up a hand. “Movement might attract the giant’s attention. Just a few more seconds…”

Hiral’s eyes went from the giant to the window from which they’d jumped, half-expecting to see an undead horde come pouring out from seven floors up. If it was anything like the pedway, the fall alone wouldn’t stop them. And that wasn’t even counting whatever was smashing on the door.

Clang! Hiral lifted his RHCs off his thighs. If the undead were coming, he’d be…

“We’re moving,” Nivian suddenly said, running ahead, and everybody else fell in behind him.

Hiral took up the rear, splitting his attention between the roofs, the alleys they passed, and the building they’d just come from. An attack could come from just about anywhere.

CLANG! The sound came louder than the others, and Hiral turned back just in time to see the bent metal door come hurtling out through the window. The top of the door caught the sill as it passed, sending the metal into a wild spin that crashed into the center of the street, leaving it embedded in the stone.

“Faster,” Hiral said quietly into the party chat, knowing the others would hear him perfectly.

Nivian picked up the pace immediately, but Hiral still kept most of his attention on the window behind him. Were the undead searching the forge for the living they expected to be in there? Or, were they…?

The first zombie hit the window at a run, flipping head over heels as it plummeted towards the street. It wasn’t even halfway when the next… and the next… and a dozen more after that… all followed it out. Undead poured like a waterfall out of the window, crashing to the ground in wet thwaps as they hit the stone. Bodies and internal organs exploded from the impact, sending out geysers of gore to coat the street one after the other.

They came so fast Hiral didn’t even have time to see the ground coated in blood before it was covered in bodies.

“Okay, much faster,” Hiral corrected as some of the zombies got back to their feet, the bodies of the first jumpers having cushioned their fall. Then, like the party, the undead began to run.

The monsters lacked the normal grace of the living, arms flailing wildly at their sides as their legs churned, but they weren’t nearly as slow as something dead should be. And, as disturbing as the running undead were, something else sent a shiver up Hiral’s spine, his eyes climbing the building back up to the window where the undead still fell from.

Standing on the side of the wall—like it was the ground—was the same kind of undead Lizardman Hiral had seen in the pedway. The scaled skin was pale and dry, with the body underneath emaciated and thin. Blue blazed in the eye sockets and leaked down its cheeks as it turned its head in the party’s direction, and it lifted one arm to point at the party. Then it began to sprint along the side of the wall like gravity had no say in the matter.

Could I do that with my Rune of Attraction? one part of Hiral’s mind asked, while his other, more practical part led him to raise his weapons and pull his triggers. The undead flipped sideways—up the building—to dodge the two shots, the bolts taking chunks out of the stone where they hit.

“Something bad is after us,” Hiral said into the chat.

“Something bad ahead of us too,” Nivian answered, and Hiral spared a quick glance to spot skeletons streaming out of a nearby alley.

Just like that, they were surrounded.

“We’re not stopping to fight—punch through,” Seena ordered. “Sis, we’re not going to have time for the stairs.”

“I don’t have enough energy to get us all up there,” Seeyela said.

“How many?” Seena asked as Nivian hit the line of skeletons. The first monster practically exploded into boney shrapnel at the impact, though the mouth continued biting at the air despite flying away.

“Three, four tops,” Seeyela said. “And even that’s pushing it.”

“Is there anything we can…?” Seena started to ask.

“Just open the portal when we get close,” Nivian said, twisting to hit one skeleton with a shield bash while his whip pulled the legs out from three others.

“Look at you, sounding all confident,” Yanily said, dancing into the line of skeletons a pace behind Nivian. His spear trailed lightning as he went, and he swept it around in wide arcs to push monsters out of the way. And that wasn’t all; thunder rumbled from each swing to send a barely visible blade of force out that chopped through the undead like a bone forest.

That was all the attention Hiral had for the front, though, and he turned his eyes back to the monster running along the wall. It’d already closed half the distance, and it was still gaining. Closer now, Hiral could make out a name over its head.

(Undead) Vampire Monk – High-D-Rank

Nope, that’s not good at all.

Two more pulls of his triggers resulted in two more misses, the monster moving supernaturally fast. It’s got to have dexterity and attunement around the same level—or higher—than mine.

He kept the shots going, trying to predict where the vampire would run. Trying to cut it off or buy time. Trying anything to slow it down. Nothing worked. It came on like nothing could stop it, flipping, dodging, and even sliding under shots as it ran along the wall.

An explosion and wave of heat near the front of the group signaled Seena had gotten involved, and Hiral found skeleton pieces along the ground around him. A scuff of bone on stone forced Hiral’s attention away from the charging vampire, and he turned just in time to duck under a sweeping spear. A dodge to the left, then a springing leap over a pair of low-swinging spears got him past the crowd flushing in from both sides. He blasted two skulls into bone chips, then pushed out with a violent surge of Rejection.

The pulse didn’t kill any of the skeletons—it barely even hurt them—but it did help create some space to keep the mob off the party’s tail.

“Almost there,” Seeyela said, adding a few seconds later, “One portal coming up. I hope you have a plan, Nivian.”

Hiral fired two more shots at the vampire, but again it simply avoided the shots, this time by leaping clear off the wall. Three acrobatic flips in the air, and then a twist before landing, and the monster touched down on the street in the midst of the shattered skeletons.

Blue orbs raged as it stared at Hiral, an aura of hungry violence practically visible around the thing.

“It’s ready,” Seeyela said.

“You, Wule, and Seena get through. Go,” Nivian ordered while bashing aside another skeleton.

“What now?” Hiral asked as he passed Left and Right, the doubles coming back to cover him while he continued. The two crashed into the skeletons like a pair of wrecking balls, shattering bone or encasing it with ice with every motion. It wouldn’t be enough, though, as the vampire once again broke into a sprint. It’d be on them in seconds. Maybe less.

“What now?” Yanily echoed, bashing the haft of his spear through a skeleton’s head as Seena passed through the portal. “Like, now now.”

“Now I’m going through,” Nivian said, turning on a dime and ducking through the portal.

“Pardon?” Yanily asked as the portal blinked out of existence.

“Uh…” Hiral said, the vampire reaching his doubles.

Right threw a punch, which the vampire ducked and countered with a punch of its own. Snapping like breaking twigs echoed from the blow as Right folded around the monster’s fist. But Right wasn’t out of the fight just because of that; he slipped an arm around the undead and latched on while Left leapt in, Dagger of Sath swinging.

It didn’t matter.

The vampire swung Right around like a club, slamming him into Left, then whipping him back in the other direction lightning quick. Left hit the ground ten feet away at the same time the vampire smashed Right straight down into the stone hard enough for Hiral to feel the ground under his feet shake.

Despite the shattered stone, Right somehow still held on, though solar energy oozed off him in buckets of glowing smoke.

Hiral fired off two shots, the first striking the vampire in the shoulder and the second catching it in the upper arm. Part of Hiral had hoped a solid hit would tear the monster’s arm off.

No such luck. All he did was get its attention, and even with Right still clinging, the vampire turned and launched itself at Hiral.

Impossibly fast, it was on top of him even before his weapons were off cooldown. He was…

Nivian wishes to bring you to his position with Swarm Tactics

Accept? Yes / No

Hiral’s mind hit Yes without a second thought, and the world around him blurred just as the vampire swung its fist.

Stone cracked somewhere… distant… and Hiral looked around at the room he now stood in, the rest of the party nearby.

“Glad that worked,” Nivian said.

“I can’t believe you…” Yanily started, but Hiral interrupted him, spotting the dungeon interface in the middle of the room.

“Vampire is coming,” Hiral said, dashing over and swiping his hand over the interface crystal. However, instead of Dr. Benza appearing on the small, nearby dais, a notification window appeared in the air.

Dungeon – The Dark Jungle has been corrupted by outside forces.

Dungeon – The Dark Jungle has become: Wild Dungeon – The Lost Forge of Ur’Thul

Note: Wild Dungeons are rare instances containing powerful Lost equipment and unique quests.

Note (2): Wild Dungeon—The Lost Forge of Ur’Thul can only be attempted once before the corruption completely claims it.

Note (3): Wild Dungeon—The Lost Forge of Ur’Thul will count towards unlocking the Asylum if it is completed successfully.

Enter Dungeon?

Yes / No


42

THE LOST FORGE OF UR’THUL


Hiral barely took the time to register the words, the memory of the vampire fresh in his mind, and mentally hit the Yes button without asking the others. However, instead of the familiar portal opening, another notification window popped up.

Note: The Exit to Wild Dungeon – The Lost Forge of Ur’Thul will not appear at the same location as the entrance.

Do you still wish to enter Dungeon?

Yes / No

Different exit location? Even better!

Hiral again mentally hit the Yes button, and this time a portal opened.

“Go, go!” he ordered the others, one eye on the window while he cancelled Foundational Split.

His tattoos emerged from his skin while the others darted through the portal—they didn’t want to deal with the horde any more than he did—and he then followed them inside. One last quick glance over his shoulder as he went showed him a pale hand grasping the windowsill as if pulling itself up, but then the portal closed.

Hiral let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding, but it only caught in his throat again when he turned to look at the others and took in his surroundings. The party stood on what could only be described as a wide bridge, maybe forty feet from edge to edge, while a truly massive room spread around them. It wasn’t like the natural cavern of The Buried City from the last dungeon. No, this was all intricately worked stone, fitted together perfectly to construct some kind of huge welcoming hall.

Carved statues stood against the far walls on either side of the bridges, each easily hundreds of feet tall, and seemed to portray two sides of opposing armies. On the left, beasts and monsters rose in challenge, so lifelike Hiral could almost see their shoulders heaving and their claws flexing to strike. Some he recognized, like the Bladed Frenzy Monkey and the Troblin Lord, but those were the least of the creatures on display.

One looked like some kind of evolved lizard, giant wings stretching from its back while actual fire constantly streamed from its mouth. Another, a hunched humanoid, had eight powerfully muscular arms reaching from its back, while the thing next to it could only be described as the literal stuff of nightmares. The stone itself was barely visible within a fog of hanging darkness, perfectly round, coal-like eyes glaring out from within the shadows. Even though Hiral couldn’t truly make out what waited within that darkness, some primal part of him shied away from it.

Tearing his eyes from the creature of pure Night, he forced himself to look at the army on the opposing wall. Ten statues lined that side, all armed and armored in similar fashion, and all the same race: Lizardmen. Unlike the Lizardmen the party had fought back in The Mire, these ones radiated power, as if the ones in the earlier dungeon had been a cheap imitation. While several carried spears like he’d seen before, others carried swords and shields, while one even had a pair of floating books like Seena.

Their carved faces stared down the force of monsters on the opposite side, like they planned to stand against the legendary creatures, and somehow, something about the statues made Hiral feel like they could succeed.

“What is this place?” Wule asked, breaking Hiral out of his statue-inspecting trance.

“I don’t know, but whatever it is, I feel like a weight’s been lifted off my chest,” Nivian said. “Don’t you all feel it?”

Hiral turned his attention internally, and just like Nivian had said, there was a sense of easing within his chest—right behind his central Meridian Node. He quickly opened his status window and nodded when he looked at it.

“Check your solar energy capacity,” he said, noticing for the first time the lack of glowing plants. Despite that—and the complete lack of other light sources—they were practically being bathed in solar energy. Had Hiral not known better, he’d have sworn he was on Fallen Reach soaking up the natural sun.

“Absorption rate is back to normal,” Seena said, looking both directions along the bridge. Only one side seemed to have an opening, the other clearly sealed. “From that notification, we only have one shot at this dungeon, but that’s not really so different from usual. Just no safety net. Still, let’s take this chance to get to full—or as close to it as we can—before the dungeon urges us to move.”

“I’m going to be a bit,” Seeyela said. “I’m pretty much tapped out after those last portals.”

Hiral activated Foundational Split, Left and Right peeling off, and Left quickly shaped his Banner of Courage.

“No way the dome is bigger than this room,” Hiral said with a shrug as the golden aura washed over them, further increasing their solar absorption rates.

“Does… does…” Yanily started, his tongue darting to his lips as he spoke. “Does anybody feel like the energy in here tastes different?”

“Tastes?” Nivian asked.

“It’s not the right word,” Yanily admitted, “but I can’t think of a better one. Something is different. I noticed the same thing outside, like the energy near the window was… different…”

“Why didn’t you say something then?” Seena asked, sitting down on the stone roadway.

“I did,” Yanily said. “Remember?”

“You just said you preferred over by the window,” Wule pointed out. “Nothing about how it tasted.”

“Same thing,” Yanily said, squinting like he was trying to see something. “I don’t know what it is.”

Hiral nodded anyway. The necrotic energy that’d slowed Wule’s healing had infused the whole city, corrupting things even to the point of affecting the dungeon. What if solar energy and necrotic energies weren’t the only types?

“Hey, Yanily, give me your hand,” Hiral said, stepping forward and holding out his spread hands a few inches apart.

“Uh… you’re going to test something, aren’t you?” Yanily asked nervously.

“Of course I am. Hand.”

“Do I have a choice?” Yanily asked Seena.

She looked from Yanily to Hiral, then back to Yanily, and shook her head. “You know he won’t let it go.”

“I won’t,” Hiral said. “And it might help us all.”

“Fine,” Yanily said, lifting his hand and holding it up between Hiral’s outstretched hands. “What now? Do you want to interlock fingers? Whisper sweet nothings into each other’s ears?”

“No,” Hiral said at length. “I just want you to focus your energy down into your hand, like you would if you were going to use an ability. Just… uh… don’t actually use one. Hold it in your hand.”

“Okay,” Yanily said, and Hiral brought his hands closer to Yanily’s without touching them.

“Hope this works,” Hiral said quietly, which widened several sets of eyes—including Yanily’s—as he pushed a small thread of solar power into his Rune of Energy. A soft sphere of glowing light appeared between his spread fingers, bathing Yanily’s hand within it and revealing sparking arcs of lightning along his skin.

Yanily jerked his hand back like he’d been burned, but then immediately paused, looked at his perfectly normal hand, and slowly pushed it back into the light. As soon as it entered the glowing sphere, arcing electricity appeared where the light touched until, once again, Yanily’s hand was engulfed up to his forearm.

“It doesn’t hurt,” Yanily said, his eyes spellbound by the caged lightning. Most of it stayed running along his skin, but small bolts occasionally stretched out for the limits of the sphere, like they were probing their surroundings. “How are you doing that?”

“Need more testing. Nivian, you’re next,” Hiral said, though he had to shoo Yanily away. When the tank—nervously—pushed his hand into the sphere of light, there wasn’t any electricity. This time, instead, his hand was sheathed in what looked like a glove of tight-fitting solid light. “Okay, one more. Seena.”

“Why me?” she asked, though she stood and put her hand in when Nivian removed his.

“That’s why,” he said, nodding at the slight flickers of flame crawling along her skin within the sphere.

“What’s it mean?” she asked.

“I think Yanily liked being closer to the window because of the storm outside. More specifically, because of the lightning. His new class, Stormstrider, changed the type of solar energy his body prefers. Actually, I don’t know if type is the right word. Flavor? Either way, I bet he absorbs solar energy tinted with lightning better than normal solar energy.”

“And me?” Seena asked. “I don’t have an advanced class like he does.”

“No, but I think you’re the closest to getting one,” Hiral said. “Your newfound direction towards fire-related abilities… I don’t think it’s a coincidence. The rest of us will have the same gloves of light like Nivian, because normal solar energy is what our bodies want.”

“How is this going to help us?” Seena asked, still staring at flickering flames on her hand in the sphere.

“Mainly you, for the moment,” Hiral admitted, cutting off the flow of solar energy to his sphere and dropping his hands to his side. “And it’ll let us test my theory.”

“Am I going to like this?” Seena asked.

“Depends. How do you feel about campfires?”

“Campfires?”

“We should build a small fire. If you feel any difference in absorbing solar energy with the fire nearby, we have our answer. And if anybody else gets an advanced class, we just need to figure out which type of energy their bodies like best.”

The rest of the party just sort of shrugged at each other—somebody even mentioned a campfire was one of Hiral’s more tame tests—and then Nivian pulled out some of his cooking supplies.

“Might as well heat some stew at the same time,” Nivian said before looking very specifically at Yanily. “Since somebody dumped the last pot.”

The spearman held up his hands. “Don’t worry. Learned my lesson. I’m staying over here until it’s ready. But, do we have time for this? This dungeon only opens once, and we have three hours to complete it. Shouldn’t we be starting?”

“It’ll take us all a few minutes to recharge after everything outside, you included,” Seena said. “Don’t worry. We won’t let Nivian get his apron out.”

The tank paused, one hand above his Interspatial Ring like he was waiting for something to come out. A quick ahem, and he sat down to get the small fire going, hand jerking away from the ring.

Within a minute, a small fire burned under the pot, the stew already bubbling on top.

“I swear, this pot is magic,” Nivian muttered. “Never seen food heat so fast…”

“Seena, you feel anything from the fire?” Hiral asked.

“It’s warm,” she said, sitting beside it and holding the palms of her hands closer like she was warming them up.

“Besides that?” Hiral asked flatly.

“I dunno, Hiral. I…” She stopped, her lips gently smacking together. “Okay, that’s weird.”

“See!” Yanily said. “It tastes different.”

“Seriously?” Wule asked.

“Kind of?” Seena said, holding up a hand before more questions came and closing her eyes as if to focus on her other senses. “It’s like… a spice… when I breathe in. It’s not the solar energy itself—I mean, it hasn’t changed the substance of it. I can still feel my body absorbing that naturally. But, this other thing… it comes in when I breathe.” She inhaled deeply for emphasis.

“And it has a taste?” Nivian asked. “What kind? Hot? Spicy?”

“Kind of,” Seena said, the corner of her lips curving up. “By itself, it doesn’t feel like anything, but as I pull it deeper into my body, I can almost feel it mixing with my solar energy, spreading to join it in my PIM.” She took another deep breath and opened her eyes, nodding. “It’s speeding up my absorption, but, more than that, I think it will make using my fire abilities… easier? More powerful? I don’t know. There’s something there, though.

“I can’t wait to test it out.”

“Now you sound like Hiral,” Nivian said, shaking his head. “Here.” He handed a bowl of steaming stew to Seena.

“Didn’t we just eat those sandwiches for the buffs?” Yanily asked.

“This isn’t for the buff,” Nivian said. “Just to have something warm in your stomach.”

“I’m… actually kind of full still,” Seena said.

Nivian looked at the others, holding the bowl out. When nobody moved for it, he just shrugged. “Suit yourselves,” he said, then lifted a spoonful to his mouth.
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THE ESTEEMED GECKODIANA!


With Nivian’s cooking supplies once again back in his Interspatial Ring and everybody topped up on solar energy, the group moved across the bridge towards the only open door.

“More Lizardmen, from the looks of the statues,” Hiral pointed out. “Makes sense, I guess, since we were just in their city.”

“If it comes down to a fight, we’ve got Racial Growth on our side,” Yanily said. “Fifteen percent bonus.”

“Seems likely,” Seeyela said. “If they’re anything like the ones from The Mire, they won’t be happy we’re here.”

“I’m so happy you’re here!” a voice suddenly called out from within the shadows of the large doorway as they approached.

Easily thirty feet tall, twenty feet wide, and carved with intricate pictograms, the massive stone doors had been pushed open, and a single man walked through the space between them.

Correction: a single Lizardman.

“I didn’t think anybody else had made it inside before the entrance sealed itself,” the Lizardman went on. “Here I was, worrying over how I would ever get through by myself when I heard your voices. Like music to my ears.” He clearly didn’t have visible ears, but he still gestured emphatically as he continued towards them.

For their part, the entire party had hands on their weapons. Hiral gripped the stocks of his RHCs tightly, though they stayed on his thighs as he watched the Lizardman approaching.

Dressed in knee-high leather boots, practical pants, a dirty white shirt, and a leather jacket to match his boots, the Lizardman pulled his wide-brim hat off his head and gave a slight yet graceful bow. The only weapons he seemed to have were a whip coiled at his right hip, and something similar to Hiral’s RHC on his left thigh.

“Did anybody else make it through with you?” the Lizardman continued. “Any of my supplies or the other researchers?”

“Uh… no… just us?” Hiral said after sharing a look with Seena.

“Ah, a pity,” the Lizardman said. “But we will have to make do with what we have.”

“Who… exactly are you?” Hiral asked.

“Oh, they didn’t tell you who you were coming to assist? Hrmph. What was the point of all the documents I filled out, then? There was a stack this big.” He held his scaled forefinger and thumb a good two inches apart. “This big! Each page requiring a signature of authorization, a co-signature for supplies, collateral, and assurance from my bank. Bureaucracy, really.”

“Ah, yes, but your name…?” Hiral said, his eyes going to the others. They just shrugged, but nobody had released their weapons.

“Of course, of course. Where are my manners? I am the famed and esteemed archeologist, Doctor Geckodiana. My friends call me Odi. That’s O-Dee. Odi.”

“Nice to meet you, Odi,” Hiral said. “I’m Hiral.”

“Seena,” she said. “These are Nivian, Wule, Yanily, Seeyela, Left, and Right. I’m afraid we weren’t, uh… given copies of the paperwork you filled out. Care to explain why we’re here?”

“Certainly,” Odi said. “The sooner we get through the temple, the sooner we can all leave again.”

“Or we can just wait three hours,” Yanily said quietly, nudging Wule in the ribs with his elbow.

“Oh, I’m afraid that’s completely impossible,” Odi said. “Weren’t you informed before entering? The only way out is through. Unless we make it to the exit at the other end of the temple, well, we might die of old age in here! Ah, technically dehydration or starvation would be first. None of you are cannibals, right? Can never be too careful with hired help…”

“The hired help can hear you,” Nivian said flatly.

“And yet you didn’t answer my question…” Odi pointed out.

“Not cannibals,” Hiral assured the Lizardman, who visibly exhaled a sigh of relief.

“Good to hear. Back to my point. The main door is sealed, and another group won’t be able to enter until we’re either dead or pass through the exit. Not that there will be a next group. We’ll either succeed here or it’ll be the end of the kingdom. I don’t know about you, but I definitely have a preference.”

“End of the kingdom?” Hiral asked.

“Yes,” Odi said, his face serious. “One way or another, those doors will never open again. It’s too dangerous outside to risk letting… anything… in here.”

Too dangerous? Does he mean the undead? Is this place… real? Now? Could that actually be true? The dungeon interface had mentioned something about the exit being in a different place, so does that mean we have a chance at saving the city?

Do we even want to?

“Uh, anybody else see the dungeon timer?” Seeyela asked just as Hiral was considering the ramifications of reviving the Lizardman empire.

At the question, he opened his status window to look at the timer on the dungeon clock. 999:99:99 remaining.

There aren’t even ninety-nine seconds in a minute… and the timer isn’t moving. That’s… not a good sign.

“That can’t be right,” Nivian said. “Can it?”

“Wild dungeon,” Seena said. “I guess the old rules don’t apply. We might be stuck in here until we clear it.”

“That’s not so bad,” Yanily said. “If there’s another road like in The Mire, think about how much experience we can farm. Just need to kill some monsters.”

“Which brings up a good question,” Hiral said, looking again between the two sets of statues on opposing walls, and then back to Odi. “What kind of monsters are we going face in the temple?”

“This is absurd,” Odi said. “Really, nobody told you what this temple is?”

“Paperwork got lost,” Hiral said with a shrug. “You know how it is.”

Odi literally huffed, then put his hands on his hips. “Should I start from the beginning?”

“Please,” Hiral said.

“Stupid paperwork. What was even the point? When I get back to the guild, they are going to get such a piece of my mind.” After that fuming, Odi seemed to push it all down and focus on the party, dramatically explaining, “This, my friends, is the Forge of Ur’Thul. A long time ago, in a land far, far, away…. really far… really, really far… one of our great ancestors discovered an artifact of incomprehensible power.

“An item tied to fate and history. Cause and reaction. Memory and foresight. If you missed it, the artifact is really powerful. With this power, our Ancestor forged our empire and forced back the iron-grip rule of the Troblin Kingdom. No longer would they make slaves of us or treat us like playthings for their sick desires.”

“Troblin Kingdom?” Yanily asked.

“Sick desires?” Wule asked more quietly, visibly shuddering.

“Yes!” Odi said. “Our Ancestor led the rebellion against the dominant Troblins and cut a place for us through fire and blood.”

“What about those monsters over there?” Hiral asked, pointing at the statues of things far more terrifying than Troblins.

“Ah, yes, she also took care of those lesser threats,” Odi said, waving a dismissive hand at the statues.

“Maybe we know different Troblins?” Yanily said quietly.

“After forging a territory for her people, our Ancestor knew she couldn’t hold the power of the artifact for herself any longer,” Odi said. “Even for one as great as she was, the strain was too much. She’d fought long and hard, her unbeatable army at her back, but she grew tired. With the burden too much for any single individual, she instead had this temple built.

“Well, I say it’s a temple, but it is called a forge for a reason. Not for weapons, mind you, but for people. Here, we train our brightest and most promising, and further reward them for succeeding.”

“They get the artifact as a reward?” Nivian asked.

Odi shook his head. “No, not the artifact itself. The true power of the item is its ability to connect our ancestors to their descendants. Knowledge, power, skills. All these things can be transferred from the item to one who successfully passes the trials, like pouring tea from a pot to a cup. The scope of the artifact is, in fact, so great the human nation once sent its top researchers to study it. They hoped to replicate some of its functions for some secret project, though I don’t know if they succeeded.”

“Humans? Like us?” Wule asked.

Odi just blinked at the question, staring at Wule like he’d grown a second head. Then the Lizardman burst out laughing. “Oh… oh, that was a joke, wasn’t it? You? Humans? If you’re a human, then I’m just a very handsome and fashionably dressed gecko.”

“Isn’t your name…?” Hiral started.

“An unfortunate mistake on my parent’s part,” Odi interrupted. “One I still haven’t forgiven them for. Regardless, that’s not part of the story.” He looked at Wule again and chuckled. “A human. Oh, funny man.”

“Sounds like this artifact is similar to the PIM,” Seena said quietly, so only Hiral could hear.

Hiral nodded, but when he spoke, it was to Odi. “So, we’re here to clear the trials and get some of this power?”

Odi shook his head again. “No, this time, we’re here for the artifact itself. If we’re to have any hope of saving the empire, we need the full might of the Urn of Ur’Thul.”

“Okay,” Yanily said, “I can get behind that. But, back to the earlier question, what kind of monsters stand between us and the Urn?”

“None,” Odi said.

“None?” Nivian asked.

“None,” Odi repeated.

“Okay… what does stand between us and the Urn?” Seeyela asked.

“The three trials, of course,” Odi said. “Oh, and it’s a good thing there are at least six of you. Six just happens to be the magic number needed to succeed at each one.”

“Of course it is,” Hiral said. “No monsters, though?”

“You’re all really fixated on monsters, you know?” Odi said. “I don’t think that’s healthy. There are no monsters in this temple… other than my monstrously good looks. Ho, ho, ho.” He held up one hand to his mouth as he chuckled. “Ahem,” he continued when nobody even smiled. “The trials are tests of skill. Dangerous, of course, but not something you can pass through brute force.”

“And the rewards you mentioned?” Yanily asked. “Do we get some of those for passing these trials? Even though we’re”—he lowered his voice—"here to steal the Urn thing?”

Odi seemed to stop and think about it for a minute, one finger patting the bottom of his scaled chin while his toe tapped in time. “I believe you’ll be eligible, yes,” he finally said. “We’ll be clearing the trials prior to reaching the Urn, so you’ll be able to receive the rewards. That’s rather fortunate, don’t you think?”

“Well, then, what are we waiting for?” Yanily said. “These trials aren’t going to clear themselves.”

Odi clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Follow me to the first trial!” He then spun on his heel and strode back between the massive doors he’d appeared from.

“These wild dungeons are strange,” Seena said, and Hiral nodded.

“Who cares if they are?” Yanily asked. “As long as they keep giving us rewards and making us stronger, does it matter?”

“It’ll also get us one step closer to the Asylum and a way back home,” Nivian said.

“Not to mention the fact it sounds like we can’t actually leave unless we clear this place,” Hiral pointed out.

Odi’s head popped back out from between the doors. “You all coming or not?”

“We’re coming,” Seena said, starting forward with the rest of the party following behind.
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THE FIRST TRIAL


“And this is the first trial,” Odi said, spreading his arms as if to display the enormous room full of moving parts.

On one side of the room was a complicated series of spinning horizonal bars, each only a foot wide, but thirty feet long. Opposite them, a hallway with another long bar swinging within it like a pendulum, though it vanished into a groove in the wall with each swing, only to come back out a few seconds later. Another hallway had what looked like icicles that rapidly formed and melted, over and over and over. Deeper in the room floated completely unconnected platforms, just sort of hovering there in the air, but circling in apparently random patterns.

They look kind of like Platforms of Movement.

Apart from the floating platforms and the vast moving parts, the only other notable feature of the room was the continuing bridge. After passing through the large double doors—which had closed as soon as the last person was inside—the bridge itself continued for almost another thousand feet until it reached the next closed door.

Below it all, still water, very much like the training room up in Fallen Reach.

“You probably already guessed,” Odi said, “but the next set of doors won’t open until we’ve completed this trial.”

“We?” Hiral said. “You’re going to help?”

“Not physically help,” Odi clarified, “though I’ll provide you the information you need to clear it. And moral support. Lots of moral support. Rah, rah, go team.”

“I feel so motivated,” Wule said flatly.

“We don’t have to, you know, figure out the trick to it?” Seena asked, looking at the Lizardman suspiciously.

“Of course not,” Odi said. “This trick, as you call it, isn’t in figuring out what to do; it’s actually accomplishing it. Remember, the forge is a training ground.”

“Great,” Hiral said. “What do we have to do?”

“As you can see,” Odi said, pointing towards one of the floating platforms, “there are six platforms within the room. On each of those platforms is a black sphere, about yea-big.” He held out his hands to indicate something watermelon-sized. “The first task will be for each of you to reach one of these platforms.”

Hiral looked at one platform and the spinning sets of bars at different levels leading to it. Moving quickly, somebody could probably use them almost like steps. Wouldn’t be “easy,” but I bet I could figure out the pattern. That other swinging bar… The way it vanishes into the walls means the person would need to get all the way across in one swing, or they’d get knocked into the water.

“Seeyela can take care of the travel, right?” Yanily said, turning to the woman. “Portal us over.”

Smart.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Seeyela said.

“Six platforms, eight people,” Nivian said. “We’ve got this covered with extras to spare.”

“Ah, I don’t think those two will be able to help much,” Odi said, pointing at Left and Right.

“Something wrong with us?” Right asked.

Odi frowned slightly. “I’m not sure how to break this to you… but I don’t think you have the knack for cycling solar energy. I’m… sorry. I know it’s a tough pill to swallow, and maybe if you keep training, you’ll be able to do it…”

Left and Right looked at each other, then turned to Hiral.

“Cycle solar energy?” Hiral asked, voicing the question on everybody’s face. “What do you mean?”

Odi looked at each member of the party, his eyes widening, then went back to tapping the bottom of his scaled chin. “I specifically checked off the box requesting the assistance of people proficient with cycling energy. What was the point of even filling out…?” He shook his head. “Ah, it doesn’t matter. I can sense the ability in the rest of you, and the whole point of this room is to train you how to do it. I’d just hoped to be through it quickly.”

“Sorry?” Hiral said with a shrug, though he wasn’t even really sure why he was apologizing.

“No, no, no, it’s my fault,” Odi said. “I should’ve put it together myself. If you didn’t know what the Forge of Ur’Thul is, of course you’ve never been here. And if you haven’t been here, how would you know how to cycle solar energy? It’s not an ability you would’ve learned on your own. Probably. Unless you’re geniuses. Are you geniuses?”

“Hiral might be,” Yanily said, and Hiral turned, expecting to find a smirk on the man’s face. Nope. The spearman was being totally serious.

“Can you cycle?” Odi asked Hiral directly.

“I don’t know…” Hiral said slowly.

“Cycling is what, exactly?” Seeyela prompted.

“Of course. Ah, it’s a pity I don’t have my lecturer’s notes, but I’ll have to go from memory.” Odi patted his chest and squared his shoulders. “Normally, this is a full-semester course. Forty hours of intensive study, plus a lab to go with the in-class studies and…” He trailed off at the expressions on the party members’ faces. “But how about I give you the abridged version?”

“Appreciated,” Hiral said.

“First off, you all already use some measure of abilities powered by solar energy, yes?” Odi asked, visibly sighing in relief when they nodded. “Excellent. Unless I’m mistaken, then, you likely passively recharge yourselves by exposing yourself to ambient solar energy, like what you’d get from the sun. That’s a fine way to do it. Very natural. Great if you’re looking for a tan.” He chuckled. “But, slow. Inefficient. Completely reliant on your body’s natural absorption rates.”

“You’re saying there’s a better way?” Hiral asked.

“Exactly. Cycling!” Odi spun around and thrust his arms out towards the huge room of moving parts.

“Nice spin. Good execution,” Yanily said quietly.

“Still didn’t explain what cycling is,” Seena pointed out.

“Or why this room looks like some kind of torture device,” Wule added.

“Cycling,” Odi said, turning back to the party, “is simply the process of forcefully pulling in types of compatible solar energy. It takes practice, dragging it out of the air and pushing it through the pathways within your body, but it can massively increase efficiency. As for this room, the spheres I mentioned on the six platforms will aid you in the process of learning to sense and manipulate ambient solar energy.”

“What’s up with all the moving parts, then?” Hiral asked. “Why not just have those six spheres right here?”

“Our Ancestor was a masochist,” Odi said. “She liked watching people struggle. Also, she wasn’t just giving away the rewards for completing the trials within the forge. She wanted people to earn them. Only the worthy are rewarded or some such thing. As I was saying, the first part of the challenge is getting to the spheres. The second part is manipulating the solar energy nearby to fill them up.”

“Anything else?” Seena asked. “That doesn’t seem so bad.”

“Well, first off, the Ancestor doesn’t like cheaters, so any gear you have with magical properties will be… confiscated by the Urn while attempting the trials,” Odi said.

“Confiscated?” Hiral asked.

“Magically whisked from your person and stored in a place unknown until the Urn deems it appropriate to return it to you,” Odi explained with a smile on his lizard-face. He pointed at Seeyela’s white armor. “I do hope you’re wearing something underneath all that.”

“Uh…” Seeyela said. “Yes?”

“You want a minute to change?” Seena asked, giving the stink-eye to the men in the party.

“It’s fine,” Seeyela said. “I’m decent under this.”

“Why is nobody worried about what I’m wearing?” Yanily asked.

“Because everybody’s seen what’s under your armor,” Nivian said. “More often than we’d like.”

“Why can’t we keep our gear?” Hiral asked, forcing his brain not to conjure images of Yanily in Troblin paintings.

“Like I said, cheating,” Odi said. “Our ancestor wanted to make sure people were getting through the trials on their own merits, not items provided by family members.”

“We get our gear back after we complete the trial?” Hiral asked.

“No. You’ll have it as long as you aren’t actually attempting the trial itself.”

“And abilities… we can use those?” Hiral clarified.

“Of course,” Odi said with a smile.

“Okay, Odi, other than the gear thing, what else is there we need to know?” Seena asked.

“All six spheres need to be full at the same time,” Odi said. “And they quickly lose energy if you don’t maintain them.”

“Meaning we all need to succeed together,” Wule said.

“Correct. It only works as fast as the slowest member.”

Seven heads turned to look at Yanily.

“Hey, now,” Yanily said. “That’s not very nice.”

“Once all six spheres are full at the same time, the next door will be unlocked,” Odi explained. “At that point, you can stop maintaining the cycling, and we can head to the second trial. The Urn will also stop confiscating your gear.”

“What’s in the next room?” Nivian asked.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Odi said seriously. “Some groups have taken weeks to get past this trial.”

“Weeks?” Seeyela asked quietly, looking at the moving parts. “We don’t have weeks. Favela needs us.”

“It won’t take us that long,” Seena reassured her sister.

“Yes,” Odi said, “I’m hoping you’re all a little more adept than they were. I didn’t bring enough food to spend that much time on each trial. Uh… back to my cannibalism question from earlier…”

“Still not cannibals,” Seeyela said.

“And we have food,” Wule said. “Nivian will take care of us.”

“Using these spheres,” Hiral said to Odi. “How will that help us cycle energy into ourselves?”

“The process is pretty similar, really. The spheres are training tools that will help you get the knack for it. They’re naturally attuned to the solar energy swirling around in here. Through them, once you get the feel for it, you should be able to repeat the process with yourself as the focus instead of the spheres.”

“Shall we get started, then?” Yanily asked, slapping his hands together. “Time to break some more speed-clear records. Seeyela, why don’t you send me to that platform over there?” He pointed at the one on the other side of the swinging bar.

“Everybody else ready to go?” Seeyela asked, though Hiral could hear some of the same eagerness as from Yanily.

“Sure, let’s see what this cycling thing is all about,” Seena said.

“Good luck!” Odi said, plopping to sit down on the bridge. “I’ll be right here if you have any questions, need some advice, or a bit of motivation. Rah, rah, you’ve got this.”

Dynamic Quest

You’ve been introduced to the Lost art of Cycling. Can you master it? Yes, you can. Rah, rah.

Complete the first trial of the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul.

“Huh, seems we still get quests in here,” Hiral noted, and the others nodded as they read their own notifications.

“Yanily, you’re first,” Seeyela said, opening a portal. As soon as she activated the ability, her armor and daggers vanished with a small pop, and she jumped as if startled. “Woah. That was… odd. Definitely used gravity somehow, though. I wonder… ” She trailed off—completely ignoring the wrinkled clothes she wore underneath—and shook her head. “Sorry, trial first.”

With that, she pointed towards the matching black doors that had appeared, one on the far platform next to the sphere and the other in front of Yanily. The spearman stepped through.

Or, at least, he tried to step through, flattening his face against the black portal as if he’d just walked into a solid wall. He practically bounced off it, stumbling back as his hand went to his nose, and curses came rapid fire out of his mouth.

“Ow!” he finally finished, his voice slightly different than usual as he turned to glare at Seeyela. “Not funny.”

Seeyela, however, wasn’t moving.

“Sis?” Seena asked.

“I didn’t do anything,” Seeyela finally said. “I mean, I didn’t do anything different. That should’ve worked.”

“Try again?” Seena asked Yanily.

“Maybe don’t lead with your face this time,” Hiral suggested.

“Thanks for the advice,” Yanily said flatly, and he cautiously approached the portal. Reaching out one hand like he was afraid it would bite him, he slowly poked the portal. His finger flattened against the surface as if it were some kind of perfectly smooth black glass. “Seeyela?”

“I don’t know,” she said, walking up to the portal to join him. “It should work like normal.” When she gently reached out like Yanily had, her hand passed right through the portal to emerge on the far platform.

“It only works for Seeyela?” Nivian asked.

Hiral walked over to join the other two and put his fingers against the surface of the portal. Like Yanily, his fingers stopped as sure as if the portal was a solid wall. The surface was slightly cool, and he could feel a small tug on his Rune of Gravity, but he couldn’t push through whatever barrier was keeping him out.

“No cheating,” Odi said helpfully.

“Looks like there aren’t any shortcuts,” Hiral said. “I bet Seeyela can get through because it’s her portal. The rest of us will have to get to the other platforms on our own.”

“And Yanily kept his stuff because the Urn knew he wouldn’t really be attempting the trial?” Wule asked.

“And it wanted to laugh at him walking face-first into the portal,” Right added.

“So, Sis, I guess this one is yours?” Seena asked.

“No, I should do this one,” Nivian said. “If we can’t use Seeyela’s portals to get us around, we’re going to have to match up our abilities to where we need to go.”

“You can get across this?” Seena asked, pointing at the swinging bar.

The bar itself was about eighty feet long and a foot wide, while the hallway was fifteen feet from wall to wall. At the speed the bar moved from one side to the other, that only left about two seconds to get all the way across before the bar vanished into the slot in the wall. If Nivian didn’t make it all the way across, he’d be knocked off into the water below.

“Odi, is the water going to hurt us?” Hiral asked, eyeing the liquid.

“The water? Not unless you’re made of sugar.” Odi chuckled again. “You know, because then you’d melt.”

“It’s not going to melt us anyway or anything, is it?” Hiral asked to confirm.

“What? No! It’s not acid. The Ancestor didn’t want to kill us. Just to make us work for the rewards.”

That’s one less thing to worry about. Even if it takes a few tries, there’s no harm in it.

“Oh, there is one other thing I forgot to mention,” Odi said.

“Of course there is,” Seena mumbled.

“While you’re over on the platforms, your own solar energy will get sucked into the sphere too. If you take too long, or if somebody else does, it’ll drain you dry.”

“What happens then?” Hiral asked.

“You’ll have to come back over to this side to absorb enough energy to try again,” Odi said. “That’s one of the reasons it’s important you can all cycle with the spheres at the same speed.”

“That’s not too bad,” Seena said.

“It’s really not,” Hiral said. “Other than time, it doesn’t sound like there’s a huge risk.”

“Time isn’t something we have a lot of, though,” Wule reminded him, glancing at Seeyela.

“You’re right,” Hiral agreed, the timer to get to Fallen Reach ticking down. They still had more than enough hours to get to their destination, but that didn’t mean they should be wasting any.

“Your movement ability?” Seena asked Nivian, pointing at the bar.

“Yeah, should be able to get me across in one pass,” Nivian said. “May have to push it a bit, but that’s good practice too.”

“Okay,” Seena said, “Nivian has this one. Who else gets what?”

“That one is Yanily’s,” Hiral said, pointing up and off to the side at one of the moving platforms. “Your lightning-jump thing should get you there, no problem.”

Yanily looked up at the platform—way up—and nodded slowly. “Maybe? I’ve never tried to go that high.”

“Can you even do it without your spear?” Left asked.

“Without my…?” Yanily asked, glancing at his weapon while simultaneously looking scandalized.

“No gear, remember?” Left said.

“I… uh… I don’t know,” Yanily admitted. “It’s technically a movement ability combined with an attack. I’ve never tried it without my spear.”

“Now’s your chance,” Seeyela said. “I’ll take that one, then.” She pointed to a distant platform that had no visible path to it, though it moved quickly through the air.

“Makes sense,” Seena said. “Hiral, Wule?”

“Uh… as much as I don’t want to, I should probably do this one,” Wule said, pointing at another hallway. This one had a simple bridge leading about a hundred feet to the platform. No obstacles, nothing swinging. Just a straight walk. Sure, there was water below the bridge, and no handrails, but the walkway was easily wide enough to cross without worry of falling in.

“Of course Wule takes the easiest path,” Yanily said. “Maybe we should trade.”

But it couldn’t be that easy, and Hiral stared at the hall until he saw a shimmer of movement from one wall to the other. Then another, and another. Now that he knew what he was looking for, he saw dozens of them. Hundreds. And, after focusing out the rhythmic sounds of the swinging and spinning bars, there was an almost imperceptible sound, like a whoop.

“There’s something shooting from one wall to the next,” Hiral said.

“Blades of compressed air, I think,” Wule said, stepping up to the edge of the hall. Slowly, like he didn’t really want to do it, he lifted his arm into the hall.

Whoop. Blood splashed from a sudden wound on his hand, and he snapped the limb back.

“Damn, yup, that stings,” Wule said, pulsing solar energy to heal his wound as he looked at Yanily. “Still want to trade?”

“You’d never make the jump up to that platform,” Yanily said, pointing at his original destination. “I’ll do you the favor, this one time, and take care of it for you.”

“So generous, Yan,” Seena said.

“What are friends for?” Yanily asked.

“You sure you’re up for it?” Nivian asked Wule. “I could try…”

“No,” Wule said. “It’ll hurt, but I can keep healing myself through it. Wish I got to keep the armor. Hrm, actually, my defensive ability should help with it. I’ll be fine.”

“Worst-case scenario, you can jump into the water to escape the blades,” Left said. “Looks like they’re only above the bridge.”

“Hope you brought a change of clothes,” Right added. “They’re going to get pretty torn up.”

“That just leaves two more paths,” Seena said, shaking her head at the horrified look on Wule’s face. “Spinning bars and… the ice cavern. I think I already see where this is going.”

“If you had your tome, the ice would be no problem for you,” Hiral said. “Without it?”

“Great question,” Seena admitted. “Maybe I can start the fireballs out here, then take them with me? Set up a few totems to fire into the hall ahead of me? I’ll figure something out. You good with the spinning bars?”

“Yeah,” Hiral said. “Not so different from the Time Trial I trained on up in Fallen Reach.”

He then focused on the way the bars moved. Hrm. I can already see a pattern. This seems too easy. If it was a bit tougher, I might even be able to get that last point of base Atn I need to get me to 20.

As if answering his inner thoughts, the windmilling bars changed orientation when he stepped closer. At the same time his gear vanished from his body—all of it stolen by a pulse like his Rune of Gravity—each axis of the spinning bars moved away from each other. Some even went from spinning horizontally to vertically.

What had been a straight path of windmills now spread out wide to both sides, with multiple tiers and vertically rotating bars that would serve as both obstacles and steps to higher levels.

“This… might take more than one try…” Hiral said quietly as he heard a splash from Nivian’s hallway.
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TIME FOR A QUICK DIP


Hiral turned from his challenge, his gear popping back into place on his body so perfectly it was like it’d never vanished, to follow the others over and check on Nivian. Seeyela, nearby, seemed to have the same thought, the eight red eyes of her helm staring at her hands as she rolled them over and back again.

“So weird,” she said before looking up to meet Hiral’s gaze. “Do you feel it too?”

“Kind of like the portals and Interspatial Rings?” Hiral asked.

“Yes. Didn’t Odi say there were humans here before studying this Urn? Do you think this is where they learned some of the magic?” Just as she finished her question, they arrived at the edge of the hall to find Nivian climbing up a small ladder out of the water.

“It must be,” Hiral told her quickly, focusing his attention on the blushing tank.

“Not quite as easy as it looked,” Nivian said, and once he was off the ladder and a step closer to the party, his gear materialized on him.

“Good thing that didn’t return while you were swimming,” Wule said.

“You’re telling me,” Nivian said.

“What happened?” Seena asked. “Your movement ability didn’t work?”

“No, it worked… just…” Nivian turned around to look at the swinging bar. “I never noticed it before, but I only go in a straight line. Since the bar is moving, well, I ran off the edge of it about three-quarters of the way down.”

“Because it’s swinging side to side like that?” Seena asked.

“Yeah, it’s just fast enough I can’t make it all the way to the other side before there’s nothing under my next step,” Nivian said.

“Can you adjust while you’re… uh… Do you actually run when you use the ability?” Hiral asked. “Or is it like Yanily’s?”

“I actually run,” Nivian said. “Though, my steps are kind of… bigger? It’s hard to explain.”

“Magic,” Yanily said sagely with a nod.

“Either way, I missed my next step and ended up in the water,” Nivian explained. “At least it’s not too cold.”

“You going to try again?” Seena asked.

“Of course,” Nivian responded immediately, puffing out his chest. “A little swim isn’t enough to stop me.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Seena asked, and Nivian wilted a bit.

“Uh… don’t you all… you know, have your own trials to get to?” Nivian asked. “You don’t need to, you know, stand and watch.”

“It’s a good test,” Hiral said, and nobody moved.

Yanily even planted the butt of his spear on the ground and started leaning on it.

“Oh, fine,” Nivian said, throwing up his hands and turning back to the swinging bar. “Don’t laugh.”

“Don’t fall,” his twin said helpfully.

“I can still use Swarm Tactics in the water,” Nivian threatened.

“And I don’t have to accept it,” Wule replied. “Your threats don’t scare me. Stop dawdling.”

“Here, let me help,” Seena said, and Nivian twisted his head to look back at her hopefully.

She gave him the shoulder tap, then stepped back again.

“It’s always me. Why is it always me?” Nivian stepped up to the edge of the hall, his gear vanishing again. “They could send Wule first. He can even heal himself…” When the bar swung in front of him again, however, he blurred and stretched ahead.

Three-quarters of the way across in the blink of an eye, he looked like he was easily going to make it, until the same thing he’d described happened again—he missed his next step. Still blurred and strangely elongated, he hit the water in a hyper-velocity belly-flop, and the whole party winced back.

“Oh… I am… I…” Wule started, stopping and then giggling. “I am so glad I got to see that. Can he do it again?”

Nivian came up sputtering and wiped the water from his eyes. As soon as the sound of Wule’s laughter reached his ears, he scowled at his brother, and there was a pulse of solar energy from the tank.

“Nope, not accepting, told you,” Wule said between laughs.

“Was worth a try…” Nivian grumbled loud enough to be heard over the splashes as he swam back to the ladder.

“Convenient how the bar is just long enough to be too far for Nivian to make in one try, don’t you think?” Hiral asked Seena.

“It is…” she agreed.

“Hey, Seeyela, how easy is it going to be for you to portal to your platform?” Hiral asked.

“I tried a couple portals before Nivian splashed in,” she explained. “Not easy at all. The platform moves too fast. By the time my portal is formed, the platform is already past it. I’m going to have to either predict where it will go, or do something to get there faster.”

“Thought so,” Hiral said, turning back to where Odi sat on the floor. The strange Lizardman had pulled a long sausage from somewhere. Didn’t he say he didn’t have food?

“Odi, are the trials all the same every time?” Hiral asked.

“Oh, did I not explain that?” Odi said, making half the sausage vanish into his long mouth. “They’re different every time, depending on the people taking them.”

“They’re designed to push us?” Hiral asked.

“Correct!” Odi said, pointing at Hiral with the remaining half of the sausage.

“More and more like the PIM system,” Hiral said to just the party. “This Urn has to have been part of the inspiration for how our PIMs work. I bet the whole idea of dungeons and progression stemmed from this place.”

“How does that help Nivian stay dry?” Wule asked, still chuckling.

“It doesn’t help us now,” Hiral said. “But when we actually get the Urn? It may not just be the Lizardmen it saves. Also, don’t get cocky. If all of the halls are designed to push us, you can expect to get wet too. Yours won’t be as easy as you think.”

“Spoilsport,” Wule said, grimacing, but he did turn a more serious look back to his hallway.

“Same goes for all of us,” Hiral said. “Getting to the spheres is going to push us to improve our abilities.”

“Skill evolutions?” Seena asked, her eyes practically sparkling.

“Maybe?” Hiral said before pointing back at the swinging bar Nivian needed to cross. “Or maybe just teaching us something about our existing abilities we didn’t realize. I suspect Nivian is going to need to learn how to change direction to get across, or at least adjust it a bit.

“Seeyela is going to have to improve the speed of her portals, and Yanily needs to figure out how to use his ability without his weapon. You’ve got to get through the ice—without your tome—and I’ve got to figure out an ever-changing obstacle course. How much you want to bet it’ll be my runes that get me through it?

“Then, even after that’s all said and done, we still need to master this cycling thing. Which, I just want to point out, sounds extremely useful, considering the solar energy pinch we found ourselves in back in the city.”

“Killing some monsters would’ve been way easier,” Yanily mumbled. “Gah, are we even going to get experience for this?”

“Who knows?” Seena said. “Hiral’s right, though. This isn’t as easy as it first looked, and we don’t have a lot of extra time to waste. Watching Nivian belly-flop is fun and all…”

“It wasn’t a belly-flop,” Nivian grumbled.

“… but take this seriously,” Seena instructed.

“If I can make a suggestion?” Left offered, and Seena nodded. “Given the level of difficulty of each of your tasks to simply reach the platforms, and the possible gains in succeeding, I suggest the first people who make it across don’t spend all of their solar energy learning to cycle.”

“Why not?” Hiral asked.

“From what Odi described, the cycling process itself will be a challenge. Even then, we don’t know exactly how long you need to cycle for before the door opens. I’d suggest you attempt it while you’re all near full. With that in mind, my suggestion is this: If you make it across, attempt the cycling until you’re at half solar energy. At that point, return to this side, and continue practicing getting across.

“Repeat this process until you can get to the platform every time, or until everybody can make it regularly.”

“So when we’re all ready, we can just go across and do it in one go?” Seeyela asked, nodding. “And, anybody who gets across more regularly will still get plenty of cycling practice, and can help the rest of us with tips and pointers.”

“Exactly,” Left said. “I’ll stay on this side with the Banner of Courage to help you all recover as quickly as possible.”

“Okay, let’s start with that plan for now,” Seena said. “We can readjust if necessary. Any objections? Suggestions?”

“Wear something you can swim comfortably in,” Nivian said, still dripping water from under his crystal armor.
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MORE DIFFICULT THAN IT LOOKS


Hiral climbed up the ladder for the fifth time, water cascading off him and back down into the pool, then looked up to find Right crouched in front of him.

“Tried the old block-the-spinning-bar-with-your-face tactic that time, huh?” Right asked, only to then smile and offer a hand to help Hiral.

“Thought I had it,” Hiral said, taking the offered hand to get pulled the rest of the way off the ladder. “The rotation speed changed as soon as I got past that second vertical part, though.” He turned back to track the moving bars with his eyes. Hrm. Speed is back to normal.

“I saw. Not sure if you noticed, but the next tier beyond it raised about two feet at the same time too.”

“Damn, really? That changes where I need to go, then.” Hiral ran the path in his head. “What do you think? Need to ride the windmill up as high as I can, then jump?”

“Without a Rune of Rejection to soften your fall, I wouldn’t suggest that…” Right trailed off.

“But, since I have just such a rune, that’s likely exactly the answer,” Hiral said. “Good catch on the elevation change. I would’ve needed another swim or two before I noticed it.”

“What else can I do?” Right said, frustration leaking out of his voice. “I don’t like not being able to help directly. That ice, I could blast through if I was allowed to help Seena.” The double turned a dirty look towards where the woman likewise pulled herself up from the vast pool.

Right had actually tried to help at the beginning, but like Yanily and the portal, it was like there was an invisible boundary preventing him from getting inside each trial. In the last hour since the party had been attempting the trials, the doubles had been forced to do little more than sit and watch.

“I know,” Hiral said. “But you are helping me by pointing out things I don’t notice.”

“Left is the thinker. I’m the doer. Yeah, I get I’m helping, it’s just not…” Right shook his head.

“It’s not punchy enough?” Hiral offered, though his eyes lingered on Seena. She’d gone straight to staring at her tome as it floated in front of her like she was actually reading it, instead of just pulling abilities from it. Is… is there something written in the book? Why didn’t I ever ask that before? “How are the others doing, anyway?”

“It’s probably no surprise, but you’re the closest one to making it to your platform,” Right said.

“What? Really?” Hiral asked, clearly showing he was, in fact, very surprised. “What about Wule? He should’ve been able to make it by now.”

Right shook his head. “He keeps running out of solar energy before he makes it all the way over. The air blades get more and more intense with every step. Hit harder and faster. Like his brother, he gets about three-quarters of the way before he has to abort and dive into the water.

“He tried to push it once, but as soon as he didn’t have any healing energy in him, the next wind blade was more like a wind battering ram. Knocked him clean off. Unluckily for him, Nivian just happened to be watching.”

“Hrm. It’s not just about the wind blades, then. His trial is about conserving his solar energy… or at least using it more efficiently.”

“Left said the same thing,” Right said.

“And Nivian? Any luck there?”

“Not a bit. He falls at the same spot every single time. He’s tried fifteen times at this point, I think. He either succeeds or fails pretty quickly.”

“How’s he feeling? That’s got to be… frustrating.”

“Seeing Wule take a dive—he actually flipped in the air and yelped; it was amazing—helped Nivian’s mood,” Right said. “Honestly, though, he’s fine. He’s looking at it like part of protecting everybody. Doing his job. He’ll get it. It’s just a practice thing.”

“Makes sense. And Yanily? He made the jump?”

“He made a jump. Missed the platform by a mile. Said it’s harder to aim without the spear to guide him.”

“What’s he using? Don’t tell me it’s a fork. Would that even count as gear…?”

“His hand,” Right said. “Like…”

“Like what Balyo did against Picoli?” Hiral asked, thinking back to the brutal encounter with the thing that’d taken over their friend.

“Exactly that,” Right confirmed. “It takes more solar energy to do it that way, so he’s only made a few jumps since he figured out how to. Seeyela, though… What she’s doing now is really interesting.”

“Faster portals?” Hiral guessed, but Right shook his head.

“She’s trying to directly transport herself. No portal to step through. Just bamf and she’s there.”

“Bamf?”

“That’s the sound effect she told me it would make when she finally succeeded,” Right said.

“Has she succeeded?” Hiral asked.

“No,” Right said, pointing to the woman back in her white armor.

She took two steps towards the trial, the armor vanished, and she stopped. She seemed to ponder something for a few seconds, then spun on her heel and walked away from the trial. As soon as her armor reappeared, she paused again, then repeated the process.

“She’s trying to copy how the Urn is taking our gear,” Hiral guessed. “Using that to get a feel for it. Smart woman. And Seena?”

“Seena needs a break from reading,” Seena said, coming up behind Hiral while he looked at the others.

“Not a hot romance, then?” Hiral asked, nodding towards the floating tome. “Figured you needed a dip to cool off.”

Seena stopped and blinked, and then her eyes darted to the side.

“Wait, it is a hot romance?” Hiral asked.

Seena shrugged and tilted her head to the side. “Kind of, actually. The writer had… a thing… for fire. And burning stuff. Burning it completely down. It gets… graphic.”

“Oh… uh…” Hiral said awkwardly. “And you’re still reading it because…?”

Seena’s lips quirked in a mischievous smile. “Because… this…” she said, crooking her fingers almost like they were claws, then snapping the hand down and across over the water. A scar of flame ripped across the air twenty feet out and left a shimmer hanging even after it winked out a heartbeat later.

“What the… Did you get an ability evolution?” he asked.

“Cinder,” she said with a nod. “Minor fire damage, and pretty short range, but it also reduces the fire resistance of whatever it hits. Ten percent at a time, and it stacks up to three. No cooldown, and hardly costs any solar energy to use.”

“Wow. That’s amazing, and just what you needed. Will it help you get through the ice?”

Seena shook her head. “Doesn’t do quite enough damage,” she said, though she was still smiling.

“There’s more, isn’t there?” he said, spotting the cues on her face.

“You got me,” she said, thrusting out her other hand. A gout of flame thirty feet long roared through where she’d just used Cinder, the fire going on and on for a solid five seconds before she finally cut it off. “Phew, that drains more, but with Cinder, that should get me through.”

“You got two ability evolutions?” Hiral asked, eyes wide.

“I did!” Seena said, actually giving a small fist pump in the air. “And, best of all, they’re my abilities, not the book’s. I don’t need to have it open to use them. Hoping I can eventually figure out the fireballs and totems… but one step at a time.”

“That’s amazing!” Hiral said. “I wonder if it’s some kind of benefit of being in proximity to the Urn on top of our PIMs.”

“I’m fine either way,” Seena said with another smile. “That’s enough of a break, though. We should get back to it.”

“Yeah, we should,” Hiral agreed, glancing back at his own trial.

Like Wule and Nivian, he’d made it to around the three-quarter mark of the course before getting knocked into the water. The movements of the spinning bars changed depending on where he was at any given time in the obstacle course, so it wasn’t like he could just stand back and figure out…

But why do I need to stand back? I can treat this like I did the Time Trial up in Fallen Reach, and pause to observe the next section. I don’t need to rush… yet.

Hiral rubbed the tips of his fingers together like he was getting a feel for his new plan, then noticed Seena was still standing beside him.

“You have a suggestion for this?” he asked, seeing how her eyes went from him to the course.

“Maybe?” she said a little awkwardly. “Why aren’t you doing your… you know… running-on-the-air thing? With the runes under your feet? Couldn’t you just skip all the bars and go straight to the platform?”

“Ah, apparently the course considers that cheating. I can’t do that twice in a row. The second one fizzles out. On top of that, I need to touch certain bars, or a barrier appears to block off the next section of the course.”

“Your trial sounds way more complicated than ours,” Seena pointed out.

“Yes and no,” Hiral said with a shrug. “Like we guessed before, the trial is trying to teach us all something. For you, obviously it was that you needed new abilities not tied to your weapon. For me, I think it’s about control.

“I’ve been brute-forcing my usage of the runes a lot of the time. Big jumps, fast movements. Like Nivian, kind of, I’d go in one direction, all at once. This”—he waved at the sprawling obstacle course—“is teaching me to use the runes more subtly. More naturally. Small pulls and pushes to guide my movements without thinking.”

“Maybe you should use those pulls and pushes to stop the bars from hitting you in the face?” Right suggested with a chuckle… but then both his eyes and Hiral’s widened.

“That’s it!” they said at the same time.

“Aaaaaaaand, that’s my cue to leave,” Seena said, giving Hiral the shoulder tap. “Thanks for the talk. Go get ‘em.

“Rah, rah.”
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A TRYING TRIAL


Hiral kicked up off the moving bar, a subtle touch from his Rune of Rejection giving him more lift and carrying him over another bar coming in his direction. His toes touched down on the next beam, his Rune of Attraction securing his foothold, and he pulled himself on to stand up rigidly straight. Like perfectly fitted gears, two vertical bars swept down in front and behind him, the space between just barely wide enough for him to fit.

The instant the one in front of him was past, he leapt forward again, hands reaching for another rising windmill arm. He’d already fallen twice before at this part—no running start to give him the necessary momentum—but a pull of Attraction made up the difference this time. Fingers snagging the top edge, he swung his feet underneath and allowed the arm to lift him further into the air. A flex of his abdomen pulled his legs above another rotating obstacle, and then he kicked his legs forward, sending himself into a swinging motion.

With Attraction keeping his fingers firmly on the bar as it rose and started to angle, Hiral gave one more swinging kick and then let go, just as another bar swung in from behind him. Like Right had suggested, Hiral let Rejection push against the rotating beam and shoot him forward along with his own leap.

Arms and legs churning in the air for more distance, he reached his foot out, again pulling with Attraction, and touched down just on the tip of a rotating windmill arm as it moved past. More use of the same rune basically glued his foot to the surface as it moved past, and Rejection off another nearby bar restored his balance. Then he was running again. No, not just running, sprinting down the long bar even as it turned.

Ahead of him was the last major obstacle, and one that’d only just fully manifested itself as he’d gotten close. An almost solid wall of spinning bars, dozens of them stretching above and below, with only a small corridor between. Actually, small was an understatement. Barely a foot fall, and two feet wide, the only way he’d be able to pass it would be to dive through. But, with the way the windmill arms rotated, the passageway through the constantly moving wall had to be almost twenty feet long!

Even a Rejection-powered leap wouldn’t be enough to get him through it.

How was he going to…?

Hiral activated his Rune of Time Dilation, slowing everything around him to a crawl. Pressure immediately began to build in the back of his skull as reality shoved against his magic, but it was bearable for the moment, and his eyes scoured the obstacle in front of him.

Only one way through. No doubt about that. Arms rotating in opposite directions, so I can’t simply power through using Rejection or Attraction. And the tunnel between those arms is way too long. I’ll get a couple of feet, and then gravity will…

Gravity. Of course.

Hiral let the Rune of Time Dilation fade, then finished his sprint along the narrow beam just as the edge of it lined perfectly up with the space between the gearworks of spinning bars.

This is going to bruise if I mess it up.

Powering his leap with a burst of Rejection, Hiral dove for the opening, activating his Rune of Gravity. Still moving at full-sprint speeds, he launched like a released arrow, but he was already too low. Even with the reduced weight—barely any at all, really—he’d still collide face-first with the churning bars. Oh, Right would love that.

Instead of giving his double a good laugh, he latched on to one of the higher bars moving away from him and used his Rune of Attraction. The pull snapped him up just in time to clear the lip of the tunnel, but he cut it off immediately, replacing it with a gentle wall of Rejection. The last-second switch just barely saved him from slamming into the top of the tunnel, but now he was within the belly of the beast.

Bars rotated and spun all around him, promising a painful response if his concentration faltered for even a second, and he was already dropping towards the grinding teeth below. Worse, he’d Rejected against a bar that had been spinning towards him, stealing some of his forward momentum.

One thing at a time.

Changing his Rejection from above to below, Hiral spotted a bar moving in the same direction he wanted to go and focused on that. He pushed along with his reduced weight, but it again sent him careening towards the top and slightly off to the side. Every touch of his runes had him bouncing like a pinball, the angle at which he hit the moving windmill arms deciding where he was going to go.

Another quick use of Rejection saved him, but the bounce back again threw him to the side. Even though he was about halfway through already, each rebound was just getting worse and worse. He couldn’t keep up…

Hiral pushed energy into his Rune of Time Dilation again, then immediately combined the effect with his Rune of Time Contraction. Though the beams slowed and eventually stopped, echoes of where they would go seemed to crawl ahead like blurs of solar energy. In the paused time, he spotted the bars he needed to move forward—Huh, there are only seven that are actually moving the right direction—then reached out with his Runes of Rejection and Attraction.

Small tethers of solar energy from his runes quickly connected him to the bars he needed, even though they didn’t take effect in the paused time, and then he cancelled his time runes. His carefully laid web of runic connections snapped into action at the same time, pulling him sharply into the center of the narrow tunnel and then launching him forward. If he’d been an arrow before, now he was a crossbow bolt, shooting out of the tunnel with so much force the air pulled his lips back across his face.

And then, just like that, there was a platform below him.

One he was going to soar right past if he didn’t do something soon!

Focusing on the platform, Hiral lashed out with tethers of Attraction and Gravity, and the new connections dragged him rocketing down towards the end of the platform. Even with the new ties, he’d go sliding right off—or wrench his joints apart if he tried to stick to the platform itself.

So, twisting in the air, he hit the platform feet-first but still slid backwards, his toes skidding along the stone while he leaned forward. As soon as his fingers also touched down, he fired Rejection out of the soles of his feet and the palms of his hands.

Like he was in the starter position for a race, Hiral slid backwards, force jetting out behind him against natural momentum. Off went his back foot, the stone slipping out from under his toes to give way to nothingness beneath.

Come on!

More power into his Rune of Rejection, the jettison of force roaring like a tornado behind him, and his lead foot reached the edge… where it stopped. Fingertips switching to Attraction without conscious thought, Hiral took a deep breath, then carefully pulled himself completely onto the platform.

“Yes!” Right cheered from the distant trial starting point. “Yes,” he said again with a fist pump.

Another breath, and Hiral stood up and waved at his double, trying not to show his nerves at just how close he’d been to shooting right off the edge. The other party members turned at Right’s exclamations and spotted Hiral on his platform.

Oddly enough, the Party Interface didn’t let them communicate while they were in the trials, but he got the gist of their congratulations before they went back to their own challenges. Even at a distance, he could see his success had just reignited their motivation. As difficult as the trials were, they were doable.

Well, at least getting to the actual trial was, and Hiral tuned his attention to the sphere sitting in the center of the platform. Like Odi had said, it was about the size of a watermelon, black, smooth, and seemingly full of whirling, luminescent smoke. Hiral could already feel it pulling on his solar energy. A quick check confirmed he was losing a full percentage point every thirty seconds.

I’m at seventy percent, so that gives me ten minutes to work on this before I drop below fifty. Since the others are still working on getting to their trials, I’ll go back and tackle the course again until I can do it smoothly.

“Okay, so how are you going to teach me to cycle energy?” Hiral asked the orb, stepping over to it. Just getting closer, he could sense a kind of void within it—the space he’d need to fill with solar energy to pass the trial. All around him, the ambient solar energy hung heavy, almost tangible to his senses, but it didn’t go near the sphere itself.

Even where the energy brushed across his skin, hardly any of it got pulled into his system. Not nearly enough to offset the loss he was experiencing just by being near the crystal. No, that wasn’t entirely accurate, he realized as he concentrated on the feeling. He was simply losing that much solar energy despite naturally absorbing some.

Circling the sphere, Hiral stared at it from all angles before risking touching it. Was the sphere made out of some kind of black material? With the way it looked like solar smoke was twisting within, that seemed unlikely. So, clear but filled with something else pitch black? And the pedestal it stood on? A plain, perfectly smooth pillar of stone. No ornamentation—or hints at what he was supposed to do.

Hiral tapped his lip in thought, already down three percent of his solar energy just from inspecting the sphere. Still, anything he figured out here would save the others time and effort. But what was he supposed to figure out? There weren’t any hints!

He tilted his head as he looked at the swirling smoke again.

Or are there?

The streamer of smoke moving within the sphere wasn’t random. Even as he walked around the black orb, one end of the streamer always connected to the same place at the limit of the sphere. That must be where the solar energy was entering the sphere.

But, why did it have to be there? Why not the other side? Why not all over? Wasn’t this cycling technique supposed to be more efficient?

Leaning closer to the sphere, he carefully inspected the entry point for the solar energy. No hole. No crack. No coloration. There wasn’t anything special to show…

Hiral licked his lips as he took a breath. Then he did it again. What was that…? Like… crisp lemons? Why was he tasting lemons? His eyes widened as he stared at the sphere and the spot meant to represent a human’s mouth. Just like Seena and Yanily had said, there was a taste to the solar energy.

“Which means this cycling method must have something to do with our breathing,” he said, speaking the words aloud allowing him to order his thoughts. “It’s not about pulling more solar energy into our bodies. It’s pulling something else in that mixes with the solar energy and improves the absorption rate… or the quality of it. And that means this heavy energy around me that tastes like lemons isn’t just solar energy.

“Still doesn’t help explain what I’m supposed to do,” he finished with a glare at the sphere. Breathing wasn’t something he was unfamiliar with, but how was he supposed to make a hunk of glossy, black stone breathe?

Rubbing the tips of his fingers together, there wasn’t much left for him to do but touch the sphere itself, and he reached out one hand to each side of it. One more breath to prepare for… whatever was going to happen… and he pressed his palms against the cool stone.

All at once, the whole room vanished, blanketing Hiral in darkness, like he stood inside a vast, limitless pit. The air was cool against his skin, that hint of lemon lingering, and he looked down to find more nothingness beneath him—though he could clearly see his own body. There was also still the sensation of the sphere between his hands, even though he couldn’t see it, so he didn’t let go.

Tilting his head back, Hiral spotted glowing smoke lingering distantly at the top of the space. This wasn’t a streamer, but instead a loosely hanging cloud, and it sparkled to his eyes, like little bolts of lightning sparked within. But it was so far away, and part of him yearned for it to come down and join him. At the same time, he knew the smoke was too thin to make the journey. It would dissipate and escape long before it reached him.

The cloud shifted as he pawed at it with his senses—even though it was hundreds of feet away—and he found he could gently pull or push the substance if he concentrated on it. But, where? Where was he supposed to move it?

Fumbling like a child in the sand, Hiral pushed left, only for the cloud to shift right. He pulled, and it slipped through his “fingers.” It was too loose. He couldn’t do anything with it like that. Like a million individual strands of string…

Hiral stopped trying to move the cloud from one place to another, and instead twisted. Around and around and around he pulled the smoke, like he was feeding it into a whirlpool. With each pass, the cloud tightened, growing darker, denser, until he had a rope of cloud-stuff in his grip. It felt firm, strong, and he tentatively gave it a pull in his direction.

It resisted.

Like there was a wall between him and the cloud, the rope of spiraled clouds wouldn’t move.

Another pull, this time harder, but it didn’t change the result, and Hiral glanced at his own solar energy capacity.

Forty-eight percent and dropping.

Part of him wanted to stay and keep testing, but maybe one of the others would be able to offer some insight. He’d talk to them, rerun the course until he could do it with his eyes closed, and keep practicing with the strange smoke. Managing to get it into a rope was already an accomplishment, probably, so he’d take that learning as a success.

With that thought, Hiral released the sphere and once again found himself on the platform. One more quick look at the strange smoke within the black space—was it his imagination, or did it look tighter?—and he walked over to the side of the platform.

I wonder how the others are doing?

BAMF!

“Aaaaaaagh!”

Splash.

“Pretty well, I guess,” he said with a chuckle, then dove into the water himself.
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CYCLING


Twelve hours later, the group sat around a pot of Nivian’s stew, fatigue etched on their faces.

Fatigue… and success!

After dozens—no, hundreds—of dunks in the pool, the entire party could make it through their trials nine times out of ten. Now, they sat around a small fire, Seena closest by far, and spooned the warm stew into their mouths while talking about cycling and the spheres.

“… and after you’ve got it twisted in a rope like that, you’ve got to get it to pass through the nodes in the right order, while splitting it,” Seeyela explained. “You miss one of those, or go out of order, or don’t pass through the pairs at the same time, and it all falls apart.”

“You listening to that, Yan?” Seena asked, pointing her spoon at the spearman.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I got it. Twist it, thread it, call it a day. I already got it to work, remember?”

“How many nodes were there?” Wule asked him.

“Uh… fourteen?” Yanily said.

“Sixteen,” Hiral corrected. “Same number as the Meridian Nodes, not including the core,” he added, tapping the center of his chest. “Not a coincidence, I’m guessing.”

“Hiral, you should keep most of your solar energy before you go over next time,” Seena said, “in case we need to wait for somebody to get their cycling in order.”

“Yeah, Nivian,” Yanily said, turning a glare on the tank.

Nivian, for his part, lifted his head dramatically slowly to look at Yanily. One second of eye contact was all it took before the spearman buried his attention back in his food.

“Man, this stew is good, isn’t it, Odi?” Yanily said to the Lizardman sitting beside him. “Bet you’ve never had anything like it…”

“It’s wonderful… but…” Odi said, looking at the spoon in his hand. “Why is your cutlery so small?”

“Uh… we traded some humans for it,” Wule said. “Yan, don’t you have a real spoon somewhere?”

“Just forks,” Yanily said without missing a beat. “You want a fork?”

“For stew?” Odi asked flatly.

“Didn’t say it’d be easy,” Yanily said, slurping some of the broth from his bowl.

“Yan?” Seena said.

“Yeah, boss?”

“You sure you’re good with the spheres?” she asked seriously.

For once, Yanily didn’t quip back, instead lowering his bowl, though his eyes lingered on the surface.

“The islands, and Favela, need us,” he finally said. “Not just that. Picoli is waiting out there for us too. Trapped in her own body. Every extra second we’re in here is an extra second she’s out there… suffering… with the guilt of what she… she did to Balyo.” He looked up. “There’s too much riding on us for me to screw it up.

“I know about the sixteen nodes. I know where they are and how to get the glowing smoke into them. I’m passing this trial, and I hope you can all keep up.”

Right, sitting opposite Odi beside Yanily, patted the spearman on the back.

“Who is he, and what did he do with Yanily?” Wule asked quietly.

“If you’re all so confident you know what to do with the spheres, don’t you think it’s time to finish your trial?” Odi asked.

“You’ve barely touched your stew,” Hiral pointed out.

“It’s this infernal, useless spoon!” Odi said, thrusting the utensil into the air and staring bloody murder at it. A second of silence, his eyes scrolling between the surprised party members, and then he lowered his hand and coughed gently. “I mean, passing the trial takes priority over my stomach.

“I feel you are ready to succeed where so many others have failed.”

“I thought almost everybody who entered the trials passed eventually?” Nivian said.

“Well, yes, that’s true, but it doesn’t sound nearly as good, does it? I feel you’re ready to succeed where everybody—even our toddlers—have already passed before you?”

“Yeah, not very motivational,” Yanily admitted.

“Should we get some sleep first?” Wule asked.

“Don’t know about you, but I don’t think I could sleep knowing how close we are to passing the trial,” Seeyela said.

“Honestly, me neither,” Wule said. “I’m tired… but also kind of wired, you know? That trial bloodied me pretty badly, so I’m looking forward to putting it in its place.”

“Now’s as good a time as any,” Seena said, putting her empty bowl back on the floor.

“Right and I will clean up while you take care of clearing the trial,” Left said, standing up.

“We will?” Right asked.

“Yes, we will,” Left affirmed.

“Thanks, guys,” Hiral said, doing a quick check of his solar energy capacity to see it comfortably at ninety percent. Cracking his knuckles, he looked at the others. “Ready to do this?”

“Yay, go team almost-as-good-as-toddlers!” Odi cheered. “Rah, rah.”

“Can we throw him in the pool?” Yanily said to Wule. “I think we can.”

“I’m tempted to, but we’ve got people counting on us,” Wule said. “Another time.”

“Yeah, guess so,” Yanily said, and everybody went towards their trials.

“Hiral, Wule, and I have the longest courses,” Seena said. “Give us a bit of a head start, then get to your spheres. Once there, don’t wait. Get cycling. You know what to do after that.”

“Eh… I don’t know what to do after that,” Yanily said. “What do we do?”

“Keep cycling until we succeed,” Nivian said.

“Oh, trick question—not fair,” Yanily said, back to his normal routine. Still, even though the words came out the same, the look in his eyes as he stared at the moving platform above was far more focused than usual.

He’s not kidding about wanting to get back out and save Picoli.

If we can.

A shake of his head banished those thoughts from Hiral’s head. Sure, he could clear his trial ninety-nine times out of a hundred now, but that didn’t mean he could afford to be distracted. Now it was time to make it count.

“Go,” Seena said, and Hiral launched himself forward.

After hours and hours of practice, his body and runes moved without conscious thought. He leapt from one bar to sprint along the next. Rejection and Attraction gave him extra lift or traction, and their usage was second nature to him, just as instinctual as breathing. He flipped through the space between a vertically rotating windmill, then kicked off a beam swinging by on the other side to catch a higher bar.

A pull, a dash, a forty-foot leapfrog course, and just like that, he was halfway through the trial. He paused there, watching the rotations change slightly—just like they always did—then waited for the pattern he needed.

There!

He hurled himself forward, springing from bar to bar without needing to look, trusting in his Dex and Atn to make the small adjustments needed. Eyes constantly moving, predicting his path, Hiral was back at the final wall within thirty seconds. Without hesitation he charged ahead, activating his runes one after the other.

Time Contraction, Time Dilation, Gravity, Attraction, Rejection—he spun solar energy into each of them and passed through the narrow tunnel in a single straight shot. Another application of his runes pulled him down to the platform, and he skidded to a stop, this time perfectly beside the sphere.

Letting go of his magic, Hiral breathed out calmly, and the yellow double-helix pattern etched across his body flared and faded a moment later.

What was that?

He quickly checked his status window for a debuff, but his eyes settled on his base stats.

Attributes

Strength (Str)—18 (0) = 18

Endurance (End)—18 (0) = 18

Dexterity (Dex)—20 (40) = 68

Intelligence (Int)—18 (0) = 18

Wisdom (Wis)—18 (0) = 18

Attunement (Atn)—20 (40) = 68

That was it—his base Atn had gone up by a point from his practice in the trials! With his PIM and the twenty percent bonus, that gave him almost 70 in both his Dex and Atn. Oh, nice! And that’s not even including the Lost ring I don’t have on right now.

But the pull on his solar energy reminded him he didn’t have the time to celebrate at that moment. Pivoting on his heel, Hiral put both hands on the sphere beside him and instantly found himself back in that dark pit, the cloud of smoke above him.

Too bad the smoke resets itself every time I leave here.

Still, out of everybody, he’d had the most practice in this strange cycling space since he’d cleared the trial the earliest—and had the most solar energy. With familiar ease, Hiral reached his senses up to the cloud hanging above him and deftly wound the lose threads of solar energy into a tight rope.

That starting point was like the central Meridian Node in the middle of his chest, where his Rune of Separation now lay, but also where he’d had the crystal embedded under his skin as a child. From chatting with the Growers, it was also where they’d had the seeds planted that grew to be the root system stretching throughout their bodies. It made sense that would be where the cycling process would start.

Once that was mostly done—only a small part of his attention was needed to keep doing it now that the process was started—he began pushing the rope towards the necessary nodes. And to do that, he’d need to split the rope he went to so much trouble binding together.

The first split was, in a way, the easiest, taking the rope he’d tightly wound and unraveling it into two equally strong, yet smaller, ropes. The first split he sent up higher into the darkness, but he then had to split it again almost immediately, sending two more lines of rope out to the left and right. These, he believed, reached for the Meridian Nodes on the shoulders. As soon as the ropes of smoke snaked through the paths to the nodes, they sort of clicked into place, feeding energy to the nodes. Like the process to twist the rope, it took a small amount of concentration to keep them tethered there, but Hiral turned his focus to the next step.

There would be another split from the shoulders, but first he continued threading the rope through the nodes and around in a circle to meet again opposite where they’d earlier split. As soon as they reached each other—around the nape of a person’s neck—Hiral bound them together again, then pushed them up to what would be the Meridian Node in the head. A soft click in his mind tethered the solar energy there, and he retraced his senses back along the curving lines extending from the shoulders.

Around where the shoulder blades would be, Hiral found the paths that would trace down the Meridian Lines on a person’s back. This next part was, in a way, the most difficult. The more nodes he had going at one time, the more concentration it took to maintain them. The best way he’d found to deal with that was to push through as many as he could at one time, kind of like opening several drains in a sink to let the water out.

So, with that image in mind, Hiral split off new ropes of solar energy for the two paths between the shoulders and the nape of the neck—and the shoulders themselves—then pushed all four ropes straight down.

Nodes lit up in quick succession, both sides around the middle of the back, along with the elbows and hands, and just like that, Hiral was over halfway done. With nine nodes glowing, it was taking a fair amount of concentration to keep them stable, the pressure of it like a soft headache in the back of his skull, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as the first few times he’d tried. Each session he’d spent in this strange pocket world had made the manipulation of the solar energy easier and easier. He took a calming breath, then moved on to the next step.

Maintaining the ropes in the current nodes, Hiral went back to his starting point: the spot that represented the central Meridian Node. Taking the second split he’d left hanging there, he dragged the top down through the path directly to where he now stood. This node seemed to represent the one found in a person’s stomach. It played an important role in maintaining the overall flow of energy, and as soon as he anchored the rope there, he felt the strain of holding the other nine nodes ease slightly.

Slightly, but not enough to risk losing his concentration, and Hiral continued pulling the rope of solar energy down, then split it again and pushed it out to the sides. Two more nodes quickly lit up, representing the ones found on a person’s hips. That just left four more, and normally they’d be the most difficult.

At this point, the ropes of solar energy he was working with were barely more than threads, weaker and fraying at the edges. Thankfully, the last four nodes he needed to connect to were in straight lines and didn’t require any more splits. Like he’d done up with the shoulders, Hiral visualized opening a drain, and the solar energy practically tumbled down through the legs to light up the nodes at the knees and feet.

As soon as the final nodes at the bottom connected, the whole structure around Hiral glowed brighter. Solar energy pulsed around him in time with his own beating heart, and the pressure in the back of his head eased to almost nothing. It was like the solar energy wanted to be connected like that. Like it was the most natural thing in the world.

And it just felt right.

How did I never notice this was missing before?

But that was a question for later. Even though the pressure had lessened in his skull, he couldn’t lose his grip on the connection. It felt right, yes, but it still required direction. Focus. And his own solar energy was still quickly dropping in this pocket-space.

Another minute of concentration and he stabilized the whole structure, bringing it to the equilibrium he and the others guessed was necessary to pass the trial.

How long will it take the others to…?

Pop. The black pocket-space vanished in the blink of an eye, and Hiral once again found himself standing on the platform at the end of the trial.

“What the…?” he started to ask before he noticed the sphere wasn’t between his hands any longer. Then he felt a grinding sensation under his feet. The platform was moving. And it wasn’t just his, he realized as he looked around.

Five more platforms—each with their own smiling Grower—glided towards the central bridge where Odi, Left, and Right stood waiting.

“Congratulations,” Odi said before gesturing towards the far end of the bridge, where the next massive doorway now stood open.
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CAN’T HEAL HEART ATTACKS


Dynamic Quest Complete

You’ve successfully passed the first trial of the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul.

Congratulations: Achievement unlocked – Love that Energy!

You’ve mastered the Lost art of Cycling (at least, you will, when you reach the next dungeon interface).

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hiral quickly read through the notification. Well, at least I have a pretty good guess what the reward for this achievement will be. Honestly can’t complain.

“You all got the quest complete?” he asked as his platform settled gently next to the bridge, the other five arriving at the same time.

“Sure did,” Yanily said. “No bonus achievements, though, which is a little sad.”

“What did you think you’d get a bonus for?” Seena asked.

“I dunno, just generally being great?” Yanily said.

“Maybe on the next one, Yanily,” Hiral said, comforting the spearman.

“Speaking of the next one…” Seena said, looking towards the door. “I think we should get some sleep before we go through that door.”

“Like this trial, the next won’t start immediately when you pass into the room,” Odi said.

“Maybe not, but, no offense, we know what’s in here,” Seena said. “Will that door close if we don’t go through right away?”

“Well… no,” Odi said. “I guess it doesn’t matter if you rest here or there. The result will be the same.”

“Tents or sleeping bags, whatever you want,” Seena instructed. “Six hours, then we’re moving on to trial number two.”

Hiral stretched and yawned just at the thought of getting some sleep, some of the adrenaline from running the trial leaking away. He wouldn’t be able to fall asleep just yet, but it was coming.

“Saw you run that course,” Left said, coming over with Right to Hiral while the others started setting up a makeshift camp right there. “You’ve gotten better with the runes.”

“Thanks. I have,” Hiral said. “I can use them more without thinking about it, almost like muscle memory. It’s nothing huge, but it makes a small difference in all my movements. A little faster, a little sharper.”

“Pairs well with your dexterity and attunement,” Right noted.

“It does. Speaking of which, I got another base point of attunement from figuring out the trial. Let’s join up real quick.”

“Oh, I won’t say no to more attunement,” Left said, and he and Right took Hiral’s hands. A quick absorption and Foundational Split later, and his doubles were back out. “Oh, there’s that twenty percent bonus. Excellent.”

“Twenty percent of nothing is still nothing,” Right grumbled.

“You get the plus three from the ring,” Left pointed out.

“The twenty percent rounds down, so it’s still not enough to get me to four,” Right grumbled.

“If it makes you feel better, it’s not enough for us either,” Hiral said.

“Doesn’t really make me feel better,” Right said.

“Then why are you smiling?” Seena asked, joining Hiral and his doubles.

“No comment,” Right said, spinning on his heel and walking over to talk to Wule and Nivian.

“We’ll keep an eye out while you all sleep,” Left said, his eyes darting to where Odi sat.

“Thanks,” Hiral said.

Left nodded and also walked off, this time to talk to Seeyela.

“You think he might be up to something?” Seena asked quietly.

“Not really,” Hiral whispered back. “Just better to be safe than sorry. And we don’t have a lot of time to split watches.”

“If the second trial is as tough as this one was, we’ll want to be in top shape, too,” Seena agreed.

“It wasn’t that bad,” Hiral said. “Twelve hours, give or take, to get through. Compared to months, I think we practically raced through it.”

“Yeah, well, apparently our competition were toddlers,” Seena chuckled. “Still, twelve hours is three or four times longer than we expected to be inside a dungeon. I sure hope we can actually get out.”

“We got the dynamic quest, so the PIM system must still be working in here,” Hiral said. “A portal will open when we clear the dungeon. I’m more curious about this Urn, and whether or not it can help us with the Enemy.”

“You think we should make a play for it?” Seena asked.

Hiral seriously considered the question, and Seena saw that. “I don’t know. This is a dungeon, right? This is probably all from some time in the distant past. Odi is likely long-since dead, with this crisis his people are facing over and finished.

“On the other hand, this is a Wild dungeon, like The Buried City. The rules in here might be totally different. We were able to take Seeyela’s daggers with us when we left that one. Maybe we can do the same with the Urn? But… but… what if the rules are really different? What if this is now, with Odi alive, and the Urn is his solution to freeing his people from being undead?

“I know it sounds crazy, and goes against everything we’ve seen in dungeons…”

“You think maybe this isn’t the past?” Seena asked.

“I think I don’t know,” Hiral said. “Even if it is now, though…. Even if he thinks the Urn can save all those people… Odi’s city is… dead.”

“And the Urn, if it’s really that powerful, might also be able to save Fallen Reach, and all my peoples’ islands,” Seena said. “Trading one already-dead city for one… two… that are still alive. Seems like a fair trade.”

“Fair, maybe, but why do I feel so dirty even thinking about it?” Hiral asked.

“Probably the same reason I do,” Seena admitted, blowing her breath out. “Even if it’s not real, it feels like it is. Like back with Livik and his mother. I know we weren’t actually helping them—not really changing anything—but at the time? They felt just as real as somebody I’d meet back home. I wanted to—needed to—help them.”

“Could be part of the magic of the dungeons. They seem to see us as something other than what we are—Odi thinks we’re Lizardmen—so, maybe it does something in reverse too? Something to help motivate us to complete the quests.”

“Not like Yanily needs any more motivation,” Seena said.

“Experience and loot are pretty good drivers for all of us, if we’re being honest here,” Hiral said.

“True,” Seena said, sighing. “I don’t know, Hiral. We don’t know enough about the Urn, or even about what turned all the Lizardmen into undead, to make any decisions now. Like you said, this is probably the past…”

“Probably,” Hiral agreed.

Seena nodded. “For now, we’ll play it by ear. We’ll consider all our options, even if one of them is condemning an entire nation to being trapped as undead.” Seena grimaced at her own words. “Just saying it makes me hate myself.”

“You’re right, though,” Hiral said, despite it feeling like a brick in his stomach. “It could be the Urn is the whole reason the PIMP sent us here. Maybe it knows we can use it against the Enemy.”

“A very real possibility. Or, the dungeon really was corrupted and we just happened to end up here. See if you can’t get Left and Right to get some more information from Odi while we’re working on the next trial. Maybe he’ll tell them something that’ll help make our decision for us.”

“Yeah, I can ask them to do it. I’m sure Left can be subtle about it.”

“And, worse comes to worst, Right can punch him until he talks,” Seena joked.

“He is feeling a little cagey, not being able to contribute directly to the trial,” Hiral admitted. “Okay, enough about that. How’d everybody else do?”

“Sis learned how to do a short-range teleport,” Seena said while shaking her head in disbelief. “No portal… just…”

“Bamf?” Hiral asked.

“That, yeah,” Seena said, pointing at Hiral. “Energy cost isn’t too bad, I guess. She says it’ll make her extra stabby.”

“Ah, right. I need to spend some time with her before we leave this dungeon. I know a couple of dagger and knife techniques that should work for her until she gets one of your cheat weapon styles.”

“Says Mr. Overpowered himself,” Seena said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, don’t start sounding like Yanily,” Hiral said, and Seena actually looked insulted. “How about Nivian and Wule?”

“Wule’s practice ended up giving him an ability evolution that reduced the cost of his healing abilities. Even works for his defensive skill, so all around plus there. Nivian didn’t get an ability evolution himself, but he’s got way more control over his movement ability.”

“Can he turn corners?” Hiral asked.

“Not quite, but he thinks he can actually chain the technique to hit multiple enemies in a row without stopping now,” Seena explained.

“Oh, wow. That would’ve been useful against the Scholar back in The Mire.”

“Wouldn’t it?” Seena agreed. “And, before you ask, Yanily got an ability modification. He can use his movement ability without his spear, and it costs less now.”

“Wow. So even without the achievement, that wasn’t a bad gain for everybody just by basically training.”

“Yeah,” Seena said, looking back at trial one, her mind obviously deep in thought over something.

“What is it?” Hiral asked.

“Just thinking how great a training room this would’ve been if we weren’t on a time limit. You know, switch up which trial we were each working on… Who knows what we could’ve gotten?”

Hiral turned to follow her line of sight, and he was nodding before he knew it as he looked at the other challenges. How would he have tackled them…? Then he shook his head at the same time Seena did.

“No time,” they said in unison.

With a shared shrug, they looked back at the party. Yanily was already asleep, Nivian—predictably—had sandwiches out for when people got hungry, and Wule was climbing into a sleeping bag while rolling his eyes at his brother.

“Hey, you two,” Seeyela called over to Hiral and Seena. Then, without another word…

Bamf! She appeared right in front of them, small embers of purple, infernal fire licking off her white armor, and both of them jumped back a step.

“Damn, Sis, you know Wule can’t heal heart attacks,” Seena said, bringing a hand to her chest.

“She’s right; I can’t,” Wule said. “Then again… keep doing that, Seeyela, and I’m sure I’ll have some opportunities for an ability evolution.”

“Sorry, couldn’t help myself,” Seeyela said, though the full facemask hid her expression.

“What did you need?” Hiral asked, forcing his own breathing back to normal after the startle.

“Get some sleep,” Seeyela said.

“You teleported over here and almost scared us both out of our skins to tell us to go to sleep?” Seena asked.

“Yup,” Seeyela said, and Hiral was sure he could hear a smile in her voice. She was enjoying the teleporting far too much.

To be fair, Hiral would too.

Actually… if it’s just an application of gravity…

“Hiral, stop right there,” Seeyela said. “I know that look. Sleep now, test reckless plans later.”

“It wasn’t reckless,” Hiral said, scowling, but he nodded and headed for his sleeping bag.
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THE SECOND TRIAL


Just over six hours later, the party packed up and passed through the second set of large doors. As soon as the last person passed, the doors rumbled closed, but nobody paid any real attention to them, their eyes focused on the room in front of them.

Compared to the last two rooms they’d seen in the Forge of Ur’Thul, this room was… plain. The usual bridge led to a round, wide central area, with more round areas off to each side of it—Why do they look familiar?—before continuing as a bridge to the next set of doors. No clear obstacle course or challenge.

“Oooooooh,” Odi said dramatically, his hand coming up to rub the bottom of his scaly chin.

“What’s oooooooh?” Yanily asked.

“This is a rare trial indeed. The Urn must think very highly of you.”

“You know, Odi, I’ve been wondering,” Hiral said. “You mentioned before the trials are different for everybody taking them, but you knew what to do for the spheres in that last one. And you obviously know what this trial is. What’s going on?”

“Excellent question,” Odi said, striding forward and then spinning on a heel to face the entire party. “As you may have noticed, trial one had two parts to it: the obstacle course and the spheres. The spheres are always there, and cycling is important to everyone, but the first obstacle course part varies by who enters. Our records indicate there has been duplication in the past, but it’s surprisingly rare, considering how many young apprentices pass through.”

“And this trial?” Hiral asked.

“The second trial is more straightforward in that there is only one challenge. Our records have shown just over a hundred different variations of it, with some being very common, while others—like this one—are exceedingly rare. Honestly, it’s been so long since we’ve seen this challenge, I’d begun to think it was either a lie by the person claiming to have passed through it, or lost entirely.”

“Lost, huh?” Nivian said. “That… fits. So, what is it?”

“This…” Odi spoke loudly and dramatically, his arms stretching wide above him, “… is a trial…” He gave another spin…

“… by combat,” Hiral finished quietly, finally recognizing the circular areas off to the side of the central area.

“… BY COMBAAAAAAAAAT!” Odi finished, only to cough and twist his head back to glare at Hiral. “Kind of stole my moment there.”

“Ah, sorry,” Hiral said, tearing his eyes away from the circular platforms to look at the Lizardman and the party around him. In response to their questioning looks, he explained, “These platforms are like the ones in that Time Trial up in Fallen Reach I’ve mentioned a few times. If it’s the same, it will create opponents made out of solid light.

“A lot like the image of Dr. Benza,” he said more quietly. “But, less detailed and more solid.”

“I thought you said there weren’t any monsters?” Wule said to Odi.

“These aren’t monsters,” Odi said, practically spitting the last word. “You really should see somebody about the unhealthy obsession with… Never mind. The constructs you’ll face are learning tools.”

“We just have to defeat them to move on?” Hiral asked.

“Oh, ho, ho, ho,” Odi said, lifting his hand in front of his long snout as he chuckled. “If only it were that easy. No, no, no,” he added with a wave of his hand, pointing at part of the distant circular wall. “Do you—literally—see the writing on the wall?”

“The writing?” Hiral asked, but he followed the Lizardman’s gesture.

Now that he was looking, there was something etched into the stone. It didn’t exactly look like writing—at least, not in any language he knew. There were characters that reminded him of runes, but not the same kind he used. Glyphs? No, that wasn’t it either. And the structure wasn’t the same as a sentence. There appeared to be multiple lines of it at the same time as it continued from left…

“It’s music,” Seeyela said. “It’s music, isn’t it?”

Odi’s hands gently met in a small clap above his shoulder. “Exactly,” he said. “This trial will teach you each a lost fighting style based on the Primal Symphony.”

“The primal what-now?” Wule asked.

“Truly, you are all very lucky. The Primal Symphony is the music the world—the universe—made when it was created. Some even say, the music that created the world.”

“What does that have to do with a fighting style?” Seena asked, but there was a bit of eagerness in her voice.

“Growers and their cheat fighting styles,” Hiral mumbled to Right beside him, and the double nodded.

“Inspiration for forms of combat has historically come from many different places,” Odi said, taking on his lecture voice. “Animals, the waves, the sway of the trees, too much alcohol, and I’m sure that tiny spoon has even spawned some truly devilish… ahem. Where was I? The Primal Symphony is no different, in that it was inspiration for powerful styles of combat.

“However, unlike learning from a mundane animal’s movements, these fighting styles, these Chords of the Primal, carry with them a touch of the power that shaped… well… everything.”

“And we learn them by…?” Yanily asked, practically salivating.

“By stepping on the discs. One per… though I suspect you two will need to go with Hiral,” Odi said to Left and Right.

“Oh, we get to be part of the fun this time?” Right asked.

Odi’s lips curled back to reveal dozens of curved, razor-sharp teeth, in what could only be described as one of the most frightening smiles Hiral had ever seen.

“Fun,” Odi said. “Yes, I’m sure that is what you’ll call it when it’s finished…” He chuckled, then burst out in a full-bellied laugh. “Yes… yessssssss… fuuuuun!” And then, just like that, he stopped. “I mean, it will be no problem—at all—for such a skilled and not-toddler party.”

“Why don’t I believe you at all?” Hiral asked flatly.

“Believe me or not, now that this trial is before us, the only way forward is passing it. Best get to it.” Odi strode ahead to the middle of the large central platform.

The party followed him with only minor grumbling, standing in the middle and looking at the six disc-like areas connected to the platform. Like the last trials, there was calm water spread around the sixty-foot-diameter discs, and all the way to the wall several hundred feet away.

“Does it matter which one we each go to?” Hiral asked.

“Do we have to leave our gear behind again?” Yanily asked, staring at his spear longingly.

“Oh, I encourage you to bring your weapons and gear with you. You’ll need it.” Odi practically whispered the last part.

“Are we all going to learn the same style?” Nivian asked.

“Unlikely,” Odi said. “What fits you best is likely very different from what the others would benefit from. The Urn has delved into the depths of your depraved souls…”

“Depraved?” Wule quietly asked.

“… and determined the… the… most… dynamic of… of… dangerously delectable… determinations!”

“You really doubled down on the D-words, didn’t you?” Hiral asked.

“Wasn’t as easy as it looked,” Odi responded, breathing heavily.

“Didn’t exactly look easy…” Nivian pointed out.

“Determinations?” Yanily asked.

“Probably rewards,” Seena answered.

“Why didn’t he just say that?” Yanily asked.

“Didn’t start with a D?” Right said.

“Can we kill something now?” Yanily finally said, throwing up a hand.

“Sounds like the best thing I’ve heard in a while,” Seena answered, turning to look at the discs. “Be careful the first time, folks. We don’t know we’re up against.”

“How tough can it be?” Wule asked.

Odi burst out in maniacal laughter.
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FRIENDLY ADVICE


Hiral ducked low under the hooking punch, then brought his own fist up and in towards where the light construct’s liver would be. His fist whistled through the air—no, whistled wasn’t right; it sang—the tone perfect before it slammed into the construct’s side. Another chord echoed at the blow, sharp yet profound, and his opponent staggered sideways.

It would fall. He’d hit it exactly where he needed to, striking the glowing symbol that matched the progression on the wall. With that done, a quick glance showed he had half the strange musical piece complete, and he immediately turned towards where the next opponent would appear. Even his turn elicited strange music, almost like a soft wood flute, telling him he was following the correct path, and then he launched himself forward with a Rejection-powered leap.

The pitch of the music immediately went off-key, screeching in his ears so painfully he stumbled midway across the disc and fell to his knees. Just like that, all the progress he’d made on the score vanished from the wall, and the opponents flickered and vanished from the disc.

“Damnit,” Hiral cursed, slapping his hand against the stone.

That was the sixth time in a row he’d failed at exactly the same part. No matter what he did, he just couldn’t seem to get to the next construct that appeared on the far side of the disc. If he went too slow, the music faded, and he failed. If he went too fast, the music screeched in his ear like a dying cat.

He’d gone wide. Gone straight. Tried leaping up, or even leaving one of his doubles over by where the construct would appear. None of it had worked. And, unlike the previous instructions on this new Primal style, a blue construct didn’t appear first to demonstrate the movements necessary to hit the right notes.

“What am I doing wrong?” he seethed, flipping over from his hands and knees to sit on the stone.

“Having trouble?” Yanily called, and Hiral looked over to find the man sitting on the edge of his own disc, his feet dangling in the water.

“You could say that,” Hiral huffed, but he pushed himself up and walked over to the rim of his own area so they weren’t shouting to talk to each other. Maybe a short break was what he needed—he’d been at it for almost four hours straight now. “You saw that last attempt?”

“Heard it too,” Yanily said, sticking a pinky into his ear and wiggling it around.

“I keep getting stuck at that same part. Can’t figure it out. How’re you doing?” Hiral dropped down to sit cross-legged.

“About three-quarters now,” Yanily said. “Needed a break to… I don’t know… consider what I’d learned? I think I know where I need to go next in the movements, so I thought I’d take a minute to watch how you guys were doing.”

“Wish I could say the same,” Hiral grumbled.

“I have to admit, I’m kind of surprised,” Yanily said.

“At how badly I’m not succeeding at this?” Hiral said, leaning back on his hands and staring up at the distant ceiling. “Sorry, you don’t need to listen to me whine. It just… it reminds me too much of the Shaper test back home.”

Left and Right came down to sit beside him, but they didn’t say anything.

“That was the whole not-being-able-to-get-a-class thing, yeah?” Yanily asked.

“Yeah,” Hiral said. “I thought I was finally over it, you know, having a class and everything finally. Getting stuck like this, though… it just reminds me too much of that. Little voice in the back of my head telling me it’s going to be the same thing all over again, and I’m going to be stuck failing for…” He trailed off. “Sorry.”

“Don’t need to apologize, Hiral,” Yanily said, and Hiral looked from the ceiling to the spearman. He had his spear across his lap and a thoughtful look on his face. “It’s… actually kind of nice to see you struggling.”

“Gee, thanks,” Hiral deadpanned.

“I mean, that came out wrong. Look, you’ve been so good at everything since we came down to the surface. Overpowered, you know.” Yanily wasn’t speaking in his usual half-joking tone. “The jump down—which I was pretty sure was going to kill you from the get-go—then the dungeons. Dealing with everything on the surface. You… you were the first one to act when Picoli got taken over. If the rest of us hadn’t just stood there, maybe Balyo wouldn’t…”

“You can’t blame yourself for that, Yanily,” Hiral said. “Picoli was just as much your friend as Balyo was. Besides, you saw it too. Even if we were ready for that thing inside Picoli, we couldn’t have stopped it then. It was too much for us. We were… we were lucky we got away.”

“Because of what Balyo did,” Yanily said, fingers trailing the length of his spear, small sparks dancing behind. “It won’t be the same next time. We’re stronger. We’ll be even stronger.”

“We will be,” Hiral agreed. Assuming I don’t keep us stuck in this second trial until Fallen Reach passes us.

“Anyway, enough of that depressing stuff. Back to what I was saying. Since you were so good at stuff, it made me wonder if there was something special about you, or something wrong with us Growers.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Hiral said quickly. “You’re all… amazing.”

“Well, obviously. It only made me doubt for, you know, a minute. Two, tops.”

“And that’s what you’re surprised at? That I’m struggling?”

“No, not that. The trial isn’t easy—I’d honestly be more surprised if you weren’t struggling a little. No, what I’m surprised about is that you haven’t figured out why you’re struggling.”

Hiral narrowed his eyes at the spearman sitting peacefully across the water, feet dangling in. “Are you saying you know what I’m supposed to do?”

“It’s kind of obvious…” Yanily said, fingers running back in the other direction along his spear. “Do you want a hint?”

“I’d love one,” Hiral said, leaning forward. Part of him wanted Yanily to just spit out the answer, but maybe there was something to be said for figuring it out himself… with some help.

“Actually, I’ll give you two hints,” Yanily said with a chuckle. “The first is that this style I’m learning over here is the Chord of the Primal Storm. What’s really interesting about it is that it almost seems like it was made just for me. It’s got aspects of my Reed Spear Style and Dancing Spear Style, along with abilities I got from Stormstrider. I’m pretty sure the next part of the score will even have me using Skyfall.

“The second clue is something Odi said right before we started.”

“Those are your hints?” Hiral asked, and Yanily nodded.

Hiral shared a glance with Left and Right, and by the look on Left’s face, he’d just figured it out.

“No, I’m not going to tell you,” Left said. “You’ll get there, and feel better about yourself for it.”

“Smug, isn’t he?” Right asked from the other side, and Hiral could only nod.

Okay? So, those clues. It is kind of interesting this Lost combat style seems so perfectly suited for Yanily. Using abilities and skills he’d picked up along the way. I’ve gotten that feeling about my own Chord of the Primal Echo, but that one part of the score I just can’t figure out. Which means it must be connected to the second clue. What did Odi say before we started the trials?

Other than the maniacal laughter.

Was it all the D stuff? No… before that, he…

Hiral’s eyes widened, and he slapped himself in the forehead.

“Ah, he figured it out,” Yanily said.

“Took him long enough,” Left agreed.

“Not like you got it without the hints,” Hiral grumbled.

“Care to share?” Right said. “Uh, because I want to make sure your theory matches mine.”

“Obviously,” Hiral said flatly, but he answered by unsheathing his RHCs and putting them on his lap. “We’ve been using our abilities—including you two—but we’ve forgotten about our gear. Odi said we’d need it, and now I see what he meant. If Yanily’s fighting style seems to incorporate everything he’s done up to this point, well, for me, that means I need to use these.” He pointed at the weapons.

“Not just those, I’m thinking,” Yanily said across the way, his eyes clearly looking over Hiral’s shoulder.

“Sword and ring too,” Left agreed. “We’re going to need to use them all.”

“And those parts we completed where the tone doesn’t seem quite right,” Right added. “I bet Left and I need to use our own abilities there. We were close enough the score progressed, but it always felt just a bit off.”

“Probably,” Hiral said.

Why hadn’t he thought of that before? The part he was struggling with had constructs appearing on the far side of the disc. Of course his RHCs were the best way to hit them quickly. He should’ve…

“Take a breath, Hiral,” Yanily said. “We all miss something sometimes. Now you know, so, what are you waiting for?”

“Thanks, Yan, and for the tips too. Maybe I would’ve figured it out on my own, or maybe not. I really appreciate it.” Hiral stood up and put his RHCs back on his thigh-plates.

“To be fair, I kind of had an advantage,” Yanily said. “All our Grower combat styles revolve around a weapon. Since you don’t have any ability styles, I figured you might not know that.”

“They all need a weapon?” Hiral asked. “What about… Vix?” he finished a bit more quietly, the thought of his dead friend bringing that ache back with it.

“Bladed knuckles, mainly. Sure, he could use the style without them, but it wasn’t nearly as strong. Enough talking, though. Seena is giving us the old stink-eye for taking a break.”

Hiral glanced over and… yup… that was quite the glare.

With a small wave at the party leader, Hiral took Left and Right back to the center of the disc, then restarted the trial.
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PRIMAL SYMPHONY


Green bands surrounded Hiral’s biceps and boosted his strength as he brought the Emperor’s Greatsword around and up to cleave a light construct in two. A clear note sounded at the moment of impact, changing immediately to the familiar continuous tone of a wooden pan flute, and Hiral completely released the weapon.

Off soared the sword, while Hiral spun and dropped to a knee, his RHCs coming out in his hands. Left and Right crossed in front of him, that same pan-flute sound following in their wake as they engaged a pair of constructs. Hiral, for his part, put them out of his mind and pulled his triggers. Two chords from his hits joined a trio of rapid notes from Left and Right striking true, resounding in an echoing harmony over the disc, and sickly green light leaked from the barrels of his cannons.

Hiral stood and twisted to the side, pulled a trigger, then kicked up and over with another pull. Two more light constructs tumbled to the ground, the green light from Hiral’s RHCs now infecting them with Ghost-Web Spider Venom. They wouldn’t be getting back up, and the score continued to pull Hiral along anyway.

A glimpse out of the corner of his eyes showed another construct between Left and Right similarly infected with the venomous debuff, and then he was past. Back to his thighs went his RHCs as the climax of the piece took hold of him. One hand out to the side, he pulled with his Rune of Attraction, then charged the final light construct on the platform.

More than twice the size of all the others, this one’s shape constantly shifted, growing new arms and weapons as it charged forward to meet Hiral. A hammer’s head as big as a dog swung for him, but the score led him under, the wind from the powerful swing blowing across his back, then back up and over to flip past a cutting sword strike.

In his wake, a Lost Echo appeared from his dodge, then exploded right on key to stagger the monster back. Left and Right came in at the same time Hiral rolled back to his feet, and the Emperor’s Greatsword slapped into his palm. All at once, the sound of the three pan flutes melded into one, and Left, Right, and Hiral charged in simultaneously.

Glowing symbols appeared on the construct’s body, guiding their strikes and rewarding them with beautiful notes that ignited matching symbols on the wall. Building and building, the chorus rose as the trio danced around and struck their opponent, more symbols flaring on the wall. A quick combination of hits Echoed the Searing Pain debuff he’d experienced back in the Troblin Keep, while the next combo buffed him with a short-duration Nature’s Blade. More and more sequences hit home, the unison between Hiral and his doubles triggering the true power of his new style: Chord of the Primal Echo.

Two more successful hits, then four, eight, and finally, a single clear note sounded across the disc, signaling the crescendo that rose with the Ring of Amin Thett on Hiral’s back. At the same time Hiral lunged in, greatsword in both hands, he activated his Rune of Energy. Pinned as it was by the sword through its gut, and Left and Right holding its arms, the light construct had no chance at defense as the Annihilation of Amin Thett ripped through it in the blink of an eye.

The whole room shook with the closing note, and what was left of the construct shattered like cheap glass.

“That’s the whole score,” Right said, Lashing Vines writhing on his shoulders before they vanished a second later. He pointed at the far wall, where the entire musical piece glowed.

“We did it,” Left agreed, a smile on his face.

“Yes, we did,” Hiral said, patting his doubles on the shoulders.

“Think you can remember all that without the symbols to guide you?” Right asked him.

“Really hoping we get a weapon style like the Growers do,” Hiral said, and he was only half-joking. Perfect execution of the maneuvers resulted in triggered benefits—buffs or debuffs he’d experienced in the past—after certain combinations, but being even a little off meant they didn’t occur. It’d take… a lot more practice to get to the point where he’d be able to replicate it through normal training. “How do you think the others are doing?”

“I think Yanily completed his trial,” Left said. “None of the others yet.”

“How can you tell?” Hiral asked, following Left’s line of sight to the distant wall. Above their musical score, a new symbol had appeared—like a pair of backwards, narrow Cs—and it glowed fiercely. Likewise, above Yanily’s score, something like a cloud with a lightning bolt glowed just as bright. “Ah, I see it.”

“We shouldn’t be surprised Yanily got it,” Right said.

“Apparently he has a knack for this kind of thing,” Hiral agreed.

“Looks like he’s back with Seeyela and Nivian in the middle,” Left said. “Shall we?”

“Yeah,” Hiral said, walking towards that edge of the disc, and then on to the central platform.

“Got it?” Yanily asked, looking up as Hiral and his doubles approached.

“Thanks to your hints,” Hiral said.

“Oh, don’t say that,” Nivian said. “It’ll go straight to his head.”

“It’s true, though,” Hiral said, taking a sandwich as soon as Nivian offered it.

“Doesn’t matter,” Nivian sighed. “Ah, well. That makes two of us.”

“How’s it going for you?” Hiral asked the tank, nodding at Seeyela to make sure she knew she was included in the question.

“Close,” Nivian said. “Just needed a break to regain some solar energy.”

“Same here,” Seeyela said. “The style uses a lot of portals and teleporting, so it’s expensive.”

“Portals too?” Hiral asked. “I would’ve just expected the teleports.”

“I think the portals are for you guys, actually. The style is teaching me how to support you all while I’m fighting with these.” Seeyela touched the hilts of her daggers as she spoke. “I don’t even have to hit some of the constructs to make them vanish, just open a portal near them.”

“And I’m pretty sure some of my style involves me taking hits for somebody else,” Nivian said. “Constructs appear and look like they’re swinging at the air. If I don’t get there and block the blow, though, that’s the end of the song.

“It’s not all blocks, though. I’m learning some new ways to use my shield to hit stuff, and there are a couple of things with my whip I never would’ve thought of. Especially now that I have three of them.”

“These Primal styles seem more… complete than our normal weapon styles,” Seeyela said. “We can use little pieces for big benefits. I also feel like there’s more to them than we’re seeing here.”

“And you would be right,” Odi said, coming over to join the group. “What you’re seeing on the walls are what I’d call the prelude to the Primal Symphony. These chords are the introduction to start you on the path.”

“If this is just the introduction, do we have to learn more to pass the trial?” Yanily asked.

Odi shook his head. “No, this trial only exposes you to the symphony. It’s up to you to figure out the rest. Whether that’s writing your own music, or following in the footsteps of one of the other great composers, that’s up to you to figure out.”

“There’s more than we’re seeing on the walls?” Nivian asked.

“Pretty sure I just said that,” Odi grumbled.

“You could try being a little more straight with what you’re saying instead of flowering it up,” Hiral said.

“Don’t be absurd—I have an image to keep up,” Odi said, genuinely looking offended.

“Ah, sorry for… suggesting it…” Hiral said, sharing a look with Seeyela. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Be sure it doesn’t happen again,” Odi replied with a nod.

Hiral took a bite out of his sandwich instead of replying, chewed slowly, and finally turned his attention to Seeyela. “You think you’re going to get a dagger style out of this?”

“I do,” she said. “Doesn’t look like I’ll need you to train me after all. Not that I don’t appreciate the offer.”

“No, it’s probably better this way,” Hiral said. “We don’t have a lot of time to just sit around.”

“Uh…” Yanily started, pointing to each of them literally just sitting around.

“We don’t normally have the time,” Hiral corrected. “Happy?”

“It’s important to be accurate,” Yanily said.

“Of course it…” Hiral started, only to be cut off by another resounding note echoing through the chamber. A quick look at the walls showed a symbol clearly representing fire above Seena’s score. And, looking at the woman herself, it was impossible to miss the huge grin on her face even from a hundred feet away.

“Ah, break’s over,” Nivian said, standing up. “If she’s done, she won’t let up until we get ours.”

Even Seeyela had stood up and… bamf… she was back in the center of her own platform.

“Coward,” Nivian muttered, though he was forced to jog past Seena to get to his own platform.

“I’ll settle for third,” Seena said, her smile still beaming from ear to ear as she sat down where Seeyela had just been.

“Considering how quickly you’re all progressing through these trials, even finishing last will be an achievement for the history books,” Odi said.

“You said somebody else did these trials before?” Hiral asked the Lizardman. “How long did it take them?”

“I believe they completed their third trial sometime after twelve weeks,” Odi said, but he then held up a finger. “However, they had a different first trial, and we don’t yet know what’s in store for the third. You all could still be in here much, much longer. Though I really hope not. Your utensils are like little torture devices, designed to see me starve before we exit and…” He trailed off as Yanily held up a sandwich for him.

“No spoons needed,” Yanily said.

“I saw you eating this strange food with… with your bare hands, like some kind of animal. You really expect me to…?”

“You’ve never had a sandwich?” Hiral asked. “Whatever. Just try it and complain later… if you can,” he added, taking a bite from his own.

“Well, I suppose it’s better than going hungry,” Odi said, taking the foot-long sandwich between his long, scaly forefinger and thumb. A nibble, which was nearly half the sandwich, and then he chewed thoughtfully for a moment.

The other half vanished a second later.

“I can see the appeal,” Odi said.

“I know, right?” Hiral said. “And, now that we’ve fed you, maybe you can answer a question for me.” Odi nodded his permission to ask. “This Urn… How is it going to save your… er… our people?”

Odi sighed. “Of course you didn’t read my three-hundred-page thesis on the subject. Why did I even slave away the better part of my youth if nobody was going to read it? I could’ve just come straight here.”

“The Urn?” Seena prompted. “Uh, and just the summary, if you could.”

“Right, right,” Odi said. “To keep it brief, the Urn is powered by the spirits of those who came before us. Through the Urn, their knowledge—and in a way, their lives—are eternal. I hope to use that to return my people to what they were before.”

“You really think you can save them?” Hiral asked.

“I do.”

“And… if you aren’t able to get the Urn, do you have a back-up plan?” Seena asked, and Hiral could see her fighting to keep her face neutral.

“I don’t,” Odi said. “The Urn is our last hope. Without it, we’ll be wiped out for good.”

Hiral met Seena’s eyes, and he could tell the same thing was going through her head as his. If the Urn really was that powerful, couldn’t they use it to save Fallen Reach? And, if they took it, could they live with themselves afterwards if this was all real?
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WE COULD LET YANILY CHOOSE


Three hours after Hiral finished his part of the trial, one final note sounded across the room. The last Grower, Wule, had completed his challenge, and he stumbled off his platform, exhausted but smiling.

“Sorry that took me so long,” he said, meeting the party that’d all stood and gone over to congratulate him on his success.

“Scrawny arms make fighting hard,” Nivian said, walking over to his twin and throwing an arm over his shoulders.

“Says the guy who just finished fifteen minutes ago,” Yanily mumbled.

“Don’t listen to him,” Seena said. “You’ve never had any combat styles—of course this would be tougher for you. How’d it go?”

“Good,” Wule said. “I learned the Chord of the Primal Tide.”

At the mention of the name, Hiral looked up at the wall behind the healer. Yup, that symbol looked kind of like a wave. Beside it, a dark, straight line—Nivian’s style, the Chord of the Primal End—likewise glowed. On the other side of Yanily’s storm cloud, Seeyela’s crescent shone to represent her Chord of the Primal Moon.

Adding those to the Chords of the Primal Echo, Fire, and Storm, the party had completed all six trials. Now they just needed the…

Dynamic Quest Complete

You’ve successfully passed the second trial of the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul.

Congratulations: Achievement unlocked – Strike a Chord.

You’ve mastered the first part of a Lost combat style (at least, you will, when you reach the next dungeon interface).

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hiral raised an eyebrow at the notification window. Somebody is getting lazy writing these notifications. Seems almost entirely a copy from the last one. Still, that was two down and one to go, so he closed the window with a thought as the door leading to the next challenge ground opened.

Even though the large double doors parted wide enough for the party to walk through, something about the space between them seemed hazy. Like there was a layer of something between them so they couldn’t see through to divine what their next trial would be.

“We’ll give Wule a chance to get some rest, then head through to the final trial,” Seena said, turning away from the open doors to address the party.

“Thanks, guys,” Wule said, practically staggering over and dropping down onto his sleeping bag. Nivian didn’t even have a chance to offer his brother something to eat before the twin was soundly snoring.

“Wow, almost as fast as Yanily,” Nivian noted before looking at the sandwich in his hand, shrugging, and taking a bite of it himself.

“Anything you can tell us about the third trial?” Seena asked Odi as they all settled down again.

“Nothing that will help you at this point, I’m afraid,” Odi said. “As with the second trial, there are too many possible variations for me to make any predictions. All I can really say is that the third trial tends to be the most difficult of the three. It will challenge you in ways you can’t predict, as well as push you to—and past—limits you didn’t know you had. It will be grueling. Unforgiving. Some of you may even wish you could die.”

“I bet you’re a real hit at parties,” Yanily said with a shake of his head, lying down on his own sleeping bag.

“If it’s so difficult,” Seena said before Odi could get into it with Yanily, “we should all get some sleep.”

Hiral activated Foundational Split to bring Left and Right back out, and the two quickly took up positions to keep an eye on the Lizardman while the others slept. Though, for Odi’s part, he also flopped down onto his sleeping bag and began snoring almost as fast as Wule had.

With Yanily also already out, and Nivian curling up as well, that just left Hiral, Seena, and Seeyela awake. And, after looking at Hiral and Seena, Seeyela’s eyes narrowed. “I think we should have a talk,” she said quietly, nodding over towards the door where they’d entered.

Though Seena was the party leader, and Seeyela didn’t dispute it, something about the way she spoke turned the tables right around. Maybe it was her status as big sister or that Raid Leader role Seena had mentioned before, but Seeyela had a definitive air of command to her, and Hiral didn’t hesitate before following. Even Seena quick-stepped to keep up with her sister.

Finally, when they were all the way over at the entrance to the room—far enough away not to be overheard—Seeyela looked at them both and crossed her arms.

“I don’t know Hiral’s tells, but Seena, you look exactly like that time you were planning the… What did you call it? The great cookie theft. And, if I had to guess, Hiral here is thinking about the same thing. Pretty sure it isn’t cookies this time. So, spill it.”

“I was six, and it was a heist, not a theft,” Seena said, scowling. “And I would’ve gotten away with it, too, if it weren’t for those meddling kids.”

“Mom baked,” Seeyela explained quickly. “Seena here planned to steal an entire batch. Tripped over Wule and Nivian play-fighting. Got caught with the whole cookie jar in her hands.”

“I didn’t know you liked cookies,” Hiral said.

“Who doesn’t like cookies?” Seena again looked at her sister, who had an impatient eyebrow up. “It’s the Urn,” she finally said with a sigh.

“You’re thinking about trying to steal it?” Seeyela asked, and Seena nodded. “So was I.”

“What? You were?” Hiral asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Seeyela said. “If it’s as powerful as Odi says, it might be exactly what we need to save Fallen Reach. Maybe even get Picoli back.”

“You think we should do it?” Hiral asked, something in his gut twisting at what her answer would be. Did he want her to say yes or no? Or did he just want somebody else to make the choice so he didn’t have to?

Seeyela shook her head. “I don’t think we should.”

Somehow, that answer surprised Hiral.

“But, it might be the difference that saves Favela…” Seena said, something in her voice cracking.

“You’re right—it might be,” Seeyela said. “And I won’t lie; I’ve spent every hour since we learned about the Urn considering just that.”

“So, why?” Hiral prompted.

Seeyela blew her breath out between her lips, a calming gesture he’d seen a dozen times from Seena. “First off, I don’t even know if we can. This is still a dungeon, Lost or not, so I don’t know what the rules of it are.”

“You got your daggers from the last one,” Seena pointed out.

“I did, which is the only reason I even consider this a possibility,” Seeyela said. “When it comes down to it, though, the reason I don’t think we should take it—maybe it’s kind of silly—is how I’d explain it to my daughter.

“What kind of example would I be setting? That twists my stomach in all kinds of knots I don’t like. Maybe this sounds silly to you both, especially since this Urn could make such a big difference, but there’s one thing I’ve always taught my little girl when it comes to making a difficult decision. If you have a choice between two things, and you’d be ashamed to admit you chose one of those things, it’s not the right choice.

“Looking at your faces—especially yours, Sis—I’m sure you’ve both considered whether or not Odi is real, and if the Urn will stop the undead. There’s no way for us to know for sure until we’re out of here. Until after we’d have to make the choice. I don’t know if he is, but I’m going to assume it’s possible. With that in mind, stealing the Urn, just the thought of it makes me feel dirty.” She looked at Hiral and Seena once again. “I’m guessing it’s the same for both of you.”

“Almost to the word,” Hiral admitted.

“But it might be the only thing that can save Favela,” Seena said.

“And all of Fallen Reach,” Hiral said. “All the other Growers.”

“Might be,” Seeyela replied, holding up a finger. “We don’t know that. We don’t even know what the threat is. Or how this Urn could help us. What would connecting to the Lizardman ancestors even do for us?”

“We could…” Hiral started, but Seeyela had a good point. Would a few extra abilities save everything? Save them from what? Dr. Benza says the island is going to crash, but why? That’s what we need to figure out and stop.

Still, if we had the Urn… it’d be an option. If we let Odi keep it, we lose that option completely.

But he doesn’t lose his entire people, if this can actually save them.

Our race versus his. A maybe built on a foundation of more maybes. Is it worth it?

“I can tell you’re both thinking about it, and it’s not an easy question,” Seeyela said. “This is your party, Seena, so at the end of the day, the choice is up to you.”

“It’s our choice,” Seena said, but Seeyela shook her head.

“It’s the group’s choice when there’s the luxury for it,” Seeyela said. “When it comes to the tough decisions, you and I both know it’s the leader who has to make the final call. You’re good at those difficult choices, and it’s why the others trust you. Why I do. Who knows? The option may never come up, and we’ll have been worrying for nothing.”

“It might, though,” Seena said.

“Yes, it might. If it does, you’ll make the best choice you can. I’m going to get some sleep. You two shouldn’t stay up long. We’ll need you in top shape for the third trial… and what comes after.”

Seeyela pulled her little sister in for a tight hug, rubbing her back for a few seconds with a whisper in her ear, then stepped away. A quick nod to Hiral, and she turned and walked back towards the small camp.

“She totally just laid the entire decision on me, didn’t she?” Seena asked while watching her sister leave. “Then walked away to nap.”

“Sure seems like it,” Hiral said.

Seena was quiet for a minute, and when she finally spoke, her words came out as barely more than a whisper. “I don’t know if I can make a choice like this. What if I choose not to take it, and something happens to Favela? To the islands? Will Seeyela hate me? Will the others? Will you? Or, what if I do decide to take it, condemning all of Odi’s people—if it can save them—and then it doesn’t help us at all?”

Hiral walked over to stand beside Seena, then gently elbowed her in the arm. “None of us are going to hate you. Ever. If you didn’t notice it, they all love you. Nothing’s going to change that.”

Seena raised an eyebrow and looked at him. “Just them, huh?”

“Eeeeeh, we just met. I’m slow to warm up to people.” He gave her a second gentle elbow. “Seriously, though. We all trust you with our lives. Favela—and Fallen Reach—couldn’t be in better hands. You’ll do fine.”

“What if I don’t make the right choice?” Seena asked.

Hiral let the question hang in the air for a second before he replied, “I think that’s the mistake we’re both making. There isn’t a right choice. Just a best choice. No matter what, there are too many maybes.”

“You’re not going to give me a straight answer either, are you?” Seena asked with a sigh.

“I don’t have one,” Hiral said, shrugging. “If I knew what to do, I’d tell you.”

“We could let Yanily choose,” Seena said, looking over at Hiral with a small grin.

“He’d just get some random new ability or class from it,” Hiral said.

“Probably,” Seena said, and then she turned to look straight at him. “Hey, Hiral?”

“Uh, yes?” Hiral said, looking at her. He hadn’t really noticed it before, but this close, she was a bit shorter than him, and he had to tilt his head down slightly to meet her eyes.

“If we have the choice—about the Urn, I mean—will you help me?” she asked, her hands wringing in front of her chest. “It’s probably too much to ask, but…”

Hiral turned and stopped her hands by putting his over them. “I meant what I said about trusting you to make the right choice.” He squeezed her hands as she opened her mouth to interrupt. As soon as her mouth closed again, he continued, “But, I won’t make you shoulder it alone. If you want my help, you’ve got it. We’ll make the choice together.”

Some of the stress eased out of Seena’s face, and she nodded at him.

“And, to be clear,” Hiral said, “that decision is not going to be to let Yanily choose.”
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THE URN OF UR’THUL


With the camp packed back up and everybody at full solar energy, the party moved to the door leading to trial three. Like before, the space between the doors shimmered, blurring everything beyond, and Seena took a step ahead of the group.

“This is the last trial, and even though we don’t know what’s waiting for us, Odi insists this will be the most difficult challenge we’ve faced since we entered the Forge of Ur’Thul. Whatever it is, I know we have what it takes to succeed. Let’s go.”

She then walked up to—and through—the shimmering veil without slowing.

“See, that was way more motivating,” Yanily said to Odi, following after Seena.

“I don’t see how it was different,” Odi replied quietly, but he walked ahead with Nivian and Wule through the doors.

“Do you know what she’s going to choose?” Seeyela said when it was just her and Hiral left.

“No, but I’ll help her however I can,” Hiral said. “She can’t get past the idea the Urn might help the undead Lizardmen. And that we don’t know if it would even save Fallen Reach. She’s considering the fates of two entire peoples, and that’s too big for one person.”

“Good. You may think less of me for shirking the decision onto her…”

“But you’re afraid you wouldn’t make the best choice in the moment. That your worry for Favela would overrule any logic you have now.”

Seeyela’s head turned slowly as she looked at him.

“I’ve had a lot of practice at pretending to be okay, even when I’m not,” Hiral explained. “You have the same look on your face I did when I looked in a mirror. You know you could’ve just told her that, right?”

“Don’t you think it sounds better if she thinks I trust her, instead of not trusting myself?” Seeyela asked.

“It’s a lot of pressure,” Hiral said quietly.

“She can handle it. Even more so now, if you’re taking some of it.”

“Seena’s worried you’ll hate her if she makes the wrong choice,” Hiral said, neither of them moving their feet towards the doors.

“And she won’t let that stop her,” Seeyela said.

“No, she won’t,” Hiral agreed. “We should go before they start wondering where we are.”

“You won’t tell her, will you? About why I’m… forcing her to make the decision.”

“No—at least, not until after we’re out of the dungeon. Who knows? We may not even have to make a choice.” Then Hiral stalked ahead through the portal.

“We have to make a choice,” Seena said as soon as Hiral stepped through into another huge room.

“Wait, what?” he asked, quickly looking around.

The room was large, but not massive on the same scale the last three rooms had been. Maybe two hundred feet wall to wall, with no bridge over water—just a solid floor. Against the right wall stood a single Lizardman—er, Lizardwoman—statue, a hooked spear in one hand and a triangular shield in the other. Against the left wall stood dozens upon dozens of smaller statues. Lizardfolk of all ages and occupations, from a quick glance at them.

And there, at the front of the group, was Odi… in a cage.

That wasn’t even the strangest thing. In the center of the room, a bright column of light about ten feet wide illuminated an ornate pedestal. And on that pedestal was what could only be the Urn of Ur’Thul.

“What happened?” Hiral asked.

Seeyela passed through the door beside him, and the pair walked up to join the party near the pedestal.

“Oh, so you’re not going to help me get out either, huh?” Odi called from the side. “I’m sure there was something in the contract about this!”

“We didn’t get the contract!” Yanily called back. “So… uh… guys, why aren’t we helping Odi out?”

Seena waited until Hiral and her sister were close enough, then quietly said, “Looks like there is no third trial. Not sure if Odi was lying, or if this is something to do with the dungeon. Either way, here’s the Urn.”

“You’re sure it’s the real one?” Hiral asked.

“View it for yourself,” Seena said.

Hiral looked from Seena to the Urn, waiting the second needed to activate his View ability.

The Urn of Ur’Thul – Legendary Artifact – S-Rank

Bound within the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul for millennia, the Urn awaits its new master.

(Yes, this is the real one.)

“That last part is a little suspect,” Hiral said.

“Oh, I don’t disagree, but can’t you feel the power of it?” Seena said. “Just by standing close…”

And he could feel it. There was a pressure to the Urn, barely contained, like it was boiling over with unfathomable energy just waiting to burst out.

Hiral slowly raised his hand towards the artifact, thoughts of what he could do with that power dancing through his head. They could save Fallen Reach with this. And, more than that, what could it do for him personally? If he had the Urn, he could learn dozens—hundreds—of abilities. Things that could push him through levels and ranks as easily as walking down the street.

He could be the first S-Rank person on Fallen Reach in, well, in forever. He could prove all the people who’d doubted him wrong. The Shapers in the test, the kids who’d called him Everfail, even his mother. They’d all have to recognize his value if he had the Urn.

It didn’t have to be just him, either. He could spread the Urn’s power through the city. The world. What could the Enemy do against a force like that? It was so clear in his mind he could practically see it in front of his eyes. People lined up ahead of him, shuffling slightly as they waited for his instructions.

No, not just people—an army.

With him at its head. What could be better proof he’d transcended all the doubts the others had heaped on him?

This could be his destiny.

But, why did he want to lead an army? To prove his strength? To show he was better than everybody else? To crush everybody who doubted him? No… no, that wasn’t what he wanted. He was happy with Seena leading the party. Happy with having friends he could count on, not soldiers who followed his every command.

He didn’t need…

Yes, he did. Power, true power, came from standing over others. Following Seena’s lead would never get him what he craved, and the image of the army once again spread out before him. Thousands and thousands of troops stretching towards the horizon. An army to destroy his enemies. It could be his.

All he had to do was reach out and take it. One small gesture, and the image in front of him, the image so real he could…

So real?

Hiral blinked, and the scene faded like paint running in water down the drain.

“What… what was I…?” he started to ask, but he noticed the other five standing like he was, hands half-lifted towards the Urn of Ur’Thul. The same sense of bottled power leaked out of the artifact, but more than that, Hiral could feel strands of solar energy reaching out. The Urn wasn’t just an artifact; it was somehow almost sentient.

Just like the PIM, though this feels… sinister. Was this why we’ve been thinking about taking it this whole time? Has it been influencing us?

Another shake of his head, and Hiral forced his hand back down to his side, those strands of solar energy from the Urn visibly snapping as he pulled away. Even then, it tried to pull him back into the vision, whispers of glory and fate brushing past his ears. His arms stayed locked at his sides, and his legs wouldn’t move. Whatever the Urn was trying to do, it wasn’t done with him yet. Nor the rest of the party.

Even as he fought against the bonds holding him tight, the whispers grew more frequent. More eager.

… your destiny…

… power you crave…

… proof you’re better…

… no longer the Everfail…

“I’m not listening,” Hiral said, forcing his eyes shut, an image glowing inside his closed eyelids. The Rune of Energy? Had the rune helped snap him out of it? No, he could feel that wasn’t right. It had helped buffer the influence. Let him make his own decision without being sucked into the Urn’s narrative.

The others don’t have that shield.

With a thought, Hiral pushed solar power into his Rune of Energy, gently expanding a field of influence out. Like he’d done when examining the type of Yanily’s solar energy, he didn’t try to alter anything. Not really. No, all he focused on was exposing the energy around him. Showing the truth of it to anybody watching.

Hopefully the others aren’t so far gone they can actually see it.

With the field extended, Hiral risked opening his eyes again, and they widened involuntarily. Whips of dark solar energy lashed in the air, dozens of them, snapping against the Growers and wrapping around them. Looking down at himself, he saw thick ropes of the energy around his torso, his limbs, and he could even feel one squeezing tighter around his neck.

… take us…

… let us give you the world…

… destroy those who oppose us…

The whispers followed each thrashing whip, battering against Hiral’s senses on a deeper level than just sound.

“Still… not… listening…” he ground out between clenched teeth, pushing more power into his Rune of Energy to use it like a shield. Dark-tinted coils of writhing energy flinched as his field grew stronger, denser, and he saw eyes around him snap open.

Seena, first, blinked her eyes until she was back in the present, and then a snarl creased her face. Flames licked across her skin within Hiral’s Energy field, burning back the restraints around her, and she openly roared at the Urn, her whole body exploding in fiery solar energy.

Yanily followed a second later, his face calm, but lightning arcing from his body to the ground around him. An unfortunate black coil tried to reach him, only to be blasted into nothingness as it got too close. From there, Yanily’s solar energy seemed to go on the offensive, striking back out at the whipping energy—and at the Urn of Ur’Thul directly.

More tentacles of dark energy twisted away from the other Growers to defend the Urn from Yanily, but then, suddenly, a corona of even deeper darkness appeared on the other side of the Urn. Black like the absence of everything, the corona evolved into a swirling whirlpool in front of Seeyela, hauling strands of dark solar energy into it. Not just hauling—tearing.

Now, as if in full-on panic, the Urn slammed its tendrils of energy into the party, battering them with whispers and scenes of glory. Of despair. Of success and loss. The attacks came faster and faster, wearing down the party’s offensive, each of them doing everything they could to hold the Urn at bay. But they were losing ground.

What could four small people do against the power of an ancient, nation-building artifact?

No! That’s the Urn speaking. We can…

Another barrage of attacks beat Hiral to his knees, while others wrapped around Seena’s and Yanily’s necks despite the damage they took. Seeyela, they tried to ignore, moving away from the pull to focus on the other three.

Slam. A dark rope of solar energy like a chain hit Hiral’s head, sending black specks dancing across his vision as he struggled to stay conscious. He blinked hard and looked up at the Urn again—just in time to see the rope of energy lift for a second strike. It coiled in the air, building momentum, then snapped down towards his upturned face.

A hand appeared in front of Hiral, translucent and glowing, and snagged the falling tendril out of the air. At the same time, warm energy flowed into Hiral’s body, soothing his injuries and clearing his mind.

Hiral blinked once, twice, and looked around. Shimmering clouds of solar energy stood in front of each of the Growers, shielding them from the attacks of the Urn, while healing energy refreshed them. He forced himself back to his feet, the others doing the same thing, and then, as one, they screamed at the Urn.

It was a wordless, primal shout, laden with the full power of their solar energy. Hiral’s field of Energy filtered out the whispers and images. Fire raged from one side in an inferno, while an endless storm of thunder and lightning crushed in from the other side. Glowing guardians protected the party from the worst of the counterattacks, and those that snuck through were quickly healed by the constant stream of refreshing energy. The sphere of absolute nothingness lifted into the air and floated directly above the Urn.

Then it dropped straight down, and everything just… stopped.

The dark tendrils vanished with a soft pop, the party’s onslaught faded from exhaustion, and everybody dropped straight down to the ground, though eyes rose to the center of the circle.

There, on top of the pedestal, the Urn of Ur’Thul sat completely undamaged. Undamaged… but dormant. They’d overcome its attempt to influence them… for now.

“I think… I think that makes our decision for us,” Seena said, her voice raspy and weak.

“Hrm, I’m not sure what just happened,” Odi said, somehow free of the cage and quick-stepping nimbly in between the kneeling Growers, “but it looks like the Urn is up for grabs. Ah, and there’s the door too. I hope you don’t mind if I make my exit early.” Then the Lizardman lifted the Urn off the pedestal.

“Odi… you can’t. I don’t know what you think the Urn is…” Hiral forced the words out, trying to stand, but he just didn’t have the strength. Left and Right? Where are you?

“Maybe, maybe not,” Odi said, a hint of hesitance in his voice. “But, when you only have one choice, you really have no choice at all. My people need this. Thank you for your help. I do hope we meet again someday, and that you don’t hate me when we do.”

With that, the Lizardman took the Urn under his arm, then jogged across the room to another doorway Hiral hadn’t noticed before. The same familiar blur hung within it, and Odi stopped before passing through.

Turning back to the party, he raised a hand in farewell. “You’ve saved my people. Thank you.” Then he was gone through the portal.
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THE THIRD TRIAL…?


Hidden Dynamic Quest Complete

You’ve successfully passed the third trial of the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – … comes great responsibility.

You have endured the tantalizing promises of the Urn’s great power and stood by your own moral code.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“Everybody okay?” Seena asked quietly as Hiral read and dismissed the notification window.

That was the third trial? It must have been going the entire time without us even realizing it. Influencing our thoughts to urge us into taking the Urn.

Terrifying.

“Define okay,” Yanily said, his voice hoarse.

“Alive,” Seena said.

“Oh, yeah. Totally okay, then.” Yanily then slumped back to lie on the ground and stare up at the ceiling.

Hiral’s body wanted to do exactly the same thing, but he forced himself to look around first, his eyes landing on Right and Left as they pushed themselves up off the floor and shook their heads.

“What happened?” he asked them when they staggered over to sit beside him.

“Not sure,” Right said. “We came through the door… then Odi was over in the cage and…”

“And it just goes blank after that,” Left said.

“How did Odi get in that cage?” Hiral asked, turning his attention back to Seena while he reached out and reabsorbed his doubles. They looked like they’d been through hell and back.

“Not even sure,” Seena answered. “He just appeared there… and are we sure he’s really even gone? Was that just part of the trial?”

“Looks gone,” Nivian said. “Cage is empty and… uh… maybe it’s just my eyes from whatever just happened to us, but those statues don’t look so good either.”

“Monsters?” Seena asked, a hitch of panic in her voice as she turned in that direction and tried to stand. One of her legs gave out immediately, and she slumped back down.

“No, no, nothing like that. Sorry,” Nivian said. “They just look like we feel.”

“Anybody see any threats?” Seena asked. “Other than tired statues.”

“Nothing,” Hiral said. “Room is empty… Ah, except the Urn’s pedestal is now the dungeon interface.” His eyes settled on the familiar crystal. A quick check of his interface still showed the timer for the dungeon at 999:99:99, so they weren’t getting rushed out.

“Good,” Seena said. “Let’s take a minute to catch our breath.”

“How about an hour? Or better yet, ten?” Yanily asked from where he lay on the ground. “I feel like I’ve got a bruise on every inch of my body.”

“It’d be worse if Nivian and Wule hadn’t stepped in there at the end,” Hiral said. “That was you two, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Wule said. “Sorry it took so long. The vision the Urn showed… it… it was tempting.”

“Tempting?” Hiral said. “I didn’t think you’d be one to be lured in by⁠—”

“Hold up,” Seeyela said, a hand in the air. “Those visions were… intense. And I think they were probably different for each of us. I don’t know about you, but I’m not ready to talk about what I saw right now. Can we just skip the sharing part and move on?”

From the looks on the other Growers’ faces, Seeyela wasn’t the only one shaken by what she’d seen. Did that mean the Urn’s visions really were tailored for the person? Did the Urn show them what it thought they wanted to see? Or what they secretly wanted?

Do I really want to prove myself so much I’d be willing to lead an army to do it?

That thought sent a shiver down Hiral’s spine, and when the others nodded to move past the topic of the visions, he joined in.

“Moving on, then,” Seena said, her voice seeming a bit stronger, “everybody got the notification about the third trial? Yeah, so that means we should be getting…”

Wild Dungeon – The Lost Forge of Ur’Thul: Complete

New Record

Time: 32:34:46

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Forge Ahead

You have completed the deadly Lost trials designed to challenge even the greatest of toddlers.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Time until Wild Dungeon – The Lost Forge of Ur’Thul instance closure: 999:99:99

“Of course it had to add in the toddler comment,” Hiral said flatly, closing the notification window. “Looks like we’re not on a time limit to get out of here, even after we use the interface.”

“Good,” Nivian said. “No way I want to go back out into the city feeling like this. We’d be easy pickings for the undead.”

“Since Odi got the Urn, maybe they won’t be undead much longer,” Wule said with a hopeful shrug, but it didn’t really look like he believed it.

“I don’t know if the Urn will solve his trouble like he hopes,” Seeyela said. “Not our problem now. We should assume the undead will still be there.”

“Seeyela is right,” Seena said. “The Urn is gone, and I for one am glad. We’ll get our rewards for completing the dungeon, rest back to full, then move on to the next dungeon. So, uh, who has the energy to stand up and swipe the crystal?”

“Wule’s closest,” Yanily said from his back.

“We’re all the same distance away,” Wule said.

“You’ve got long, scrawny, monkey arms,” Yanily said.

“I do not!” Wule shot back.

“They are kind of…” Nivian said.

“I’ll get it,” Hiral said, pushing himself to his feet. He felt a bit better after pulling Left and Right back into himself—maybe it was the extra stats he got from being combined. “It’ll be loot before achievements, though, so you’re going to have to get up for that.”

“Maybe the boxes will just appear beside us—that’d be convenient,” Wule said. “Hey, can you hear me, oh great PIMP?” he called loudly to the room at large.

“Seriously?” his brother asked.

“Worth a try.” Wule shrugged.

Either way, Hiral swiped his hand above the crystal interface, and the whole room went pitch dark, except for the shimmering doorway leading out. Everybody turned reflexively at the rainbow light dancing out from the portal and across the floor. Unlike normal light, this stuff spread like it had intent of its own, crawling up the walls around the door and across the ceiling and floor, until it finally reached the statues on both sides.

From there, the liquid light pushed its way into the stone representations of the lizard-people, and eyes on both sides began to glow furiously. On one side, the Ancestor’s eyes glowed a warm yellow, spilling across the ground in strong beams that illuminated a single chest. On the other side, dozens of beams of light from the smaller sets of eyes converged on six other chests.

“The PIMP didn’t listen to you,” Nivian told Wule, and the healer groaned.

“They all look the same size this time,” Hiral noted. “Other than the group chest, of course.”

“Fine, let’s do this,” Yanily said, hefting himself up and staggering over to the chests. He must’ve found his color in the small plaque on the chest, because he fell right down again beside one. With what looked like a monumental effort, he rolled on to his side and put a hand under the lip of the lid. “What are you all waiting for?”

“We can’t let Yan show us up,” Nivian said, hooking an elbow under his brother’s arm, and the two of them went over to the chests.

“Here, let me help,” Hiral said, offering his hands to Seena and Seeyela since he was already standing. The two sisters looked at each other, then took his hands, and he hefted them to their feet. From there, it was pretty quick to find which chest was his.

All together they opened their boxes, and Hiral looked inside to see what they’d gotten this time. A belt, from the looks of things, and Hiral let his eyes linger for a moment for View to activate.

Lost Sash of the Efficient

While worn, reduces solar energy consumption used on abilities or items by 20%.

Twenty percent less solar energy used on abilities, if I’m reading this right. I wonder how it applies to Foundational Split.

“A girdle? Is the PIMP trying to tell me I’m fat?” Yanily asked, holding up a belt at least a hand thick. Compared to Hiral’s sash—which seemed like it was made out of fine, woven silk—Yanily’s was rugged, worn, and seemingly made of different colors of leather that had been stitched together.

A perfect match to his hydra armor.

“You and me both,” Nivian said, also holding up a thick belt, though this one almost looked like it was made of bark. “Which is kind of insulting, considering how much effort I put into making sure we have healthy, nutritious meals. I even use less sugar than the recipes call for!”

“Less salt, too,” Seeyela said.

“Oh, don’t you start,” Nivian said.

“Everybody got something for their waist?” Seena asked, and the party members all gave the affirmative. “Reduces solar energy used?” More affirmatives. “Nothing complicated, but very useful.”

“Especially if we’re still dealing with regaining energy out in the city,” Nivian pointed out, strapping his girdle around his waist.

“The cycling technique we’re going to get from the achievement should help with that too,” Hiral said, tying the sash around his waist.

“Shouldn’t we be getting to those achievements?” Yanily asked, somehow managing to strap on the belt while still lying down.

“One more chest first,” Hiral said. “The group one.”

“What are you waiting for?” Yanily asked, making a small shooing gesture with one hand.

“I’ll come with you,” Seena said quietly to Hiral.

“Don’t want to go by yourself?” he replied.

“Probably fall over if I can’t lean on you,” she admitted. “I don’t know what the Urn did to us, but I feel like I got run over by a whole herd of Spined Great Tusks.”

“Think Wule can do anything about it?” Hiral asked, helping Seena over to the group chest.

“He doesn’t look much better than I feel. After we’ve all had a rest, we’ll see where we’re at. Don’t tell me you feel fine?”

“Not even close,” Hiral admitted, every single part of him aching. “If it wasn’t for the boost I get from Left and Right being part of me, I’d be in the same place you all are, I think.”

“You two finished retelling your life stories?” Yanily called. “We’re still waiting to hear what’s in the chest.”

“You could come over and open it yourself,” Seena said flatly.

“Naaaah,” Yanily replied.

“Whatever’s in this chest, I hope I can use it to hurt him,” Seena hissed to Hiral.

“Let’s find out,” Hiral said, carefully lowering himself and Seena to their knees. Then he flipped open the chest. Rows and rows of flasks lined the inside, and from the looks of things, there were at least two more stacks of them below.

“Drinks?” Seena said, carefully reaching in and pulling one of the odd vials out, the liquid inside literally glowing. After a second looking at it, a name appeared thanks to Hiral’s View ability.

Potion of Liquid Sunshine

Instantly restores a portion of your solar energy.

Note: Restored solar energy cannot exceed normal maximum.

Note (2): Potions can not be used within thirty seconds of each other. Any attempt at using another potion too soon will result in no effect, but an additional cooldown.

“Oh, wow,” Hiral said. “Are they all like that?”

Seena must’ve been thinking the same thing, because she put the vial back in its slot and pulled out another one from a different row. This one had a blood-red liquid in it.

Potion of Liquid Life

Instantly restores a portion of your health.

Note: Restored health cannot exceed normal maximum.

Note (2): Potions can not be used within thirty seconds of each other. Any attempt at using another potion too soon will result in no effect, but an additional cooldown.

“Just as good,” Seena said. “Looks like we found something called potions. I count… two… no, a bunch of different kinds.

Like Seena, Hiral was lifting potions out to get a look with View, then moving on to the next.

“I’m seeing temporary attribute boosts, increases to absorption rate, increase in rank of the next ability used, some kind of one-time damage absorption, and more,” Hiral said. “None of the effects last long, and…” He trailed off, trying to pull the vial into his Interspatial Ring. The vial vanished like normal, and he retrieved it a few seconds later. “Looks like we can keep them in our rings.”

“Enough in here for us to have a few of each,” Seena said. “Good haul, honestly. We’ll sort them all out when we can…” She looked at most of the party sprawled out on the ground. “When we can… move.”

“Speaking of moving, since you’re… you know… so mobile,” Yanily said. “Achievements?”

“We don’t have to share the potions with him,” Hiral pointed out.

“Nah, it’s fine,” Seena said. “I’m curious about them too.”

“You want a hand getting back up?” he asked.

“Or you could swipe the crystal yourself,” she offered with a shrug and a smile.

“No better than Yanily,” Hiral mumbled, but he pushed himself up and went over to the dungeon interface, passing his hand above the crystal.

“Achievement Rewards,” he said, and the predictable slew of notification windows popped up in front of his eyes.

“Oh, thank goodness,” Yanily said from where he lay, and his eyes moved like he’d also gotten the notification windows.

That’s convenient.
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FLAME CALLER


Ignoring the spearman, Hiral was just about to dive into his own achievement notifications when Seena’s voice caught his attention.

“Uh… guys,” she said, and Hiral looked through the text in the hanging yellow windows in front of him to see her with her eyes wide open.

“Something up?” Hiral asked.

“You could say that,” she said. “I got an advanced class option.”

“What? Really? That’s amazing!” Hiral minimized his windows to give her his full attention. “What is it?”

“It’s called a Flame Caller of the Phoenix,” she said, squinting like she was reading something Hiral couldn’t see.

“Wow!” he said.

Seena looked up at him. “You know what a phoenix is?”

“No idea, but it sounds… impressive?” he replied with a shrug. “Something to do with fire, I assume?”

“Yeah, looking at my abilities, a lot of them are taking on a fire element… unless they had them already. Looks like I get a few new things too. Oh, I actually get bonuses to any previous fire abilities, and like Yanily, bonus stat points. Two more per level.”

“Six points per level is like being B-Rank,” Hiral said. “You’re going to take it?”

“Oh, yeah. Uh, you might want to take a step back. Remember what happened to Yan when he took his Stormstrider class?”

“Got it,” Hiral said, backing up a few steps to stand by the others, who, like him, had their attention focused on Seena.

“Here goes,” she said, physically reaching out and tapping something in the air.

Not a second later, her green status window appeared in front of her, then began to burn around the edges. Like a piece of paper catching fire, flames licked the fringes, curling the corners up before it caught on the text. Genuine heat radiated off the window as it was consumed by flames, the pyre in front of Seena growing by the second until not a trace of green remained.

As soon as the window vanished, liquid flame dropped out of the bottom of the hanging bonfire, hissing when it reached the stone floor, and then lines shot out in opposite directions. Inch-thick paths of fire circled around Seena to meet behind her, and she looked at the others for a second before she vanished in a pillar of roaring flames that shot for the ceiling.

Hiral threw his arms in front of his face and took a step back, the heat like a physical thing beating on his already-battered body.

“She explodes worse than you do,” Nivian complained, his root shield in front of himself and his Orbital Shield blocking Wule from the worst of it. A slight bamf, and Seeyela appeared behind the tank, still practically crumpled on the floor, while Yanily didn’t even move.

“You think she’s okay in there?” Hiral asked, taking another step back as the burning sensation on his skin moved from uncomfortable to painful.

“Yanily made it through fine,” Wule said, solar energy pulsing off him to counter the burns they were all suffering from. “Well, no worse than he usually is.”

The fire continued to rage, though, burning so long Hiral started to run through what he could do to help in his head, and then it suddenly vanished. The room plummeted into relative darkness after the almost blinding light from the tornado of fire. Where it had been a moment before, Seena hung in the air, a giant bird of orange and red flame enveloping her in its wide wings.

With a powerful screech, the huge bird whipped open its wings—easily sixty feet tip to tip—and Seena dropped out of its grasp to float to the floor. In the split second Hiral took his attention from the bird to Seena, the strange creature completely vanished, and it was just Seena standing on the black, scorched floor.

“Going to go out on a limb here and guess that was a phoenix,” Wule said.

“It was,” Seena said. “And I guess it’s sort of my… patron… now.”

“It was… real?” Hiral asked. “Not just a manifestation of your new class?”

Seena shook her head. “No, it’s real. Out there… somewhere.” She waved her hand weakly. “It tried to tell me… a lot. Too much. It’s going to take me some time to sort it all out. It was dead, but it’s not anymore. Something about being here, in the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul, let me connect with it.” She put a hand to her head like it hurt. “Sorry, I need time to work through this.”

“That’s okay, no rush,” Hiral said, taking a step towards her, but he stopped at the heat still radiating up from the stone around where the fire had burned. “Uh… the heat doesn’t bother you?”

“What heat?” she asked, tilting her head to look at him. Then her eyes glazed over. “Oh, looks like I’m immune to heat and fire effects now.”

“Can you do the big bird thing again?” Yanily asked.

“No,” she said. “At least, not at this Rank. Maybe later?”

“Okay, just warn us first,” Yanily said, having not moved an inch from where he lay on the ground.

“Yeah, sure, Yan,” she said, distracted by whatever she was reading. Then she forced her attention back to the present. “Uh, how did you guys do with achievements?”

“Haven’t looked,” Hiral said. “Something came up.”

“Oh, what?” she asked, actually blushing when everybody turned a flat look her way. “Ah… right. Well, don’t let me keep you any longer.”

“You’ll have to tell us all about your new class,” Hiral said.

“Of course. After we all have our achievements, we should sit down and consolidate our gains.”

Good enough.

With that in mind, Hiral focused back on his own achievement rewards. Let’s see what we’ve got.

Achievement: Love that Energy!

Reward: Class Modification: (Lost) Cycling Technique

(Lost) Cycling Technique – By focusing on drawing energy into your body in a specific way, benefit from increased solar energy absorption rate, quality of absorbed energy, and efficiency and power of energy-aligned abilities.

Note: Cycling is further improved by use of energy with a subtype matching your body’s preferred energy.

That’s the cycling from the first room. Now that we have the technique, we should be able to do the same thing we did with the spheres with our bodies. And, considering how I feel—along with my paltry solar energy at the moment—we’re going to need it.

What’s next?

The next notification window popped up as soon as Hiral closed the first, and it wasn’t much of a surprise—until the pain hit.

All at once, his whole body—already stiff and sore—seized up while shooting agony lanced through his muscles. Joints twisted to the point of popping, his jaw clenched so hard he felt like he was going to grind his own teeth to dust, and fire poured through his veins. Just when he thought whatever was happening was going to complete destroy him from the inside out, it stopped, and he toppled to his hands and knees, sweat bursting out of his skin all across his body.

“Ah, first time?” Yanily said as his head turned in Hiral’s direction.

“First… time?” Hiral said. “What… what just happened?”

“My guess? You just learned a weapon style. That Chord thing from the second trial?”

Hiral blinked back the memory of pain and looked at the newest achievement window.

Achievement: Strike a Chord

Reward: Class Ability (Active): (Lost) Chord of the Primal Echo

(Lost) Chord of the Primal Echo – You have learned one small part of the ancient music that formed the universe.

Note: Sequentially and successfully executing sequences within the Chord will result in buff or debuff effects based on those previously experienced by the user.

Note (2): Buffs and debuffs are short-duration (30 seconds) but can stack with the original buff.

Note (3): New buffs and debuffs can be added to the list of available options by experiencing them.

Note (4): Other effects and uses may be possible as more of the music is discovered/written.

“Yeah… I got the style. But why did it hurt so…” Hiral cut off as Wule screamed out in pain and twitched on the floor.

Nivian, surprisingly calm, put a hand on his brother’s shoulder until the spasming seizure passed. When Wule looked to be breathing again, Nivian patted him on the shoulder. “There, there,” the tank said.

“Somebody want to explain?” Hiral asked.

“Weapon styles,” Seena spoke up. “They teach your body how to fight all at once. Years of training, muscle memory, flexibility, all of that, get crammed into you in the space of a few seconds. It… isn’t pleasant.”

“You don’t say? Why aren’t the rest of you twitching on the floor like us?”

“It’s only the first time that’s bad, for some reason,” Seena said.

“And you didn’t think to warn me?” Hiral asked, not really angry—the pain was gone—but still a little annoyed.

“Thought all the training you did on your own would get you through it without the usual suffering,” Seena said.

“Look at it this way,” Yanily said. “Next time, it’ll be totally painless.”

“Great,” Hiral said, going back to his notification window and reading through it.

Pretty much the same as what I learned during the trial, though that final note suggests I can do something other than buffs or debuffs. I wonder what that could mean? Only one way to find out… Testing!

Hopefully it won’t hurt so much.

Before he moved on to the next achievement window, though, he looked at Seena. “Any other mind-breakingly painful skill-related things I should know?”

“Probably not,” she responded, her eyes scrolling side to side as she read while basically ignoring him.

Obviously not getting anything more from her at the moment, Hiral took a deep breath, then opened the next achievement. No pain with that one, thankfully.

Achievement: … comes great responsibility

Reward: Class Modification: (Lost) Power Modification

(Lost) Power Modification – One random ability (passive or active) is increased in potency.

Random? How do I…?

Randomization of power selection begun.

Randomization of power selection complete.

Class ability selected.

Class Modification – Killing Spree becomes Class Modification – Killing Spree+

Killing Spree+: Each enemy defeated within 60 seconds of the previously defeated enemy grants the following stacking bonuses:

+15% experience gained, +3% to all attributes (duration: 60 seconds or until a new stack of Killing Spree+ is obtained), +3% solar energy instantly regained, instant minor health recovery, and chance on kill to trigger Class Ability – A Violent End

Class Ability – A Violent End: While under the effects of Killing Spree+, killing blows have a chance (based on current stacks of Killing Spree+) to cause the target to explode.

(Explosions!)

Explosions caused by A Violent End have different effects based on who they strike.

Note: Enemies struck by explosions caused by A Violent End take damage based on the exploding target’s health immediately prior to exploding.

Note (2): Allies struck by explosions caused by A Violent End regain health based on the exploding target’s health immediately prior to exploding.

(Explosions! Explosions! Explosions!)

I swear, these notifications are just trying to say “explosions” as many times as they can. Wording aside, this is a pretty great ability. It goes from a maximum bonus of fifty percent to attributes to a whopping seventy-five percent. Not to mention faster regeneration of solar energy and health. More experience too. A lot more.

Now I just have to explain to the others why monsters are exploding around them. Then again, it does say it’s only a chance for things to blow up. Maybe I don’t have to…

Hiral glanced at Nivian, already imagining what the tank would say the first time an undead zombie exploded beside him. Then again, it could be kind of funny…

With that, Hiral chuckled and closed the achievement window, bringing up the fourth and final one.

Achievement – Forge Ahead

Reward: Convenient Exit

When leaving the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul, the portal will lead you to a convenient location.

Note: This portal will be one-way and one-time only.

Note (2): Despite being a Lost Dungeon, the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul counts towards unlocking the next Asylum.

That’s kind of an unusual reward. No class abilities or modifications. Then again, knowing what was chasing us, exiting at a different location is definitely good. Actually, when we came in, the notification already said we would exit at a different place.

“Did we just get ripped off by this last achievement?” Nivian asked.

“You saw that too?” Hiral asked.

“What’s the definition of convenient?” Yanily asked.

“At least it counts towards the Asylum,” Wule said. “We would’ve been in real trouble if it didn’t. Our whole plan hinges on being able to get there.”

“Either way, rip off or not, we can’t argue with it,” Seena said. “You all got the other three achievements? Cycling, a Chord technique, and an upgrade to one of your skills?”

“Oh, yeah, the zombies won’t know what hit them,” Yanily said, lifting one hand off the ground and making a fist. “As soon as I take a nap.”

And, with that, the spearman was miraculously asleep.
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NEW SKILLS!


Hours later, with everybody well-rested and chowing down on a bowl of Nivian’s stew, Seena had them seated in a circle to discuss their new abilities. Hiral had to admit, he was pretty happy with what he’d gotten, not to mention the three levels’ of worth of experience they’d also received along with the final achievement. Putting all his points into Dex and Atn—as usual—got him to 75 in each of those attributes. With the ring, he was at 78!

Not bad. Even without using movement skills or abilities, he was fast.

“Yan, you go first,” Seena said, pulling Hiral out of his own thoughts. “What skill did you get upgraded?”

“One of my new Stormstrider abilities,” the spearman said. “It’s now Chain Lightning+. I used it against the zombies before. Maybe you saw? Anyway, the normal version couldn’t hit the same target twice. The new one can, and it leaves a damage-over-time debuff that runs electricity up and down the body. Might work a bit better against those undead.”

“You’ll have to hit me with that,” Hiral said, and Yanily raised an eyebrow at him. “Uh, I can copy debuffs, but I’ll explain when it’s my turn. Sorry for interrupting.”

“Sounds good for clearing a crowd,” Seena said to Yanily, though she gave Hiral a strange look. “How’s the energy cost?”

“With the new belt, not bad,” Yanily said. “Cooldown is a minute, though.”

“We can work with that. And your Chord?” she asked after seemingly making a mental note of his new skill.

“Chord of the Primal Storm,” Yanily said. “It’s like my Reed Spear Style and Dancing Spear Style got together and had a kickass baby. It incorporates moves from both, but it keeps me a lot more mobile. With the other two I pretty much had to stand still to use them to the fullest.”

“Even the dancing one?” Wule asked. “You seemed to move around.”

“But it was so predictable,” Yanily said.

“That’s how we beat the Lizardmen who used it before,” Hiral said.

“Exactly,” Yanily said, pointing at Hiral. “Don’t have to worry about that anymore. Can’t wait to try it out.”

“Thanks, Yanily,” Seena said. “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of excuses to use it soon. Wule, you’re up.”

“As for the upgraded ability, I’ve now got Nature’s Blade+,” Wule said. “Bonus to damage is fifteen percent, it lasts longer, and it has a chance on hit to do a follow-up attack. Kind of like your Lashing Vines, I think.” Seena nodded. “Other than that, I got the Chord of the Primal Tide. My first fighting style, but it’s not based on a weapon.”

“Huh?” Yanily asked, looking surprised.

“I know it’s odd, but it doesn’t matter what kind of weapon I use,” Wule explained. “It just has two—what does it call them?—stances. Offensive and restorative. Basically, the longer I spend in one stance before switching, the more powerful the abilities I use are after the switch, as long as they match the stance. So, if I attack a bunch in the offensive stance, but need to heal, when I swap to restorative, my heals are more effective. Then, if I heal a lot and swap back, my attacks will do more damage again.”

“How long does it take to change?” Seena asked.

“Just a second, though there’s a small solar energy cost,” Wule said. “On the downside, if I try to heal while in offensive stance, it’s less effective.”

“Guess you’ll need to practice swapping back and forth until you’re comfortable with it,” Seeyela said.

“Stance-dancing,” Yanily said.

“Sure, Yan,” Seena said. “Thanks, Wule. Nivian?”

“Swarm Tactics+,” Nivian said. “I can bring a third person when I activate it, and all three get a damage bonus on their next hit. As for my Chord of the Primal End, I get a stacking buff for every attack I block or take in place of somebody else. Not sure how exactly the ability figures out how I take a hit for one of you, but that part aside, the stacking buff both reduces how much damage I take and increases how much I do.”

“Great, both of those things sound like useful abilities,” Seena said, pointing at the tank with her spoon, then seeming to notice her bowl was empty. “Seconds?”

“Sure, here you go,” Nivian said, happily ladling more stew into her bowl.

“Thanks. Hiral, you’re next. What’d you get?”

“Killing Spree+. Bigger bonuses for each thing we defeat in a row,” he said, leaving out the exploding part for now. It wasn’t like it would hurt them not to explain it. “As for my Chord of the Primal Echo, like I said to Yanily earlier, depending on different sequences within the fighting style, I can echo buffs or debuffs I’ve experienced. Buffs on me, debuffs on enemies, to be clear.”

“So, we need to start laying the debuffs on you, then, huh?” Seena said, and did he see glee in her eyes.

Yes, yes, he did.

“As long as we have Wule handy,” Hiral said, and Seena waved her spoon around like that part hardly mattered.

“Anything else?” she asked.

“No, that covers it,” Hiral said, somewhat regretting his decision to explain his ability. Even Yanily was looking a little too excited at the thought of debuffing him.

“Sis, how about you?” Seena said, moving on.

“My Chord of the Primal Moon keeps me moving around, and lets me teleport or throw out portals at no cost if, like Hiral was saying, I perform the correct sequence of maneuvers,” Seeyela said. “We’ll definitely need to practice this so you’re all ready for the portals. My upgraded ability is Bamf+. It…”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Hiral interrupted. “It’s actually called Bamf?”

“Bamf+ now, but yes,” Seeyela said, looking somewhat embarrassed. “I can now take a second person with me at no extra cost, and the base range is further if I’m by myself. Kind of like Swarm Tactics+, I get a bonus on my next hit after porting.”

“That’ll be great for getting Wule out of a pickle,” Seena said.

“Me? Why just me?” the healer asked, but nobody responded… though they all nodded like it made perfect sense.

“That just leaves me, I guess,” Seena said. “One of my newest abilities got upgraded, and I’ve got From the Ashes+. I didn’t notice it before, but the ability only worked on living things, according to the description, which is why none of the undead I blew up came back.”

“Most things that get blown up don’t come back, so I think that’s pretty normal,” Hiral said flatly.

“Whatever,” she said with a shake of her spoon. “Don’t forget we need to debuff you later… for your own benefit.”

“Oh, it really feels like it’s for my benefit,” Hiral said, only to snap his mouth shut when Seena scowled at him.

“Anyway, this upgraded Ashes ability should work on undead, as well as something called a construct,” Seena said. “Not sure what those are. On top of that, the things I bring back often blow up like fireballs when they die. There’s also a chance that whatever comes back becomes a permanent minion. That could maybe be good, I guess, but we’ll see what happens.”

“My Chord of the Primal Flame is like you’d expect,” she continued when she was sure Hiral wasn’t going to say anything else. “Lots of fire. Nothing complicated like Hiral or Seeyela, but it taught me how to weave my different abilities into a fighting style so I’m dangerous at different ranges. Cinder will probably be my staple attack against single targets, but I can toss some fireballs if I need to.”

“Do you still need the tome to use fireballs and the little totems?” Seeyela asked.

“For now,” Seena said. “But—and this is new—I’ve got both listed under my regular abilities tab with little progress bars beside them. I think if I use the book versions enough, I’ll learn them as class abilities.”

“You’ve never seen that before?” Hiral asked.

“Never had an item that let me use specific abilities,” Seena said. “It’s new for us too.”

“It’s amazing how little we know about our own PIMs, even though they’ve been around forever,” Hiral said, looking at the tattoos on his arms. “I’m kind of excited to see what else there is to them.”

“And test it, I’m sure,” Seena said, and Hiral could only smile and shrug. That might’ve been part of it. Maybe.

“So, boss, what’s the plan?” Nivian asked. “We’ve got… how long until we need to reach the jump point?”

“One second,” Hiral said, activating Foundational Split, and Left and Right peeled off him.

“Somewhere between one hundred and fifty to two hundred hours,” Left said as soon as he fully formed in a seated position next to Hiral.

“We should assume the lower number, to be safe,” Wule said.

“Agreed,” Seena said. “That’s not a whole lot of time, but really, we’ve done well to get as far as we have.”

“No way to know if the other dungeons will take as long as this one did,” Hiral said. “I’d bet they’re corrupted and Lost too, though.”

“Probably,” Seena said before looking at the dungeon interface. “Since we don’t know where the portal is going to spit us out, and since the city was so dangerous already, I’d like to play it safe and spend a few more hours in here training with our new abilities. Make sure we can work together. Don’t want Seeyela portaling Wule somewhere uncomfortable.”

“Why is it me again?” Wule asked, and again, he didn’t get an answer.

“Six hours. Then another rest to make sure we’re in top shape. After that, we’ll be as ready as we can afford to be, and we’ll see where the portal sends us. Any objections or suggestions?”

“The door back to the second trial looks open,” Hiral said. “If Seeyela needs to actually fight something to get her abilities to trigger, we can probably use her training disc for that. Plenty of room for all of us.”

“Good idea,” Seena said. “I know you all already know it, but I’m going to say it anyway. Once we go back out into the city, things are going to be tough again. We’ve got places to be and things to do, but while we’re in here, we’re safe. At least for a few hours. Relax a bit while you can.”

“Relax while training with you?” Yanily asked, looking up from his stew. “I don’t think you’ve ever listened to yourself while motivating us.”

“You mean threatening us,” Wule said softly, though his eyes widened as he realized it was still loud enough for everybody to clearly hear. “I… probably shouldn’t have said that.”

“Oh, no, I think it was very informative,” Seena said, and something about the look on her face sent a shiver down Hiral’s spine.

Wule whimpered.
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THE LOST NECROPOLIS OF UR’THUL


With their training and rest completed, the party once again stood in front of the dungeon interface.

“Everybody ready?” Hiral asked, his hand poised to swipe over the crystal.

“Let’s see how convenient this portal really is,” Seena said. “Do it, Hiral.”

With that, Hiral waved his hand above the crystal, then said “Exit Dungeon.”

As usual, a blue portal spiraled into existence, a rainy street from the Lizardman city appearing on the other side. A street with a Shambling Graveyard marching straight down it towards the party.

“Doesn’t look convenient at all,” Yanily said, lifting his spear to ready himself for a fight.

“Maybe it can’t get in here…” Wule said, but then sparks of red energy began arcing along the portal’s boundary lines.

“What’s it…?” Hiral started, and the whole portal collapsed in front of them, a condensed ball of red energy the size of a grapefruit left hanging in the air. Even before Hiral could open his mouth, the ball expanded again to form into a second portal, though this one had red edges instead of the usual blue.

The street from the Lizardman city was gone, replaced by a grassy field with dozens—no, hundreds—of what looked like waist-height, carved stones. The sky was dark and cloudy, lightning flashing in the distance, but no rain fell, and some kind of light glowed beyond a cluster of squat buildings a few hundred feet from the portal.

"No A-Ranked undead," Yanily said. “That’s a start.”

“Something about this still feels… strange,” Seena said, and a notification window sprang up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Dungeon – The Twisted Sewers has been corrupted by outside forces.

Dungeon – The Twisted Sewers has become: Wild Dungeon – The Lost Necropolis of Ur’Thul

Note: Wild Dungeons are rare instances containing powerful Lost equipment and unique quests.

Note (2): Wild Dungeon – The Lost Necropolis of Ur’Thul can only be attempted once before the corruption completely claims it.

Note (3): Wild Dungeon – The Lost Necropolis of Ur’Thul will count towards unlocking the Asylum if it is completed successfully.

Enter Dungeon?

Yes / No

“On the one hand, not having to go into a sewer sounds pretty convenient,” Nivian said. “The necropolis part, though…”

“I didn’t know we could go from one dungeon directly to another,” Hiral said. “That must be what the fourth achievement was talking about.”

“Not having to find the next dungeon entrance, or trek through the city full of undead to get there, does seem like a good thing,” Seena said. “We’re going through.” Then she tapped something in the air.

The portal shimmered briefly, like it’d had a thin, gauzy paper over the entrance, and a humid breeze blew through.

“Still not happy about it being a necropolis,” Nivian muttered, but he went first towards the portal. “Whenever you’re ready, boss.”

In response, Seena tapped him on the shoulder, and the party moved through the red-rimmed hole in the air.

“Something about that was different,” Seeyela said as soon as they were all through. “Like it was deeper. Did you feel it, Hiral?”

Hiral shook his head. “I don’t have the same connection you do. Felt the same as normal to me.”

“Huh,” she said, but the portal closed at that point, and the party’s attention turned back to the obvious graveyard they now found themselves in.

“Liking this less and less,” Nivian said.

“What did you expect?” Wule said. “It’s called a necropolis.”

“Wait… necropolis means cemetery?” Yanily asked. “Why didn’t anybody tell me that before we left the nice, safe dungeon?”

“Enough,” Seena said as a new notification appeared in front of their eyes.

The Lost Necropolis of Ur’Thul – Wild Dungeon

D-Rank: Top Clear Times

XXX : --:--

YYY : --:--

ZZZ : --:--

Hiral barely had time to read it before the window vanished again.

“Notice it didn’t give us the choice to attempt the dungeon or not?” Wule pointed out.

“And looks like we have a three-hour timer on this one again,” Hiral said after a quick look at his status window.

“Then we’d best get moving,” Seena said, pointing towards the glowing area near the center of the graveyard. “That’s our starting point.” Then she gave Nivian a tap on his shoulder.

The tank moved forward without a word, the cemetery quiet around them. Despite the heavy clouds overhead, the ground was dry under their feet. So much so the grass crinkled with every step Hiral took. A large mound of dirt sat off to one side, the yawning pit of a grave beside it, and while everybody glanced in its direction, nobody got close enough to look inside.

Like outside the dungeon, glowing roots crawled across the ground and over the worn and chipped tombstones. If there had been anything written on them, it’d long faded over time or under the constant rains. Speaking of…

“Why isn’t it raining?” Yanily asked, echoing the same question in Hiral’s mind.

But, as soon as he thought about it, he knew the answer. There was something like his Rune of Rejection keeping the rain away. Something powerful… and familiar.

“I think we all know the answer to that,” Seena said as Nivian led the party closer to the squat buildings they’d seen from the other side of the portal. Mausoleums, practically a whole town of them, stood in ordered rows with narrow, stone paths between. Thick, metal-barred gates blocked the entrances to each of them, chains across the front to keep things out.

Or things in?

Hiral activated Foundational Split and drew his RHCs, the party members around him likewise going on higher alert. The whole thing was just too quiet.

“Should I scout ahead?” Seeyela whispered, too faint to be heard by anybody without the Party Interface.

“No, stick together,” Seena said. “Watch the intersections for anything, though. Don’t want to get flanked. Nivian, keep us moving towards that light. Be ready for a fight when we get there.”

“You got it, boss,” Nivian said, continuing forward.

Hiral, for his part, kept his eyes on the mausoleum rooftops. The buildings themselves stood about twenty feet tall, with sloped roofs and a single steeple at the front of them. Interestingly, all the steeples to the right of them—that he could see—had what looked like a stone snake wrapped around them, while those on the left had a large lizard crawling up the front.

Some connection to the King and Queen of the Swamp?

He quickly shook his head; that wasn’t what he was looking for. If a threat came down the side paths, it could just as easily come over the roofs. Then again, with a surge of Rejection, he could just as easily hop up for a better vantage point.

No, Seena wants to keep us together. And, even though I’d have a better view, I might also stand out to something else.

“It’s getting brighter,” Nivian said. “We’re almost there.”

“Be ready,” Seena reminded them, though they all had weapons out and prepared. “Here we go.” She gave Nivian yet another shoulder tap.

The tank picked up speed, sprinting ahead to burst out of the narrow pathway, the party flooding out behind him so they couldn’t get trapped within.

Hiral’s weapons came up with his fingers on the triggers, though he didn’t pull them, and he quickly scanned around the large, open space within the rows and rows of mausoleums on all sides. All the buildings’ doors seemed to focus on this central courtyard, which was maybe five hundred feet from one side to the other, with stone pathways and dozens of what might’ve once been planters for large flowerbeds.

Those planters now stood barren, just dry, upturned dirt within, the glowing roots the only signs of plant life. In the center of the courtyard was exactly what they’d all felt earlier—and expected: the Urn of Ur’Thul. It sat on a pedestal eerily similar to what they’d seen in the dungeon, and it was the source of the bright glow lighting up the area.

Hiral’s mind instantly went on guard, the visions it’d forced on him still far too fresh in his memory, but none of the dark, lashing tendrils were visible. If anything, the Urn seemed… grounded… by the pedestal.

“Ah, help has finally… Oh, it’s you?” a voice said as something stepped out from behind the Urn. “I… uh… hope there’s no hard feelings…?”

“Odi…” Seena said, glaring at the Lizardman.

“Got it in one,” Odi said with a helpless shrug. “I admit, I didn’t expect you to be assigned to me again, but I can’t complain. Assuming we’re all still friends.”

“You literally left us on the floor and took the Urn for yourself,” Wule said.

“To be fair, you were talking about doing the same thing while I was in that ridiculous cage,” Odi said. “Who even leaves a cage there like that? Poor building design, if you ask me.”

“We didn’t,” Nivian said. “What do you want to do, boss?”

Seena looked around the courtyard, then blew out a breath. “You’re right, Odi. We were considering whether or not we should take the Urn for ourselves.” Then she shook her head. “But we weren’t going to do it. I’d already decided.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Odi said. “The ceremony can’t be interrupted without dire consequences at this point. So, friends?”

“Debatable,” Seena said flatly. Then, quietly using the Party Interface, she asked, “Anybody see anything we need to worry about at the moment?”

“Nothing,” Hiral said.

“It’s too quiet,” Nivian said.

“It is,” Seena agreed. “Keep your eyes peeled. I get the feeling this isn’t the same kind of dungeon as the last one.”

“You expecting something to try and eat us?” Yanily asked.

“Exactly that,” she said before turning her attention back to Odi. “You mentioned something about a ceremony. Care to explain?”

Odi visibly sighed. “Of course you didn’t read the paperwork. Why do I even bother…?”

“We’re feeling the same way right now,” Seeyela said. “And maybe a touch more stabby, so how about you start explaining?” Whether it was planned or just coincidental, one of her (Lost) Fangs of the Lady chose that moment to drip a tiny amount of the dangerous green venom, the stone sizzling on impact where it landed.

Odi watched the spot for one second, two, three, before he finally gulped and nodded. “Paperwork is highly overrated. Nothing beats a clear explanation.”

“Preferably a concise one,” Hiral added.

“Yes, of course, though we have a few minutes before the next plateau of the ceremony,” Odi said.

“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned a ceremony without explaining what it is,” Seena said.

“Sorry, sorry. Before I explain, let me formally apologize for taking the Urn without your permission. Even if you didn’t plan to steal it—which, I’d like to point out, I’d have no way of knowing—it was wrong of me to take it under such circumstances. Even though I’d hired you after filling out all the required paperwork, and, as your employer, was technically well within my rights to take…” Odi trailed off as eight glares landed squarely on him.

“Not sounding like much of an apology,” Yanily pointed out.

“Uh… yes. Let’s just say I’m sorry and move on from there.”

“Let’s,” Seena agreed, pointing at the Urn while the party tentatively moved a bit closer.

“Then, let me start at the beginning,” Odi said.
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RITUAL OF CLEANSING


“Before our Ancestor brought the Urn of Ur’thul to…” Odi began, his voice full and carrying as he went into lecturer mode—until Hiral interrupted him.

“Let me stop you there,” Hiral said.

“I just started,” Odi complained.

“It’s a quick thing,” Hiral said. “You keep calling our Ancestor our Ancestor. Doesn’t she have a name?”

“Uh…” Odi said, his eyes darting to the side and his scaled cheeks coloring as if he was blushing. “She does… I mean, I’m sure she does… She must, right? But… we… uh… don’t know it.”

“Isn’t she somebody really, really important?” Hiral asked, and Odi nodded. “Then, how can you not know her name?”

“As far as we can tell, she removed it from history. All records of her name, her travels, exploits, everything but what she finally did when she enshrined the Urn of Ur’Thul. It’s all… gone. Like it never existed.”

“Why?”

“We don’t know,” Odi replied with a shrug. “And I’ll tell you, it made it very difficult to track back to the original resting place of the Urn of Ur’Thul. Decades of intricate and precise work. Long, sleepless nights. Months on end away from friends and family. Broken promises, lost lovers.” The Lizardman literally wiped a tear from his eye. The curious glance he shot at the party kind of ruined it, though, and when he saw exactly zero sympathy on their faces, he cleared his throat.

“You have no idea what she’s done other than put the Urn in the Forge?” Nivian asked. “And she’s still that important?”

“Oh, yes,” Odi said. “The Forge of Ur’Thul was more than a rite of passage for our toddlers…”

“Again with the toddlers,” Hiral hissed.

“It was also a legacy. A way for our people to grow stronger. It taught us the value of hard work, of applying oneself to…”

“Wait,” Seena interrupted. “You told us before she helped free you from the Troblins. How do you know that if…?”

“For asking me to tell the story from the beginning, you’re really interrupting a lot and skipping all over the place,” Odi said, crossing his arms.

Seeyela simply ran a finger along the flat part of one of her fangs, and Odi uncrossed his arms.

“But I respect the eagerness of those wishing to learn more,” Odi said. “The story of bucking the chains of our Troblin oppressors may have seen some… creative license. You see, it all happened around the same time. Our best guess? The Ancestor used the Urn.”

“One of the most pivotal points in history is based on your best guess?” Hiral asked.

“Our best educated guess,” Odi said confidently.

“Okay,” Seena said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Why are we here?”

Odi pointed at the Urn glowing fiercely on the pedestal. “This is where our Ancestor originally found the Urn. We believe,” he added in barely a whisper.

“The Ancestor found the Urn of Ur’Thul, a relic of unimaginable power, in a graveyard?” Wule asked.

“Well, where else would one find a burial Urn?” Odi asked back, and when Wule didn’t have an immediate reply, he continued. “The long years the Urn spent within the Forge of Ur’Thul has somewhat dimmed its power. Maybe clogged is a better word. It was focused so long on the trials, like the ones you faced, that its power can only go in that direction.

“To unleash its full potential—which is what we need to save our people—we determined we needed to bring it back to its original resting place, and to perform a minor ritual of cleansing. Let me tell you, figuring out the ritual we needed to use was a chore and a half. Like somebody didn’t want us to ever, ever find it.

“But through more hard work and diligence… travel to and from the edges of our empire, and even perilous journeys into Troblin-infested…” Odi trailed off when none of the party members looked impressed with the recounting of his struggles. “Yes, so, as you can see… Urn, original resting place, ritual of cleansing. We’re all set. Yay.”

“Odi, are you sure you should be doing this?” Hiral asked. “The Urn tried to do something to us back in the dun… forge.”

Odi shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if I’m sure or not. The emperor is, and he has commanded me to do this. He is certain this will save what’s left of our people. And, even if we wanted to, it can’t be stopped now. The ritual is self-propagating once begun.”

Hiral looked at Seena, and she obviously had the same question he did. “If that’s the case, Odi, why are we here?”

“Well, there are several very disastrous possibilities if something were to interfere with the ritual,” Odi said, his scaled hands wringing in front of him.

“How disastrous?” Nivian asked.

“Well, considering the true power of the Urn, it could… explode,” Odi said.

“Oh? Is that all?” Nivian asked, relaxing. “We’re kind of familiar with explosions.”

“The kind that removes entire continents from the world?” Odi asked, a forced smile on his face.

“Pardon?” Nivian asked, his jaw dropping.

“And that’s the least of the problems we could end up dealing with,” Odi said. “Which is why I filled out the paperwork to have guards provided. And here you are! Yay again.”

“Guards… against what?” Hiral asked, something sending a shiver up his spine.

“Ah, yes, well, there… there was one theory, a m-minor one, really, hardly worth mentioning.”

“Spit it out, Odi,” Seena barked as the rest of the party started looking around. Whatever Hiral was feeling, he wasn’t the only one.

“It was theorized that the cleansing of the Urn may… disturb… some of the energy around it,” Odi said. “Rile it up, if you will.”

“And that means what, exactly?” Hiral snarled. Whatever he was feeling, it was building, like a knife stretching for the back of his neck. And no matter how quickly he turned to look, he couldn’t catch a glimpse of it.

“Must I spell it out?” Odi asked.

“YES!” everybody shouted at the same time.

“It might raise the…” he said at the same time a rotted arm burst through the ground just off to the side of the party. “…dead…”

Hiral didn’t hesitate, aiming his RHC and pulling the trigger. The arm exploded at the exposed elbow and spun off down one of the mausoleum paths. The stump of what was left continued to wriggle in the ground, while the earth around it grew loose and bulged.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Hiral said, stalking over and aiming both barrels at the moving ground. Pulling his triggers on cooldown, he unloaded shot after shot into the earth until it stopped shifting, and he got an experience notification.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Odi said. “I was worried there for a second. But, just one? Hah, no problem!”

Dozens of rotted arms burst out of the ground all around, and low moans echoed though the night from further away.

“And that’s why you don’t say things like that,” Yanily said.

Dynamic Quest: The Ritual of Cleansing has disturbed the nearby spirits.

Defend the Urn from the Restless Dead.

Note: You really, really don’t want them to interrupt the ritual.

“You all saw the quest,” Seena said. “Spread out and stop those monsters. If you get in trouble, call out.”

With that command, the party quickly stretched around the Urn, each taking a section of ground without having to coordinate. The hours and hours they’d spent practicing under the two sisters’ strict guidance had them moving like a single entity, and Hiral put the others out of his mind while he focused on his task.

Just in front of him he quickly counted four, seven, ten, fourteen corpses pulling themselves out of the dirt. Like the first one he’d blasted, a little more than half of the undead were rotting corpses—zombies, from the looks of things—while the others were skeletons. A quick View confirmed his theory, and the monsters weren’t even elite. While the numbers weren’t on his side, the staggered way in which the undead were unearthing themselves certainly was.

With Racial Growth already at level three for both skeletons and zombies—thanks to Seena’s liberal use of her fireballs back in the city—he had a fifteen percent damage bonus. Two trigger pulls, and two zombies that’d almost pulled themselves clear of their graves dropped back to the ground, their heads missing.

Now that he was stacking up Killing Spree+ on top of the Racial Growth bonus—oh, and he was far enough from the others for One-Man Army—all it took was a single head shot to put one of the undead down. Almost casually, Hiral shifted his aim from one target to the next, taking his time to line up each shot, and put them down with one-hit kills. Even better, the others’ kills were racking up his Killing Spree+ bonus even faster, and at the point he’d only killed half his targets, he was already at the full twenty-five stack.

Yup, very overpowered.

Another shot, and he popped a skeleton’s skull like an overripe melon. The whole body exploded in a blast of razor-sharp bone shrapnel, dropping the two zombies beside it with their own grievous wounds. Still, even with their blue health bars empty, their heads were still intact, so they kept pulling their ruined bodies in Hiral’s direction.

“Whoa, these things explode!” Wule said over the party chat. “Be careful, everybody!”

Hiral felt heat rise up his neck and into his cheeks, but he just couldn’t bring himself to correct the healer, and he instead poured his attention into killing more of the undead in front of him. Two more shots finished off the crawling zombies, and he hadn’t even taken a step yet. A few seconds more, and he was done with the monsters in front of him.

How are the others doing?

Keeping one eye on the ground for more Restless Undead, he checked on the others’ fights. Right had gone to help out Wule, though the healer seemed to be doing pretty well on his own with his new fighting style. Left was darting back and forth to make sure Seena and Seeyela didn’t get overwhelmed, but from the looks of things, he needn’t have bothered. Both women were clearly in control of their battlefields. That just left Yanily and Nivian, and they’d already mopped up their packs.

“I hate to say it,” Yanily said.

“Then don’t,” Seena snapped.

“But that wasn’t so bad,” Yanily finished.

“He said it,” Wule deadpanned.

“Yan, didn’t you just tell Odi not to say stuff like that?” Nivian chimed in.

“What? We whooped those undead,” Yanily said. “They could’ve been better experience, though. Too bad they weren’t elite.”

With that proclamation, a pulse of energy washed out of the Urn, arcs of it crisscrossing the ground and tearing divots in the dry earth. Hiral sidestepped left and right to avoid the churning sparks, but it was almost like it wasn’t interested in him, turning aside even before it reached him. The others, likewise, didn’t even need to dodge. The sweep of energy quickly spread past them and vanished into the night.

“What was that all about?” Yanily asked.

Then Hiral heard the rattle of chains, and the screech of a metal gate opening. No, not just one metal gate… all of them.
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BURNING THROUGH


“This is your fault, Yanily,” Seena said into the party chat as the group turned their attention to the dozens of paths between the mausoleums, waiting for whatever was coming next.

They didn’t have to wait long.

Sinewy hands with inch-long claws gripped the bars of the closest crypt, and an emaciated body emerged from the darkness. Gaunt like the wights were, this thing wasn’t the same—it was feral. The clothes it’d been buried in hung halfway off the thin body where they hadn’t been torn off completely. Glowing blue flames sat where the eyes would be, streaming luminescent tears down its cheeks. It leaned back as if to shake the metal gate.

Iron bars each thicker than Hiral’s thumb bent beneath the strength of the undead’s pull, chain-links popped apart, and the hinges screeched. All throughout the necropolis, the sounds repeated, an army of the new type of undead waking.

A second longer of staring, and Hiral’s View brought up information on the monster.

(Elite Undead) Restless Ghoul – Mid-D-Rank

Elite, but at least it’s still D-Rank.

With more of the ghouls emerging and thrashing against the gates sealing them within the crypts, Hiral raised his RHCs and began pulling the triggers. Unlike the zombies or skeletons, the ghoul actually ducked beneath the first shot, though it took the second in the jaw. Teeth and bone exploded sideways, the lower half of its mouth completely blown off, and it stumbled backwards. Two more shots, another hit to the chest, and a blocked fourth shot in its arm, then it was back at the gate, heedless of its injuries.

“They’re at least partially intelligent,” Hiral said into the voice chat, aiming lower and blowing out the ghoul’s knee. As soon as it dropped down, still propped up by where it held on to the gate, Hiral lined up his next shot and put a searing bolt of Impact through its forehead. That put it down just like any other undead—so far—and he turned his attention to the next crypt.

Huge gouts of flame erupted from a pair of mausoleums further to Hiral’s left—Seena’s work, no doubt—but he stayed focused on the ghoul in front of him. Like he’d done to the last one, he first crippled it by taking out one of its legs, then finished it off with a blast to the head. As long as the ghouls were trapped behind the gates, they weren’t a threat, but the sound of rending metal deeper within the small city of tombs told him they wouldn’t be that lucky for long.

“Start forming up,” Seena ordered while she tossed another fireball into a nearby crypt. “We’re about to have company, I think.”

No sooner had she said that than glowing blue eyes appeared down the long path between buildings ahead of Hiral and came rushing forward.

Hiral put two shots into it, a lucky one scoring a critical and outright killing the ghoul, but he didn’t have time to celebrate. More eyes were appearing in the darkness.

“Got incoming over here,” Nivian said.

“Here too,” Yanily said. “Lot of incomings, actually.”

“Same here,” Seeyela said.

“Keep them away from the Urn at all costs,” Seena said. “Sis, put up some walls.”

As if following her own advice, Spearing Roots burst from the ground in front of two of the paths. Shooting straight into the sky, the spiked, flaming roots completely cut off those two paths, and Seena was already turning her attention to two more paths.

With easily twenty small trails leading into the central courtyard, that still left way too many avenues of attack. Literally.

Two more paths got plugged with Gravity Wells—along with the hydras spitting death—and then the first ghoul made it into the courtyard. Snarling and frothing at the mouth, it leapt at Wule from twenty feet away, leading with its claws. The healer didn’t even turn towards it, but Nivian slid into the line of attack. Then, instead of the usual block and toss he’d do with most charging attacks, he instead brought his shield up in a violent uppercut.

The long claws almost reached the tank before the thorned shield caught it in the chin. Shattered teeth exploded outward while the thing’s spine twisted awkwardly, all its forward momentum stolen by the titanic blow. Then, while the ghoul still seemed to hang in the air, Nivian dropped his shield down and brought his empty right hand up and over, piledriving the creature straight down into the ground and bending it in half.

Limbs still twitching despite the empty health bar, Nivian took a step forward and mercilessly stomped on the top of the skull.

The twitching stopped.

Eyes wide at the tank’s decisiveness, Hiral was forced to turn his attention to the ghouls running down the paths ahead of him. With Killing Spree+ nicely stacked up, his hits tore ghoul bodies apart with every shot. One path only had a single charging undead, and he got lucky enough to put it down in two shots, then turned to the next path, where easily half a dozen of the monsters ran towards him.

His first shot blew a leg off, sending the ghoul flopping to the ground where it tripped up the two behind it. With those three delayed, Hiral blasted the next one square in the center of the chest. His shot tore straight through to hit the ghouls behind, slowing them all down enough for the cooldown on his other weapon to reset. Another pull, and he shot the legless ghoul in the head where it lay in the ground.

BOOM!

The ghoul exploded in a sphere of black, tearing energy, shredding the two on the ground with it—killing them both—and throwing back the next three. That blast bought him a few more seconds as the wounded monsters staggered around, and he sequentially killed them off one at a time.

“Right, back up Yanily—too many on that side,” Seena barked through the party chat, and Hiral spared a look in the spearman’s direction. Despite the bodies piled around him, ghouls poured out of the paths ahead of him by the dozen. Even with Right there, would it be enough to…?

Four fireballs exploded in front of one of the paths, completely incinerating three monsters in a heartbeat, and then another wall of Spearing Roots cut off a second path. That just left two more for Yanily and Right to hold.

“You missed one,” Yanily said, jerking his head towards where the flames faded to reveal a single remaining ghoul.

Something about it was different, though. Red flames, rather than the standard blue glow, danced in its eyes and ran in twisting lines along its body.

“That one is on our side,” Seena said, and the flaming ghoul leapt onto the back of one of the Restless Undead and quickly began tearing into it with its sharp claws. “Hiral, pay attention!” she snapped at him.

“Sorry,” Hiral apologized, tearing his eyes away from how his party was dealing with the enemies. Rookie move. Ahead of him, ghouls filled the narrow pathways wall to wall, and he raised his RHCs and pulled the triggers as fast as he could.

Most of his shots didn’t kill, but it wasn’t like he could miss—they were just packed in too tight. Packed in…?

Hiral fired another shot off with his RHC, then lifted his right arm above his head, and the Ring of Amin Thett followed the motion. A sharp jerk of his hand unleased the Annihilation of Amin Thett down one of the paths, and every single undead in that direction simple fell over, their top halves gone. And, powered by Killing Spree+, Hiral was instantly recharged from the kills. He could literally keep this up all day if he had to.

“They’re through!” Wule shouted, a hint of panic in his voice.

Hiral fired off one more shot before spinning to look.

Ghouls crawled over the roofs and leapt into the central courtyard, quickly surrounding Wule and Left where they’d pushed ahead to block off the paths.

“Boss?” Nivian asked, bashing another ghoul to the ground, but he took a raking claw across the chest in his distraction. If it even hurt him, he didn’t show it.

“Hiral, Right, protect the Urn,” Seena ordered, more fire tearing through whole swaths of undead. “Nivian and Yanily, get Wule and Left out of there. Sis, secure those rooftops.”

The way she’s burning through solar energy—literally—she’s going to run out at this rate.

But Hiral had his own problems, as many of the ghouls were completely bypassing the surrounded healer to charge straight for the Urn. Both weapons up, Hiral let fly into the mob, his first shot not doing anything other than slowing the ghoul it hit. The second was a critical hit, though, outright killing the ghoul and triggering another violent explosion of black energy. A sphere almost ten feet in diameter cleared a hole in the charging ghouls, and it bought Right the time he needed to intercept the rush.

Fists swinging and purple fire flaring, it wouldn’t be long before he was overwhelmed himself. And with the sheer number of enemies, any cooldown was too long, so Hiral sheathed his RHCs and threaded solar energy into the Emperor’s Greatsword.

Launching himself forward with a Rejection-empowered leap, Hiral laid into the horde of ghouls with his massive sword. Six feet of razor-sharp blade—even at less than a quarter of the normal weight—cleaved through ghoul bodies with every swing. Thanks to it weighing next to nothing, he was able to keep the weapon whipping around him at a ridiculous speed, and between him and Right, they held the line against the rush of ghouls.

Except, that was only in one direction, and as Hiral spun to cut down yet another undead, he saw blues eyes rushing from the other side of the courtyard.

“More coming!” he shouted into the party chat, an edge of panic leaking into his voice.

He could go and blunt the charge, but that would leave Right to get surrounded. Sure, the double would hold for as long as he could, but even with the both of them there, they’d taken minor wounds. Killing Spree+ had taken care of the scratches Hiral received, but Right was leaking solar energy from a dozen places without Wule there to patch him up.

No choice. I’ve got to…

“Got it covered,” Seena said, and Hiral cut down two more ghouls before looking to the other side of the Urn. Where he expected to see four fireballs racing out to engulf the rushing horde, he instead saw three of Seena’s flaming ghoul pets dart out to meet it.

What can they do?

BOOOOM! BOOOOM! BOOOOM!

The three ghouls exploded in house-sized explosions of fire and force. Ghoul parts sailed into the air like fireworks, heat washed across the courtyard, and when the flames faded, all that was left were three craters.
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VASSAL OF UR’THUL


Actually, not just three craters. Four more flaming ghouls rose from the ashes, lines of fire running along their limbs and glowing in their eyes. Like their predecessors, these ghouls darted ahead into the oncoming horde. BOOOOM! They all exploded in unison, more flames incinerating everything close.

And more flaming ghouls rising from the ashes.

Now there were six of Seena’s pets. These ones sprinted down the nearest paths, leading to more explosions lighting up the night.

Okay, now I know how Yanily feels when he calls me overpowered.

With that side secure, Hiral shared a look with Right—both of them shrugged like they were looking in a mirror—then turned his attention back to Wule and Left. If they were still surrounded…

Yanily’s Chain Lightning+ tore through the crowd around Wule and Left. Ghoul flesh popped and sizzled under the onslaught, the hungry forks of electricity crisscrossing the pack of undead back and forth to char them to a crisp. Even better—for the party—the lightning didn’t just cross from undead to undead, but also all along their bodies. Residual arcs split off from the main blast to tear up and down, shredding desiccated muscle and even exploding the occasional head.

All in all, half the ghouls on that side fell from a single use of the spearman’s powerful, upgraded ability. And it didn’t end there. Yanily leapt into the air to crash back down with Skyfall. The closest ghouls were simply vaporized by the impact, while others got thrown back, buying Wule and Left more breathing room at the same time Nivian charged in.

Shield and whip never stopping, the tank seemed to be everywhere, bashing in skulls on one side, then appearing on the other to take a hit in Left’s place.

For their own part, Left and Wule had held their ground, ghoul corpses strewn about them, their own bodies covered in surprisingly minor wounds. One ghoul managed to slip past Nivian to score a hit on Wule, but an immediate blue flash exploded out of the healer, pushing the ghoul back and negating the wound he’d just suffered. More than just negating, actually—the small injuries Left had suffered vanished in the blink of an eye. From there, Wule seemed to flow around the ghoul and bop it on the top of its head with his icicle rod.

The ghoul’s head froze in an instant, then shattered into a thousand pieces.

That just left Seeyela, and as Hiral looked up, he found her dancing across the rooftops—all of them. Like Nivian, she just seemed to be everywhere at once. On a left-hand roof, she ducked a claw, stabbing one fang into the ghoul’s leg, then spun around it and drove her other fang into the back of its skull. Bamf. She vanished to appear on a rooftop three buildings away, where she leg-swept the first ghoul, needled the next with a dozen lightning-quick stabs—leaving the thing toxic green in her wake—and spun around and brought in both daggers in a pincer-strike on a third.

Hiral’s eyes widened when two moons appeared on either side of the ghoul, crashing together as Seeyela’s blows landed. The poor monster got squashed between the dual celestial bodies, while everything else on the roof similarly got sucked in at the same time. Though they managed to avoid the same crushing fate, another quick gesture from Seeyela did something, and the dozen or so undead vanished from the rooftop.

What did she do…?

Hiral got his answer when ghouls began to rain down from high above, their bodies cracking and breaking on the hard stone at the end of their trips.

“Keep an eye out on this side,” Hiral said to Right, sheathing his sword and drawing his RHCs again.

The party definitely had things under control, but he’d help speed it up. Pulling his triggers, he alternated his fire between what was left of the group on the ground and the stragglers on the roofs. The initial push of the undead seemed to be tapering off, and instead of every one they killed getting replaced by two… the numbers were dropping.

Explosions continued to ring out behind him—Seena’s fiery pets cascaded deeper and deeper into the maze of mausoleums—and Hiral dropped ghoul after ghoul in front of him. About one in five seemed to explode from the Violent End effect of his Killing Spree+, and after the third such one coated Nivian in healing gore, the tank finally turned a scowl in Hiral’s direction.

“So it is you making these things explode,” Nivian said into the party chat. “I should’ve known.”

“Maybe,” Hiral said, headshotting a ghoul trying to flank the tank. Of course that one exploded too, covering Nivian’s back in more gore. “Uh… okay, maybe not maybe. It makes you feel better, though, doesn’t it?”

“That’s up for debate,” Nivian said. “You’re taking care of the laundry.”

“Fair,” Hiral agreed, shifting his aim to his next target, but Yanily came leaping in ahead of him.

Lightning followed the spearman’s weapon as he swung it around him, the first sweep taking out the ghoul’s knees and the second removing its head from its body. Before the pieces of the undead even hit the ground, Yanily had already sprung away, his constantly twirling spear leaving destruction in his wake.

Still, the dismembered head was kind of making gnawing motions with its mouth, so Hiral took aim and pulled the trigger.

The head exploded in a sphere of tearing black energy that took two other ghouls with it.

One more explosion punctuated the night behind him, and then everything grew silent.

“Is that it?” Odi asked from where he crouched beside the pedestal. “That was easy.”

“Don’t say things like…” Yanily started, but a large section of the dry earth began to shift.

“Incoming!” Hiral said, just as the dirt exploded upwards and something burst free from its grave.

“Your fault,” Yanily said to Odi as the dirt and small rocks rained down from above, and the party moved to put itself between the new threat and the Urn.

Lifting itself out of the ground was a new arrival that, like all the other undead they’d faced, had obviously once been a Lizardman. But, unlike the feral ghouls, it wore thick armor. Black plate covered its eight-foot-tall body from head to toe, the familiar blue light spilling from between the joints and the eye socket of its helm. With its left arm, it hefted up a shield patterned after a grinning skull—more blue flames in those eyes—while its right hand pulled an etched longsword out of the pit. Wider than the average sword, it had engraved runes running along the blade, and just a glimpse of them sent a shiver up Hiral’s spine. The sword’s razor-sharp edge shimmered with the same blue flames.

(Mid-Boss – Undead – Death Knight) Vassal of Ur’Thul – Unknown Rank

“And there’s our first Mid-Boss,” Seena said.

While Nivian moved ahead to put himself directly in the Mid-Boss’s path, Hiral stared at the monster’s name.

Vassal of Ur’Thul? It’s connected to the Urn somehow.

That was all the time he had to consider it, though, because the Death Knight then lowered its shield and dashed forward. Using a movement ability almost identical to Nivian’s, the undead monstrosity barreled straight into the Grower tank, who barely got his own shield up in time.

WHAM! The impact drove Nivian back, shattering the roots that’d sprung up and wrapped his legs for support, and his feet dug divots in the ground. Getting pushed almost ten feet before he finally stopped the undead Mid-Boss, Nivian had both arms behind his shield, matching his strength against that of the larger enemy.

Shield on shield like that, though, left the undead exposed from its sides, and Yanily darted out then back in, thunder trailing behind him. With a flash of lightning, he struck for the Mid-Boss’s chest while Right circled in from the other side.

A shove, then twist-clang, twist-thunk, and all three party members flew backwards, repelled by quick movement and the power of the undead’s shield. And then, suddenly, it was the Growers who were exposed. Blue-edged sword drawn back, the Death Knight took a step towards Yanily and swung.

Still hanging in the air from being tossed back, Yanily managed to get his spear up to catch the slicing sword on the haft of his weapon. Though he managed to prevent himself from getting cut in half, the sheer force of the swing shot him to the side and straight towards one of the stone mausoleums. D-Rank body or not, hitting the solid wall of the building would still break bone and pulp flesh, but a curtain of black rolled down just before he hit. Without a sound, Yanily vanished into the black and then immediately tumbled out of another portal that had opened right beside him.

Twisting in the air, Yanily managed to get his feet back under him, and he skidded along the ground to a stop.

In the brief few seconds Hiral had watched the spearman’s flight, the Death Knight had charged back on Nivian, battering the tank with blow after resounding blow. Nivian’s thorny shield was already half-missing, and the rest of it looked like a whole pack of lumberjacks had gone to work on it. This monster was obviously on an entirely different level than the ghouls they’d just finished off.

Of course it is! It’s a Mid-Boss.

Nivian wasn’t fighting it alone, though. Scars of flame sparked off its armor as Seena hit it with Cinder, and Seeyela bamf’d in behind it. Determined to do his part too, Hiral lifted his RHCs and pulled the triggers. Somehow, through the natural course of its slashing barrage on Nivian, the Death Knight managed to deflect both of Hiral’s shots and spin around to get its shield in front of Seeyela’s daggers.

Green venom splashed harmlessly off the grinning skull, and then the depressed eyes glowed brighter.

“Look out!” Hiral shouted at Seeyela.

The eight eyes of her helmet tilted down just in time to see the mouth on the shield open and belch a gout of blue flame.

FWOOOSH! Seeyela vanished within the roaring fire, which scorched a wide cone on the ground twenty feet long and just as wide.

“Sis!” Seena shouted, her hands clawing back and forth across the air, scars of Cinder appearing on the Death Knight’s armor to match her motions. For all the good they did, the black armor appeared entirely undamaged.

“I’m fine,” Seeyela said over the party chat, and Hiral spotted her kneeling on top of one of the mausoleum rooftops, smoke rising from a burnt patch on her shoulder. “Barely,” she added.

That brutal exchange had only taken a second, and Hiral’s weapons came off cooldown for him to pull the triggers again as the Mid-Boss went back to slashing at Nivian. Twice more the sword deflected the blasts, the undead not even needing to look to bat the shots out of the air.

“Oh, enough of this!” Hiral shouted, lifting his right arm into the air. The Ring of Amin Thett followed suit.

“Death beam, incoming!” Yanily warned the rest of the party, and Hiral jerked his hand down.

Feeding the ring with his Rune of Energy, the glyphs empowered by all the ghouls the party had defeated quickly condensed into a central, full-powered ball of energy, then ripped forth. The air tore like shredding paper, the solid, two-foot-wide beam aimed to remove the undead’s head from its shoulders.

SCHWAAANG! The Death Knight intercepted the beam with its shield, the collision ringing like a gong and pushing the monster back.

But that was all it did.

After the energy from the Annihilation of Amin Thett had expended itself, the undead still stood, its shield little more than smoking from the full-power blast.
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IT’S NOT TAKEN CARE OF


“Iguess the death beam doesn’t work on the undead?” Yanily said into the party chat.

“That shield is absurd,” Hiral responded.

“It is,” Nivian agreed. “I want it.”

“Dibs,” Wule said in reply.

“Argue over the shield after we pry it from this thing’s cold, dead fingers,” Seena said.

“I think its fingers are already cold and dead,” Yanily said.

“Doesn’t change my point,” Seena said. “Nivian, you good?”

“Hiral bought me enough time to get a new shield out,” the tank said. “I’m ready.”

“Okay, folks, the ghouls were just a warm-up,” Seena said. “This is what we trained for. Stop playing around.”

The small lull bought by Hiral’s trump card gave the party a few seconds to center themselves.

“Left, Right, you know what to do,” Hiral said, aiming his RHCs at the Death Knight as each of the other party members set their stances.

For its part, the Vassal of Ur’Thul dropped into a defensive posture, shield held up in front of it and its sword cocked back. Even with its back to several of the Growers, nobody had any expectations of being able to land a sneak attack while it was ready; it’d already proven itself far too fast for that.

“Go,” Seena said, and Nivian charged in first.

The tank’s whip slapped against the shield that came up to block it, and he brought his own shield up to catch the swinging sword. Thorny woodchips flew off from the exchange, but Nivian didn’t get knocked back this time, and Left and Right swept in from the sides.

Both darted and feinted, the Death Knight’s sword lashing out to intercept them, yet they managed to stay a heartbeat ahead. Neither side scored a hit, but that wasn’t why the doubles were there. Hanging purple smoke followed in their wake, circling around the Death Knight and clinging on wherever it touched. On its own, it would hardly do anything to such a powerful monster, but it was only one small part of the plan.

While the doubles sprinted out to circle around again, Hiral, Wule, and Seena went to work, lobbing ranged attacks in from three sides. Orbs of cold slapped against the shield that always seemed to be in place to block them, while the sword batted aside Hiral’s blasts. Seena’s Cinder slashed across the armor with every attack—its nature made it impossible to be parried—though it didn’t do enough damage to bother the Mid-Boss.

Yanily and Seeyela came in next, another quick exchange between Nivian and the Death Knight making sure it didn’t forget about the tank. Up into the air launched the spearman, hanging above for a heartbeat while Seeyela charged in low, daggers lashing out.

Ting, ting, ting, ting. The blades rebounded off the skull-shield that came around to parry them before going back to turn aside Nivian’s next attack. The inability to land a hit didn’t seem to slow Seeyela down, though, solar energy flowing around her like a guided river with each strike. A roll to the left and another lunge kept the Death Knight’s shield busy, and Yanily—still up in the air—spun his spear around.

Two more strikes from Seeyela, and then Yanily transformed into a bolt of lightning that crashed down towards the Death Knight. Around came the shield, unbelievably fast, at the same time Seeyela finally ducked and scored a glancing blow against the knight’s knee. Solar energy pulsed out of her in that instant, and the lightning bolt that was Yanily vanished into a portal directly in front of the shield before reappearing from a second portal behind the Death Knight.

With its shield out of position, Yanily drove his spear straight into the center of the armored undead’s back, pushing it forward while the shockwave of the impact blasted dirt out in a wide circle. Then, as it was knocked off balance, Hiral and Wule finally scored their first real hits, Distracting Shot and the orb of cold further slowing the Mid-Boss’s movements.

Still, even with the spearman practically hanging from its back—the Death Knight’s blue health bar had only dropped about ten percent—it whipped its sword around. Another pulse of energy from Seeyela dropped Yanily into a portal and out of danger to land lightly on the ground twenty feet away, and a pair of fireballs soared in to explode around the undead.

A sphere of flame as big as a house reached for the sky, and the party repositioned to continue the attack, though Hiral simply kept shooting. Pulling his triggers on cooldown, he fired blast after blast into the inferno as it receded, finally revealing the scorched Death Knight.

Its health bar was now at about sixty percent, and the blue energy leaking from its joints intensified while sinister energy pulsed around its weapons.

“Here comes phase two,” Hiral said.

“We’re ready for it,” Seena said, her sister beside her after bamf’ing away from the earlier barrage. “Keep it up.”

Hiral kept his RHCs trained on the undead, ready for it to make its next move, but instead of lashing out at the tank, the Death Knight swiftly drove its sword straight into the ground. Hiral pulled both of his triggers in response, but in less than a second, a thin column of blue light burst out of the dry earth and stretched all the way to the clouds.

With a radius of about fifty feet—the undead at the central point—the circular wall barely shimmered, transparent to the point Hiral almost wondered if it was his imagination, except his bolts of Impact splashed harmlessly against it. That’s not good. Worse, whatever the column was, it trapped Yanily, Nivian, Left, and Right inside with the Mid-Boss, while Seeyela, Seena, Wule, and Hiral were just outside the radius of it.

“What just happened?” Yanily asked over the party chat. “Where are we?”

“What do you mean?” Seena asked, clawing her hand down and across, her Cinder sparking across the blue shield.

“There’s a wall of dark blue around us,” Nivian answered, but he then had to go on the defensive as the undead vassal burst into motion.

It ripped its sword free, hurling dirt in a wide spray that reflexively made Nivian raise his shield. But that was just a distraction, as the Death Knight used its movement ability again to circle around behind the tank.

“Nivian, look out!” Seena shouted, while Right—who wasn’t far from the tank—lunged in with a purple glowing fist.

The double’s quick reaction likely saved Nivian’s life, forcing the undead monster to bring its shield in to defend itself. Purple flames exploded in a pillar of force at the collision, but the Death Knight’s sword snaked out and clipped Nivian’s side before the tank beat the blade away with his own shield.

Red blood leaked from the gash in the bark-like armor covering his body, but at least it didn’t look too serious.

“My healing isn’t going through!” Wule said, a hint of panic in his voice, and he ran up to the hanging blue wall. While Hiral pulled his triggers again and again, each blast hammering uselessly on the shield, Wule tentatively reached out, his hand passing smoothly through the curtain of light. “I’m going in,” he added, stepping through.

What’s going on? The shield prevents our abilities from going in, but we can pass through? Why?

Whatever the reason, Wule’s healing seemed to work. The wound on Nivian’s side mended shut even as he and the Death Knight continued their exchange, with Left and Yanily joining the fray.

“Okay, Wule, good job,” Seena said, also moving up to the wall. “Now get out of there.”

It looks like we all need to go through.

“I… I can’t get out,” Wule said, and Hiral looked from the Mid-Boss to the healer with his hand pressed up against the column of light. “It’s solid from this side.”

“It wants to keep us close to it,” Hiral said, but movement in his peripheral vision jerked his attention to the side. Weapons at the ready, Hiral spotted one of the ghouls crawling across the ground, and he quickly pulled both triggers.

The blasts thudded into the undead, jerking it to the side on the ground, but it kept moving. Stranger still, now that Hiral was looking at it, the blue health bar was nonexistent, and its arms and legs weren’t moving. No, it was more like it was being dragged or pulled across the ground by an invisible string.

And it wasn’t the only one.

Ghoul corpses—and there were a lot of them—were moving across the courtyard in two very distinct yet opposite directions. Is this the Death Knight? Well, whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

“Seena,” Hiral said into the party chat as the Death Knight exploded into motion, Nivian vanishing at the same time to intercept the undead as it turned its attention towards Yanily.

“Yeah?” Seena asked.

Her tome floated beside her, and her body was poised like she was getting ready to run through the shield as well. It was just Hiral and the two sisters outside now, but their ranged attacks were useless like that.

“Need you to Fireball the ghoul corpses—something is happening,” Hiral said, pulling his triggers to fire at the Death Knight on cooldown. The curtain of light didn’t seem to be weakening in the least.

“Why would I…?” Seena started to ask, but then she must’ve noticed the undead corpses moving like Hiral had. "Oh, that can’t be good.”

“Same thing I said!” Hiral said, changing up his position to get a better angle—not that it mattered.

“Keep the Death Knight busy while I take care of this,” Seena said, fireballs appearing in a line above her right hand.

“What do you think we’ve been doing?” Nivian asked, deflecting a sword strike and ducking under the attack to shoulder-block into the Death Knight.

“Flirting?” Wule asked, a wave of healing energy passing from him to his brother. “But, what’s going on out there? We can’t see anything.”

“First blast incoming now,” Seena warned, all the ghoul bodies on one side of the courtyard conveniently bunching up as they got pulled… wherever. A flick of her wrist, and three fireballs soared gracefully to BOOOOM somewhere behind Hiral.

“First blast of what?” Yanily asked.

Heat and light flowed out like a wave, churning up the dry earth, and the massive explosion even caught the Death Knight’s attention for a second. Pausing and bringing its shield up reflexively, a small opening appeared for Yanily and Nivian both to land glancing blows, chipping away at the undead’s health. They can’t see outside the curtain of light, but it still can. It was still above fifty percent, but they were slowly and surely wearing it down.

Barely a second after the attacks landed, though, the monster’s shield came back around to unerringly turn aside every attack sent its way.

“So, this is what it’s like fighting Nivian, huh?” Yanily asked, flowing around the Death Knight with his spear a blur of dark metal and lightning. Every hit parried by the shield erupted in sparks and thunder, and the spearman never stopped moving.

“Next volley coming now,” Seena said, three more fireballs soaring over the melee to crash into the dragging corpses with a second BOOOOM that shook the courtyard. “That should do it.”

“Next volley of what?” Wule asked, the wake of the second explosion washing against the column of light without passing through, just like before. This time, though, the Death Knight didn’t even flinch from the lightshow. “And what should do what?”

“The ghoul corpses were doing something funny out here,” Seena said. “I took care of it.”

Then a notification window popped up.

Dynamic Quest

Something stirs and grows in the distance.

Danger rises within the shadows. Will you seek it out to cut it off at the source, or wait for it to shamble your way?

Note: It’s not taken care of.

“You all saw the notification?” Hiral asked, closing the window and backing up another few steps from the Death Knight. Was it his imagination…? No, it wasn’t. The charred ghoul corpses were still moving.

“Is that what you took care of?” Wule asked. “We’re still dealing with a Mid-Boss here.”

“Uhhh…” Seena said.

Something grows. Shambles our way. Dragging corpses.

“Afraid I might know what it is,” Hiral said. “I think we’ve got Shambling Graveyards forming on either side of us.”

“Either side…” Seeyela said. “You mean two of those monsters?”

“At least two,” Hiral said. “The corpses are still moving—what’s left of them. And how many more corpses are out there among the mausoleums from Seena’s pets?”

“Not my fault,” Seena said.

“Not saying it is,” Hiral said, Right, Yanily, Nivian, and Left furiously battling against the Death Knight the whole time. “We can’t afford to wait for them to come to us.”

“What are you suggesting?” Yanily asked, pole-vaulting acrobatically over the blue-rimmed sword before rolling away and lunging back in to unleash his Chain Lightning+. The arcs of electricity slapped against the shield, then got sucked into the skeletal mouth. “I really hate that shield.”

“Yup, and I really want it,” Nivian said again, charging in and exchanging a flurry of blows with the undead.

“Back to my question?” Yanily said. “Think Mr. Death Knight will kindly wait here and not shatter the Urn while we go stop the A-Rank monsters from forming?”

“Even if we wanted to, how could we?” Wule said. “We can’t get through the blue wall.”

“It wasn’t trying to keep us close,” Seena said. “It was trying to trap us because it knew the Shambling Graveyards were coming.”

“You’re probably right, but I don’t think they’ll be A-Rank in here,” Hiral said, pulling his triggers and still doing nothing useful. “And they’d probably be weaker before they absorb too many corpses.”

“Hiral’s right,” Seena said. “If we’re going to stop one… or two… of those monsters from forming, it has to be now. Hiral, Seeyela, that’s you two. You move the fastest, and you’re still outside the shield. Split up and find whatever is happening out there. If you can stop it, do it. But don’t take any major risks.”

“You’re sending them out alone?” Wule asked.

“We’ve got this,” Seeyela said, bamf’ing to a roof on one side of the courtyard. “I’ll go this direction. Hiral, you good for the other?”

“Yes,” Hiral said, spinning and sheathing this RHCs at the same time. “Watch which direction the corpses are moving. That should lead us to the source.” A burst of Rejection put him on top of one of the closest mausoleums, and then he dashed out alone into the necropolis.
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HEART OF THE GRAVEYARD


Hiral used his Rune of Rejection to leap from one mausoleum rooftop to the next, completely bypassing the narrow paths between, while still being able to track the dragging corpses.

“I’ve got to be ten rows back and counting,” Hiral said into the party chat. “No sign of the source yet.”

“Same here,” Seeyela replied. “Lots of corpses though. Sis, your pets made a mess out… Wait, something’s different. A building more like a church of some kind. Hiral, you see one?”

Hiral leapt across another narrow path and, yes, there, two more rows back, something stretched further into the sky. A massive stone steeple stood at least two hundred feet at its tallest point, while the thick roof lay at about half the height. A pair of quick jumps landed him on the ground in front of huge double doors standing conveniently open. Dozens of corpses were getting unceremoniously dragged up the front steps. The bodies rolled and bucked across familiar glowing roots grown along the stairs, their blue light almost strobing as the masses of flesh passed.

“Found the church,” Hiral said, hands resting on the hilts of his RHCs. “Definitely something going on inside here.” But maybe the front door isn’t the best choice. Fingers tapping his weapons, Hiral peered at the front of the large church. Up there, just where the roof met the steeple, was a window large enough for him to fit through. “I’m going in. Seeyela, window under the steeple might be our best entrance.

“I see it,” she said. “Good eye.”

“High attunement,” Hiral said. Leaving his RHCs on his thighs, he Rejected himself up to the high window. “How’s everybody doing with the Mid-Boss?”

“Whittling him down,” Seena said. “He seems to be getting faster, though. Don’t dally.”

“Not planning to,” Hiral said, snagging the windowsill in his hands and pulling himself the rest of the way up. As soon as he got his feet on the narrow ledge, he unconsciously pushed Attraction into his soles to help keep his balance, then drew his weapons.

Just below the window on the inside, huge beams crisscrossed the upper area of the church, the vaulted ceiling over a hundred feet above the main hall. More glowing roots ran along the beams and hung below, something else dangling at the ends. From where he crouched, he couldn’t tell what they were. The sounds of something—probably corpses—getting dragged across the floor far below him was the only thing he could hear.

Just one way to go if he wanted to find the source of the second dynamic quest, and Hiral hopped from the windowsill down to one of the wide beams fifteen feet below. Landing silently thanks to a last-second use of Rejection, he quick-stepped along the beam until he reached about the middle of the huge church hall. There only looked to be one room, twice as wide as it was tall, and three times as long.

Oh, and he could see what was hanging from the dangling roots now: corpses. Of course they were corpses. But they weren’t Lizardmen like the ghouls or other undead had been. No, these were… Troblins?

Mummified Troblins.

Wonderful decorations for a church. Where do I sign up to worship?

Jokes—and creepy décor—aside, Hiral still hadn’t spotted the source of the quest. Then again, with the corpses below all getting dragged in a single direction, there was only one place it could be, so he quietly padded along the rafter until he got to the other end of the church. Glancing down, he finally spotted what he was looking for… and it wasn’t good.

“Uh, guys,” he whispered into the party chat, “I’ve got a second Mid-Boss here.”

There, on a raised dais at the front of the hall, stood a hunched-over creature—no bigger than a child, really—with a bulbous Lizardman head and a stunted tail. Oddly, it stood in the center of a circle of glowing roots that seemed to branch in all directions, across the floor and up the walls. The thing didn’t look like much, but the tag above its head showed it wasn’t something to be dismissed easily.

(Mid-Boss – Undead) – Heart of the Graveyard – Unknown Rank

At least its name explains what it is.

“And I’ve got a third,” Seeyela said.

“Mid-Bosses?” Seena asked back, surprise in her voice. “This stupid knight is still at forty percent, so we aren’t going to be able to disengage anytime soon. You should come back, then we’ll move out as a party.”

Hiral didn’t immediately retreat at Seena’s suggestion. Below him, the Mid-Boss remained focused on whatever it was doing to draw the corpses to it, and it certainly wasn’t an A-Rank beast yet. If it was, it would definitely say that in the tag above its large head. Like the other undead Hiral had seen, blue flames glowed in its eye sockets, and lines of blue tears ran down its cheeks. Which meant, also like those other undead, a good shot to the unprotected head should be enough to put it down.

This is my chance to end the Mid-Boss before it becomes a threat.

With that in mind, Hiral soundlessly drew his RHCs and aimed both barrels at the unsuspecting Lizardman, then pulled the triggers. Searing bolts of Impact cut a line through the darkness… then exploded against a blue root lifting into the air.

Chunks of glowing blue plant matter erupted through the church, somehow entirely missing the strange Mid-Boss, which turned an almost casual look in Hiral direction. Flaming eyes met Hiral’s, and another plant lifted into the air between them and waved back and forth, much like a large finger waggling and scolding a child.

Then, in the blink of an eye, dozens more roots swept up and entombed the small Lizardman in a long tunnel of glowing blue.

What in the Fallen’s names?

“Hiral!” Seeyela said over the voice chat. “It controls the roots. Watch out for the…” She cut off.

“Seeyela? Sis? You okay?” Seena asked, but there was no reply.

But Hiral didn’t have time to worry about his party member. His eyes traced the blue roots along the floor, up the walls, and then out to the very rafters he stood on. Could the Lizardman control the roots all the way up there?

A shuffling sound behind him, and Hiral spun with his weapons drawn, expecting to find dozens of roots rearing up to lash out at him. What he found, instead, was one of the mummified Troblins pulling itself up on to the wide beam, the glowing blue root wound around its throat and then into its mouth.

(Undead) Mummified Troblin Puppet – Mid-D-Rank

Hiral pulled the trigger and blew the small creature’s head clean off. Mid-D-Rank and not elite? Not much of a threat on its own. But, he realized as dozens upon dozens of roots snaked into the air to deposit their puppets on the latticework of rafters, they were very much not on their own.

Another shuffle, closer behind him, and Hiral half-turned before pulling the trigger again. Another Troblin puppet’s head burst, and the thing toppled over the side to hang like it had before. Well, except without a head this time. That’d bought Hiral a couple of seconds, but what was he going to do with them?

He could drop down to the floor seventy feet below, his Rune of Rejection softening his landing, but the undead would just follow him. And, if he’d learned one thing since they’d come to the undead city, a little thing like a seventy-foot fall might slow some of the monsters down, but it wouldn’t stop them. Not to mention the other ghoul corpses already down there.

Two triggers pulls, and Hiral killed the next two Troblins that got close to him. Honestly, he could keep this up all day. They weren’t moving fast enough to overwhelm him, and they died easily. Except… every second he wasted up there was another second the Heart of the Graveyard had to finish whatever it was up to. Ghoul bodies were already slipping inside the tunnel of roots it’d created. No, he couldn’t waste time playing with the Troblins. Or down below for that matter. He needed to do something decisive.

Possibly reckless.

With that thought in mind, Hiral’s eyes went from the domed tunnel on the floor below to the section of rafters directly above it. It wasn’t far, really, only about thirty feet away, and Hiral pulled each trigger once more. That cleared out two more Troblins between him and his destination, and he started that way.

As if the Mid-Boss knew he was up to something, dozens of the roots snapped through the air to deposit their Troblins on the rafters between him and the spot he’d just cleared a path to. No, it wasn’t anything nearly that cunning, he realized as more Troblins were swung to the rafters behind him.

One more pair of shots, just to build up Killing Spree+, and Hiral sheathed his weapons, then turned his attention to another of his runes. Like he often did with his sword, Hiral tethered his Gravity to the center of the beam he stood on. Not the surface or one of the sides, but the true center of the wood, so it almost felt like it was trying to pull his feet straight through the top of the beam.

Then, with a deep breath and a small hope he wasn’t going to regret it, Hiral stepped over the side.

Like he was standing on a fulcrum, down suddenly became forward, and the bottom of his foot landed smoothly on the side of the beam. Which… was now down for him.

His stomach and brain both flipped at the sudden change in reference, but then he took it one step further by moving around to the previous bottom of the beam. The whole world flipped again, the floor far below becoming his ceiling, and he found himself standing on the bottom of the beam. Every part of him pulled towards his feet, and he was sure that if he’d still had hair, it would’ve been falling towards his shoulders.

One of the Troblins fell past him with a raspy snarl, then snapped when the root reached the end of its length, effectively hanging the undead monster and breaking its neck. Not that it slowed the monster down, as its clawed hands were still reaching for him.

The roots would be able to reach him if he didn’t do anything, so he crouched down—up? Whatever—and put his hand on the beam. Focusing on the Mummified Troblin Puppets, Hiral activated his Rune of Attraction, effectively gluing their feet to the beam where they stood. With so many of them, though, the effect would only last a few seconds at most, so Hiral stood and dashed along the bottom of the rafter.

As he approached the spot directly above where the circle of roots had been—or as close as he could guess—he unsheathed the Emperor’s Greatsword from his back. A thread of solar energy ignited the end of the blade, and a second pulse tethered it to the dome below him.

One more deep breath, and then Hiral crouched and leapt off the beam with a simultaneous burst of Rejection at the same time he cut off his Rune of Gravity. Pouring energy into the sword, he increased its weight more than sixty times as it hauled him through the air.

With two thirds of the distance covered in a heartbeat, Hiral let go—the sword streaking ahead of him—while he blasted out a cone of Rejection to slow his fall. His weapon punched through the top of the glowing roots like they weren’t even there, and then Hiral hit them like a wrecking ball.

The wave he used to slow himself blew apart the weakened roots at the same time the massively heavy sword cratered the floor below, and his foot landed on the pommel of his own weapon within the tunnel. A quick look showed no corpse beneath the weapon, and he glanced ahead within the shaft of glowing blue roots to spot a mass of writhing flesh in a grotesque ball.

Hiral didn’t need any notifications to tell him what was happening, so he hopped off the pommel of the sword and took the hilt in his hand. Another thread of solar energy reduced the weight to something more manageable, and he ripped the weapon free from the wooden floor.

Then he simply darted ahead and swung, increasing the weight as he went. Razor-sharp energy cleaved through the roots as the sword passed, and Hiral tethered the sword to the ball. Weight again at more than sixty times its original, the blade slammed into it with the force of a runaway carriage before tearing straight through it.

Blood and gore followed the blade in its wide arc, and Hiral quickly undid the weight on it, cut his swing short, and took another step forward. His next swing, with just as much weight, carried his blade through the grisly ball a second time, and even though he was up to his wrists in the mess, he felt just a second of resistance to the swing. When the sword exited the ball this time, it carried some kind of black ichor in its wake, the stuff spitting and hissing where it hit the floor.

Hiral backstepped with the help of his Rune of Rejection to escape before any of the strange liquid landed on him. He cocked his sword back in preparation to hurl it with all his strength at the fleshy ball, but a notification window popped up in front of his eyes.

Dynamic Quest: Update

One less thing stirs in the darkness.

Heart of the Graveyard slain (1/2)
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I STILL GOT THIS!


Hiral hesitated instead of throwing his weapon at the mass in front of him, the top half of the gloopy mound of flesh actually sliding off to the side as the light in the glowing roots around him sputtered out.

Was that it? Had he killed it? Sure, the notification said he had, but what if that was Seeyela? Actually, was she even fighting hers?

“What was that notification?” Seena practically shouted into the party chat. “Did one of you actually start fighting the Mid-Boss?”

“Uh…” Hiral started.

“Not one of us,” Seeyela said, speaking for the first time since she’d been cut off earlier. “Both of us.”

“How do you know both of us?” Hiral asked.

“Because of… this!” she said, her voice coming out as if she was punctuating something.

Nothing happened.

“Maybe this?” she asked.

Still nothing.

“Okay, this… has… to… be… it…” she went on, each word accompanied by an exhalation of effort.

“What are you…?” Hiral started, but another notification window popped up.

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – The Shambling Shuffle

You have prevented two titanic monstrosities from forming.

Heart of the Graveyard slain (2/2)

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Note: Rewards will be adjusted for defeating the enemies prior to completion.

“Well, that’s one Mid-Boss down,” Hiral said, closing the notification window for another to immediately appear.

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – I Still Got This!

You defeated High-Ranking Elite, Mid-Boss, and Boss monsters of your Rank without aid.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

“Oh, I got an achievement for that,” Seeyela said. “Something called I Got This! Hiral, is that the same one you have?”

“Yeah,” Hiral said. “Leads to One-Man Army, though it looks like I just got an upgrade to it for killing an Elite, a Mid-Boss, and a Boss.”

“Can… you…” Seena said, her voice strained over the party chat, “… compare achievement sizes later? Still have a Mid-Boss here to deal with.”

“On my way back,” Hiral said, sheathing his sword and doubling back to get out of the tunnel of roots where he’d entered.

Unlike when he’d plummeted into the root-shaft, none of the roots glowed anymore. In fact, they looked like little more than dried-out husks, shriveled up and ready to fall apart. That thought had barely crossed his mind when the whole tunnel collapsed in a pile of dust, and something thudded to the ground off to his right.

What?

Another thud to his left, and Hiral’s head snapped around to see a Troblin body lying broken on the floor. Understanding dawned on him as he looked up, the whole inside of the building dark. Without the roots holding them up… Shit!

Hiral threw power into his Rune of Rejection as he launched himself forward, the inside of the church literally beginning to rain Troblins.

It wasn’t likely a falling, withered Troblin husk would hurt him much, but it would just be… icky. Rejection-powered step after step got him out of the church hall as bodies fell from the rafters, though most of them were back where he’d started, and he skidded to a stop at the top of the steps. Part of him wanted to rush straight back to the party, but who knew what the dungeon would throw at him to slow him down?

Outside the church, like inside, the previously glowing roots lay crumbled and empty on the stairs and out into the gridwork of mausoleums. It wasn’t all the roots that’d died, though. Many of the ones still crawling up the walls glowed with the same weak light.

Those Hearts of the Graveyard must be able to take over some of the natural roots, or maybe create their own, when originally pulling the corpses to them. The one that chased me back into the city obviously didn’t need to; it just picked them up and stuffed them in its mouth.

While interesting, the theory really didn’t do much for him at that moment, and with nothing charging out of the darkness to attack him, it was time to get back to the party. Still, even though he didn’t see anything coming now, that didn’t mean things would remain that way. Back over the mausoleums the way he’d come was probably the best bet.

With one small modification.

The way he’d used his Rune of Gravity back inside the church made him want to test something else out.

Hope this works.

With that, Hiral crouched down, then launched himself up at an angle with a powerful burst of Rejection, the wake of it jetting out and shredding the roots behind him. As soon as his feet left the ground, he threaded energy into his Rune of Gravity and reduced nature’s hold on him. Just like that, he cleared two—no, four—times as much distance as a normal leap would’ve before he started to angle down again. Even then, his descent had a much softer angle than before, and he traveled eighty percent of the distance in a single leap, the courtyard just a few rows ahead of him.

Oh, I so need to test this more. Why didn’t I think of it until now?

No matter the answer to that question, Hiral returned his gravity to normal and looked to the continuing battle with the Death Knight. The Mid-Boss was down under twenty percent, but it was still fighting tooth-and-nail, holding back almost the entire party.

Seena had moved inside the boundary curtain to assist, but with everybody forced into close quarters with the monster, she couldn’t unleash her most powerful blasts. Cinder and her gout of flame—whatever it was called—were the best she could do, but they seemed to have next to no effect against the Death Knight’s armor.

Yanily, Left, Right, and Nivian all still had to contend with the monster’s shield, which seemed to be everywhere at once. All four of them sported minor wounds despite Wule pulsing with solar energy as he threw out heals.

Actually, it wasn’t just the four in melee range who were hurt; all of them had small injuries forming right before Hiral’s eyes. Seena and Wule, both standing practically beside the blue shield, began to bleed as razor-like cuts appeared on their skin or sliced through armor.

It was like there was some kind of slicing aura within the column of light.

“Almost back,” Seeyela said at the same time Hiral cleared the last building and landed in the courtyard.

“Be careful when you come inside,” Seena said. “There’s something in here cutting us up, but we can’t see it.”

Was there anything Hiral could do to help with that? A quick look at the Party Interface showed everybody was around eighty percent of their health—nothing too serious—but Wule was already below forty percent of his solar energy. The constant strain of topping off the wounds was obviously pressing him.

“Then I guess we need to kill that Mid-Boss faster,” Seeyela said, bamf’ing from a rooftop at the far end of the courtyard… then appearing flattened against the column of blue light like she’d run face first into it. “Ouch…” she muttered, falling through it as soon as her body fully materialized. “Nobody saw that…” She shook her head, then ran forward to join the fight as cuts immediately appeared on her.

Yeah, I need to do something about that.

Leaving his RHCs on his thighs, Hiral dashed ahead—though he made sure not to use any abilities to pass through the barrier. As soon as he stepped into the column of light, minor streaks of pain began slicing across his body. Nothing serious, and only one every five seconds or so, but they’d add up.

What are they, though?

Hiral opened his hand in front of himself and watched until something cut across his palm. Whatever it was, it was invisible to the naked eye. So, narrowing his focus, he pushed power into his Rune of Energy, a small sphere of light appearing around his hand up to his elbow. Just a few seconds later, there, something cut across his thumb just deep enough to part the skin, and Hiral tensed his sphere of Energy.

Whatever it was halted mid-flight, energy bound within denser energy, and Hiral focused on the feeling he got through the connection to his rune. It was the same kind of blue energy coating the edge of the Death Knight’s sword—just the tiniest fragment of it. With that feeling in mind, Hiral pushed the power of his Rune of Energy directly into his eyes, and a whole swarm of the blue blades of energy appeared before him.

Bouncing around the cage formed by the column of light, there had to be close to a hundred of them, all pinballing off anything they hit. The Mid-Boss didn’t seem to be controlling them; it’d just released them to careen around randomly. And that meant Hiral could probably do something about them.

While the others continued their battle against the Mid-Boss, Hiral pushed the feeling of the blades of energy into his Rune of Rejection and pushed. Dumping solar energy into his rune, he expanded his field across the entire courtyard encompassed by the curtain of light, though only about ten feet high.

Within seconds, the blades were forced above the party’s heads, and small injuries stopped accumulating. Health bars in Hiral’s Party Interface immediately began to climb, and Wule breathed a sigh of relief into the chat.

“I can’t keep this up forever,” Hiral said, his solar energy ticking down even with the improved efficiency from the sash around his waist.

“Whatever you’re doing is affecting its sword too,” Nivian said, fully catching a blow on his shield without the wood getting cleaved straight through. And, yes, looking closer, the blue energy along the edge of blade looked blurry, less solid.

It wasn’t just the blade, either. Even the energy pouring out of the spaces between the Death Knight’s armor lost some of its intensity.

“Hit it, now,” Seena said, clawing her hands in front of her for dual Cinders to rip across the Death Knight’s armor.

“Seeyela, aim for the left knee,” Yanily said while he charged in from the right, his spear whirling ‘round to engage the sword. Nivian, Left, and Right, meanwhile, charged in to occupy the shield at the same time.

“The…? Got it,” she said, and Hiral spotted the same thing she must have—the armor around the joint completely ruined to expose sinew and bone beneath.

Bamf. The woman vanished and then reappeared under the shield as it swung up high to intercept a leaping Right. Even as the Death Knight spotted her and began to snap its shield down to bash her across the back of the ahead, Nivian darted in and put his own shield above them both. In that split-second opening, Seeyela drove both her daggers into the sides of the Death Knight’s exposed knee. Green energy spilled into the joint, then up and down the leg.

Back across came the Death Knight’s sword to cleave Seeyela in two, opening it to a vicious hit from Yanily’s spear in the process, but Nivian again put himself between the Mid-Boss and his party member. A blue barrier appeared to Nivian’s side at the last second—his Orbital Shield flaring to life—but it wasn’t quite enough to completely stop the monster’s powerful attack.

The floating shield crashed into Nivian, who in turn slammed into Seeyela, and both of them went tumbling away in a tangled heap, blood following the arc of the Death Knight’s swing. A quick look at the Party Interface showed Nivian’s health down by a solid quarter, but it was already filling back up thanks to Wule’s quick healing.

With the tank suddenly out of the picture, the Death Knight turned its full attention to Yanily and took a step forward. Catching Yanily’s spear with the shield and pushing it out wide, the undead drew back its sword to strike, but then its left knee buckled. Suddenly off balance, the Mid-Boss toppled to the side as its joint crumbled to dust under the effects of the powerful venom from Seeyela’s daggers.

Worse—for the Mid-Boss—green energy crawled through the blue light spreading beneath its armor.

All that blue must be some type of solar energy, like what Yanily and Seena prefer for cycling. Which makes the Ghost-Web Venom especially dangerous to it.

Despite its health bar being under ten percent, the Death Knight wasn’t completely out of the fight yet. Its sword slashed back and forth to keep Yanily at bay while it propped itself up with its shield.

“Left, shield arm!” Hiral ordered into the party chat, and the double twisted around to leave a hanging stream of water in his wake.

Seena, at the same time, pulsed with solar energy, and Snaring Roots stretched out the ground to bind the shield. While the roots wouldn’t normally be strong enough to contain the strength of the boss, all they needed to do was buy an extra second.

Noticing Left coming at the last moment, the undead tried to pull its shield up to deflect the blow, but the roots held just long enough, and Left brought his dagger down on the inside of the elbow joint. At the same time Left struck, Right came in from the other side, his purple-flame-enshrouded fist slamming into the distracted boss’s sword-arm.

Both blows sent out resounding shockwaves from their impacts. Left cut one arm clean off with his Dagger of Sath, while Right threw the other arm out wide. Between the two hits, the Death Knight was—for the first time—completely open, and it looked up just in time to see Yanily transform into a bolt of lightning.
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REMNANT OF UR’THUL


Yanily’s Skyfall echoed with a peal of titanic thunder as his spear drove into the upturned face of the Death Knight, the sheer weight of his strike slamming the Mid-Boss back and to the ground. Another shockwave threw dirt and stones in every direction, while hungry lightning slipped inside the armor and ravaged whatever it found.

The spearman, now standing on the vassal’s chest, leaned on his spear and pulsed with solar energy. From that range—and with the spear inside its head—the Death Knight had no way to block or dodge the Chain Lightning+. More, powerful arcs of lightning tore through the Mid-Boss, its body convulsing on the ground as small eruptions blew out between the joints of the thick armor. Then, with a twist, Yanily jerked his spear side to side and finally ripped it out, emptying the Death Knight’s blue health bar completely.

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Till Death do us Part.

You have prevented the Restless Dead from disturbing the Ritual of Cleansing.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Note: The Ritual is not yet complete.

“Stay on your toes,” Seena said as the blue column of light faded with the death of the Mid-Boss. “If this is like the other dungeons, we’ve still got the Boss to deal with. Left, what’s the cooldown on your banner?”

“Just over a minute,” Left said. “I’ll bring it out as soon as it’s ready.”

“You’ve saved the Urn, though,” Odi spoke up. “What else could there be?”

“About that,” Hiral said, letting his field of Rejection fall, and he immediately began to Cycle energy in through his mouth. It tasted pretty terrible, but he could already feel it refilling him. “That thing was called the Vassal of Ur’Thul. This is the Urn of Ur’Thul. And, you said it was a burial Urn? Who… or what… exactly, is inside it?”

Odi looked up at the Urn sitting on the pedestal he was hiding behind, then back to Hiral. “No idea.”

“Really?” Seeyela asked, her daggers still in her hands as they all watched for the next threat.

“Really,” Odi said. “Like I said earlier, our Ancestor’s trail was exceedingly difficult to follow. The fact we found this place at all is a miracle. Other than more ancestors”—the Lizardman pointed at the charred ghoul corpses—“I don’t know who these people are. This cemetery…”

“Necropolis,” Yanily corrected.

“Fine—this necropolis is at the far end of our empire, buried deep within an impassible mountain range on an island surrounded by deadly sea monsters,” Odi explained.

“Not really a tourist spot,” Wule said.

“Odi, this sounds like a place you were really, really, really not meant to find,” Hiral said. “Did you ever stop to consider why?”

The Lizardman sighed. “It doesn’t matter. As I said, the emperor commanded it. That’s all there is to it.”

“Fine, but maybe you should consider…”

“Guys, something is happening with the Urn,” Nivian said.

“The ritual of cleansing must be nearing its completion,” Odi said, stepping away from the pedestal and also keeping a safe distance from Seeyela and her green-dripping daggers.

As Nivian suggested, something was definitely happening with the Urn. Three rings of horizontal, concentric light began forming around the Urn, but then changed their angles. While one of the rings stayed level, one went up forty-five degrees, and the other went down the same amount. On each of these rings, a ball of energy formed, different sizes and colors, to circle the central Urn. Around and around and around…

Roots on the pedestal that’d grown dark suddenly flared to life, bright blue to the point it actually hurt to look at them, and glyphs emerged on the sides of the Urn itself.

“This is the ritual of cleansing?” Wule asked, putting an arm in front of his face and taking a step back.

“It seems…” Odi said, being forced back a step himself by a pulse of solar energy from the Urn, “… a little more dramatic than I expected.”

“What else could it be?” Hiral asked, but he got his answer as the Urn’s cap shot straight into the sky. A wide cone of light burst out, the same symbols as on the Urn burning to life along the edges. And there, hanging within the blue light, floated a figure.

Clothed almost entirely in black, with tight leggings, boots, and a long trenchcoat—which would’ve hung like a robe, if not for the split down the front and back that left it flapping in the light—the hooded Lizardman skull glanced down at the party. A finger flick of its gloved left hand, and a twisted script appeared on its black clothing, running up its arms, across its torso, down its legs, and over its hood.

Blue flames erupted to life in the previously empty eye sockets. Luminescent blue tears ran down the skull’s cheeks, and a name appeared above its head.

(Elite Undead – Lich – Boss) Remnant of Ur’Thul – Unknown Rank

“What’s a lich?” Wule asked.

“Isn’t it like a moss or something?” Yanily asked, though his spear was clearly aimed at the new arrival.

“Pitiful creatures, WITNESS ME AND MY RESURRECTION!” the lich shouted, more waves of solar energy pushing the party members back. Then the Boss took one step forward, its foot landing on the slanted edge of the blue light and going no further. “What is this?” it hissed, its voice like dry sand skittering across a crypt.

“It can’t get out?” Seena asked.

“The Urn must be some kind of seal…” Hiral said. “The same glyphs are on the cone of light now too. It’s keeping it in.”

“For how long?” Seena said.

“Wish I knew,” Hiral responded.

“Do we attack it?” Nivian asked, whip coiled back and ready to go.

“Attack?” the lich asked, its voice rising. “You would dare consider assaulting your god? Bound though I may be within this light—for now—don’t think for a moment it will protect you from me.”

Two floating books appeared on either side of it. The book on its right was as black as night, with blood-red bands, and a single eye opened on the cover to swivel back and forth like it was alive. On its left was a book clearly bound in bark-like Troblin flesh, layered and stitched on. A lipless mouth opened on its cover, and needle-teeth gnashed while a tongue tasted the air.

“Can’t be good,” Wule said, just before three more columns of blue light appeared around the Urn to form a triangular configuration.

An exact copy of the Remnant of Ur’Thul stepped out of each.

“Now, then, your energy will feed my release,” the lich hissed.

Above each of the three copies, the same nametag and health bar appeared, labelling them all as a Boss, but there couldn’t really be three bosses all at once. Sure, the party had just dealt with three Mid-Bosses all at the same time, but two of them had been in extremely weakened states. Which meant these had to be, too.

Each one-third of its strength?

“Plan, boss?” Nivian asked. Just as the tank spoke, each of the three copies seemed to prepare themselves.

Bones burst out of corpses across the courtyard towards one lich to circle around it. The copy’s gloved hands snaked out to grab two in particular, small, hand-scythe-like weapons forming an instant later. The second of the lich-copies dropped into what had to be a fighting stance, and a ring of frost formed on the ground at its feet, the air shimmering as ice crystals formed. The third and final lich-copy stood straight and put one fist against the palm of its other hand in front of it. All around it, the air turned crimson as small droplets of blood shot from the burst corpses to hang nearby like a thick cloud.

Dynamic Quest

The Remnant of Ur’Thul strains against its cage.

Defeat the three aspects of the great lich’s power before it frees itself.

Time remaining: Unknown.

“Looks like we’re dealing with them all at once,” Seena said. “We don’t know what their abilities are, but here’s the split. Wule and Nivian, you’ve got the blood-lich. I’m hoping your high endurance and healing will protect you from whatever it’s going to do.”

“Got it,” the twins said, Nivian already using his movement ability to close the distance.

“Me, Seeyela, and Yanily will deal with this ice guy,” Seena said, her sister and the spearman having already proven they worked well together, and the three converged.

No sooner had they moved than the lich struck forward, its fist coming around like it was punching something, even though the closest Grower was twenty feet away. Ice burst from its blow, a line of it charging straight towards Seena, but she calmly slashed her hands in front of her once, twice, and twin Cinders stopped the rushing ice in its tracks.

“That leaves the bone guy to me,” Hiral said, signaling Left and Right, and the three of them converged on Mr. Sickle.

With their targets chosen, Hiral put the other two liches out of his mind and focused entirely on the bones whirling around the black-clad Boss in front of him. It’d already proven it could sharpen the bones with a touch—and maybe without a touch—so he’d need to watch for that. But what other tricks did it have up its sleeve?

“Banner is ready,” Left said.

“Do it,” Hiral said, drawing his RHCs and taking aim while Right charged in from the side.

A golden dome flooded out as Left planted the Banner of Courage—no way he could afford to carry it around against a Boss—and Hiral quickly double-checked the buff notification.

You have been buffed by Banner of Courage.

Critical Strike Rate increased by 8% for 180 seconds.

Critical Strike Damage increased by 30% for 180 seconds.

Minor Healing Over Time for 180 seconds.

Minor Shielding granted for 180 seconds.

Immune to Fear and Fear-like effects for 180 seconds.

Solar Absorption Rate increased by 1 Rank for 180 seconds.

Who knew if a lich could use fear or fear-like effects, but if anything could, this sure looked like one of those things. A thought closed the window, and Hiral pulled his triggers.

No surprise, two of the bones swept in front of the lich-copy to intercept the bolts, but the Impact blasted them to dust, leaving the Boss only about a million other bones it could use. Worse, the two shots didn’t even distract the monster in the least, and it turned its weapons on Right as the double charged in.

A bladed scythe whipped out, spinning like a sawblade, but Right nimbly ducked under it and continued his charge. A jerk of the lich’s empty hand, though, and Hiral’s eyes went to the scythe sailing away.

Just like when Hiral used his Rune of Attraction on his weapons, the scythe snapped around as if it were a boomerang to streak for the back of Right’s head. And the double didn’t even see it coming.

A pull of his trigger, and Hiral’s bolt knocked the weapon off course just enough for it to sail past Right while the double pushed solar energy into his right arm. Meridian Lines flared up his fist to his arm, then to his shoulder, and then down his back, at which point he twisted around to throw a punch straight for the lich.

Bones swept in from both sides to block the attack, but the Boss didn’t pull in nearly enough, purple fire consuming them all as the impact cracked the ground and formed a horizontal pillar of flame as tall as Right was. Like it’d been hit by a massive battering ram, the lich-copy skidded back, heels digging divots in the dry ground, then twisted to the side to bring more bones to bear.

Left’s Wing of Anella froze a dozen of the flying bones as he swept past, dropping the chunks to the ground, and then the double cut hard and swung back around with his Dagger of Sath. Two bones quickly came out to form an X and block the blow, but the stream of purple water that caught up to the blade blasted them apart, and a slashing wound appeared on the lich’s shoulder.

During the whole exchange, Hiral hadn’t been idle, but instead pulling his triggers as soon as they were off cooldown to reduce the number of bones swirling around the Boss. Sadly, he might as well have not done anything with how little difference it was making. The boss was just too well defended against ranged attacks.

Not that his RHCs were the only weapons he had. Hiral sheathed them before drawing the Emperor’s Greatsword.
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NOT QUITE AS PLANNED


The energy-half of the blade blazed to life as Hiral launched himself forward with a Rejection-powered leap, while the lich swiveled and struck out at Left and Right. If they hadn’t been so familiar with how Hiral used his Rune of Attraction, the dancing scythes in the air might’ve been a real threat, but as it stood, the doubles barely seemed to acknowledge the attacks. A slight sway here, a small dodge there, and the two fighters decimated the number of swirling bones.

Purple flames mixed with the blue of Left’s wing, and bones fell by the dozens. When Hiral joined in, his sword cutting a swath through the field of flying white, the lich had no choice but to fall back. Still, this thing was a D-Rank Boss, and the extra pressure seemed to bring out its competitive side.

The two dancing scythes quickly became four, then six, and finally eight, the lich’s hands directing an orchestra of death as the blades whirled and struck. Even with his growing mastery of his runes, there was no way Hiral would be able to keep that many weapons in the air—though it would be amazing if he could—and the three versions of him were suddenly the ones falling back.

As soon as the lich had the breathing room—Do undead even breathe?—it began tap, tap, tapping other bones circling around it. One after the other, the previously normal bones morphed into more of the bladed weapons, turning the whole field into a cyclone of razor-sharp death, twenty feet wide, with the lich at the center. Additional weapons just gave it more to throw at Hiral and his clones, pushing them back another thirty feet so they could keep the attacks at bay.

“No way we can dive into that without losing a limb,” Right said, batting aside two whipping blades and dodging a third.

“Death ray?” Left asked.

“Barely at half-charge after using it on the Death Knight, and we’ll only get one shot since there’s nothing to power it up on,” Hiral said. “With this thing at full health, it won’t do any extra damage either.”

“Could clear out the bones and give us an opening,” Left countered, slapping a flying scythe out of the air with his dagger. More and more of the weapons were coming their way, the lich practically standing in place as it hurled out its attacks.

No, standing in place wasn’t quite right. The lich was still moving with every attack, almost like it was following through on a martial arts kata to direct the weapons’ movements. But how could Hiral use it to his advantage?

Ah, that could do it.

“I’ve got a plan,” Hiral said, greatsword annihilating two of the scythes as they raced his way. He then changed his stance and reached out a hand for a third. The flying scythe dropped straight to the ground with a thought, and he nodded as his plan came together.

“Should we be worried?” Right asked while he and Left seamlessly moved to intercept any of the attacks sent Hiral’s way.

“It’ll probably be reckless,” Left said.

“Probably,” Hiral agreed. “We’re going straight for the boss. Cover me.”

With that, the two doubles charged forward, trusting in whatever Hiral’s plan was. He followed five feet behind, his sword in one hand and solar energy pooling in the other.

Twenty-five feet out, Left and Right crisscrossed, knocking scythes out of the air—just enough to send them zipping past Hiral.

At twenty feet, Left swept his Wing of Anella around in an uppercut motion, freezing a dozen blades in midair, and Hiral literally dove between them as they fell.

Fifteen feet out, it was Right’s turn to cut down a swath of cutting bones by bringing a fire-bearing hook around like a wing of flame. The bones were barely ash by the time Hiral passed.

Ten feet away, they were so close to the edge of the cyclone of blades it was almost impossible to dodge or parry the fast-moving attacks. Right slapped down one and elbowed a second, but a third drove into his thigh. The double didn’t even stumble, leaping into the air to kick two more aside. Left, for his part, lashed his dagger out to leave a constant stream of water in the air, cutting down bones one, two, three at a time, but one got past his defense, too, taking him in the shoulder. A second left a nasty wound across his gut, but then they were at…

Five feet, Hiral launched ahead with a Rejection-powered leap, charging between Left and Right while extending his empty hand. Pain lanced across his open palm, but he ignored it and pushed his built-up solar energy into his Rune of Gravity.

WHOOMP. Everything in a fifty-foot sphere in front of Hiral slammed to the ground, bone blades driving six inches in the dry dirt, and even the lich dropped to its knees. Hiral grunted with the effort of maintaining the gravity field. One second… two… He was at his limit…

Left and Right dashed past him, purple flame on one side, purple water on the other, neither affected by his ability. The lich’s blue eyes scowled as it tried to raise a hand, a blade—anything to defend itself—and Hiral’s hold on his ability faded.

Dozens of blades sprang into the air at the same time the doubles swung. From one side, Right’s fist came around like a sledgehammer, slamming into the side of the lich’s hooded head. From the other, Left’s Dagger of Sath struck where the Lizardman’s neck would be, the stream catching up at the same instant Right’s pillar of fire fully ignited.

SHOOOOM! The dual explosions ripped the undead’s head clear off its shoulders and launched it wildly end over end into the air, while the body slumped to the ground.

One of three bodies, at least. Left and Right both toppled down beside it, dozens of bone scythes impaling them. Grisly wounds leaked solar energy as Hiral ran ahead, and the two of them vanished in a puff of glowing smoke before he could arrive. They’d sacrificed themselves to land the finishing blow, and tattoos emerged on Hiral’s skin.

Luckily for everybody, a quick activation of Foundational Split negated that sacrifice, and his two doubles peeled off him to form at his side again.

“Sorry I couldn’t hold the gravity field longer,” Hiral said.

“We knew what we were getting into,” Right said. “Though, damn, that stung.”

“The others?” Left asked, and all three turned to check on how the battles were going against the remaining two liches.

Nivian and Wule, understandably, had made the least progress in their battle, though the Boss was at seventy-five percent health. The ice-throwing lich, on the other hand, dropped to the ground as Hiral watched, a Cinder slashing across its chest while Seeyela rode its corpse down, her daggers buried in its eye sockets.

“That just leaves one more,” Yanily said, lancing into the sky as a lightning bolt that reached the clouds in an instant. A heartbeat later, he plummeted back down, tearing through the hanging aura of blood droplets to drive his spear straight into the lich’s chest.

The Boss and spearman hit the ground with a WHAM, dirt blown back by the impact, but somehow it was Yanily who looked like he’d taken the worst of it. Blood ran from a dozen wounds along his face and neck, and he coughed out crimson phlegm.

“That aura is some kind of debuff,” Nivian said. “Seeyela, get him out of there!”

“On it,” Seeyela said as Yanily stumbled off the lich and literally fell into a portal that opened beside him.

Thud. He hit the ground next to Wule, who immediately went to work healing the strange injuries.

The lich, for its part, pulled the spear out of its chest, tossing it to the side, then stood itself back up, the aura of blood hanging thick around it.

“It doesn’t seem to have a lot of powerful attacks, but every time we get close to it, we take… Hiral, what are you doing!?” Nivian shouted as Hiral charged into the field of blood droplets.

Pain immediately shot through his body at the same time a notification window sprang to life.

You have been afflicted with the Blood Volatility debuff.

Blood Volatility: Pain and injuries mount as blood vessels explode.

Suffer damage every second blood is infected.

Note: Blood Volatility lasts 5 seconds, but duration refreshes every second while within a Blood Aura.

Hiral took a quick swing at the lich, barely thinking about it, then started forward to escape the agonizing Blood Aura. He paused at his next step, though, then spun around and lunged for the lich, stretching out his empty hand.

This can’t work, can it? his pained brain asked, small eruptions bursting from under his flesh to spit blood into the air.

The lich, seemingly more than happy for Hiral to stay longer within its debilitating Blood Aura, didn’t even try to stop Hiral from reaching out for it. As soon as he reached this lich’s chest, though, Hiral focused on the Blood Volatility debuff and activated his Runes of Increase and Rejection.

Like he’d done back against the Troblin Butcher in the Troblin Keep, Hiral transferred his debuff from himself to the Boss. Sure, he was immediately re-exposed to the debuff since he was standing within the Blood Aura, and it would constantly refresh as long as he was there, but now the Boss would face the same risk, unless it had some kind of immunity to the ability.

By the way blood burst out of bone on the lich’s skull—it didn’t.

Hiral didn’t have time to celebrate the success, though. More pain exploded all across his body as the Blood Volatility debuff did its terrible work, and he stumbled away. Something in his eyes exploded, tinting everything red, the pain sudden and violent enough to drop him to his knees.

No, can’t stay here. Just going to get worse.

He told himself that, but he couldn’t rip his hands away from his eyes or get back to his feet, and more pain tunneled through his body. It was getting worse. Deeper. The debuff was far more dangerous than he’d imagined, moving from the surface level to his internal organs. How could he…?

Strong arms wrapped around his body and heaved him up like he was a child, then carried him somewhere while his feet dragged along the ground. Voices gnawed at his consciousness through the voice chat, but the debuff had done a number on his hearing as well.

And he’d only really been in there for a few seconds.

Another cascade of pain in his chest, and Hiral twitched within the arms carrying him. What could they…?

Something pressed against his lips, and then warmth leaked into his mouth. As it ran down his throat, the pain eased, and he began to make out the words slamming against his ears.

“Stupid and reckless!” Seena was saying.

“Wule, hurry,” Nivian said. “Potion is helping, but he’s bleeding a lot.”

More warm liquid crossed Hiral’s lips, and he greedily sucked it down, the rest of the bottle taking away the worst of the agony almost immediately.

By then, Wule was there, and more refreshing energy pulsed through Hiral’s body. Unlike the potion, which spread out generally, Wule’s healing went to work directly on the most injured areas. Seconds that felt like minutes of pain finally passed, and Hiral pushed himself to a seated position.

“I… I’m sorry,” he said. “That wasn’t how I’d planned it.”

“Of course it wasn’t,” Seena snapped. “But we’ll talk about that later. We have a boss to finish off.”

“How’s it going?” Hiral asked Wule as the healer helped him to his feet.

“Whatever you did, reckless or not, seems to be effective. Look for yourself.” Hiral followed where the man pointed to see the lich rolling around on the ground. It clawed at itself like its skin was on fire while worms burrowed through its insides.

Yeah, I know that feeling.

With everybody standing safely back, and the lich not putting up much of a fight, Seena took the time to ready all four of her fireballs. A quick trio of Cinders from her other hand to lower its fire resistance, and then she let loose.

BOOOOM! The field of red droplets vanished in an instant, the lich along with it.

Then all eyes turned to the final lich hanging within the cone of light above the Urn.

“Impossible!” the Remnant of Ur’Thul shouted. “You should never have been able to…”

The lich’s words cut off as four more fireballs erupted above the Urn, completely swallowing the floating monster. Solar energy pulsed out in a wave that knocked everybody from their feet, and then Hiral—again—pushed himself up from the ground just in time to see the glowing light around the Urn blink out.

Dynamic Quest Complete

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Get Back in Your Box.

You have prevented the Remnant of Ur’Thul from breaking its long imprisonment, and have unsealed the dormant power of the Urn.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Note: The Ritual is complete.
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WITNESS ME!


“We did it!” Odi shouted, only to then wither slightly under the glares of eight tired and injured people. “You did it?”

“Better,” Seena said.

“Is that really it?” Hiral asked, the last of the flames from Seena’s fireballs finally dying above the Urn. The cone of glyphed light was definitely gone, but Hiral’s eyes narrowed and then widened as he spotted something else floating above the Urn.

“WITNESS ME!” the Remnant of Ur’Thul… squeaked? As its voice left its mouth, every head turned from Odi to it, and even the lich looked down at itself.

Its six-inch-tall self.

“Uh, did the Boss lose weight?” Yanily asked, but the nametag finally appeared above the lich’s head from Hiral’s View ability.

(Undead – Lich – Pet – Seena) Remnant of Ur’Thul

“It’s… it’s from Seena’s From the Ashes ability,” Hiral said.

“What? That’s mine?” Seena asked, pointing at the miniature lich. “It is kind of cute since it’s that small.”

“Cute!?” the little lich squeaked irately, practically shouting at the sky. “I shall flay the flesh from your bones and the drink the marrow from… from those same bones… Why am I so small!?” It floated out from above the Urn, but almost immediately, it dropped toward the ground like a rock—until whatever kept it afloat kicked back in a few inches before it face-planted.

“Aw, you okay there, little guy?” Yanily asked, coming over and crouching in front of the lich. “Need a hand?”

“You should be bowing before me! Groveling!” the lich hissed, throwing out a hand. A cone of frosty energy exploded out and traveled… about three inches.

“Here, try again,” Yanily said, stretching out his hand and holding it right next to the lich. “Go on. Go ahead, you can do it!”

“You’ll regret taunting me,” the lich seethed, though it did indeed hurl out another cone of frigid energy.

“Oh, that’ll be great if we need to cool our drinks,” Yanily said, not even flinching as the cold struck his hand. “Maybe on a hot day?”

“Yan, stop tormenting poor Li’l Ur,” Seena said, coming over and crouching next to the lich. “My status window doesn’t have a duration for this guy.”

“Li’l Ur?” Hiral asked.

“Figured he needed a name if he’s coming with us,” Seena said.

“Coming with us?” Nivian asked. “We’re taking it?”

“Of course,” Seena said. “Look at him! He’s adorable.”

“For an undead that tried to kill us,” Seeyela chimed in, “I actually agree with my sister. Favela would love him.”

“You speak as if you have a choice about my fate,” Li’l Ur said, rising higher into the air in front of Seena, tiny tomes appearing beside his hands.

“Oh?” Seena said, standing up straight, and suddenly Li’l Ur was looking at her knees.

Scowling, the lich concentrated and floated even higher, his lizard-skull face beaming in triumph as he reached face-height. “See, my power returns! You’d do well to…” He cut off as Seena took a couple of quick steps back, causing him to plummet towards the ground. Once again, whatever kept him aloft reactivated just a few inches above the ground, but the tomes vanished.

“Actually,” Seena said, stepping in and crouching again so she was at Li’l Ur’s height, “according to my status window, if you don’t stay close to me, you’ll fade away. That’s why you can’t float properly unless I’m near you.

“You need me, little guy.”

“I need nobody!” Li’l Ur shouted, so Seena shrugged, got up, and walked away.

When she got about thirty feet away, Li’l Ur began to droop in the air, his arms hanging listlessly at his side, his hooded head nodding.

“Oh, he’s not looking so good,” Wule said.

“I… I confess… I may be… bound to you…” Li’l Ur said, forcing his voice out. “An unwilling prisoner…”

“I can cancel the ability if you’d like,” Seena said, and Li’l Ur’s head snapped up. “That would also cancel you. Your choice. You can follow and help us out, or…” She crouched down to pick up some of the loose dirt, then let it stream slowly from her hand.

The lich looked at her and scowled. “I shall… follow you… until such a time I can free myself…”

“And you’ll be useful,” Seena said, taking on her party-leader voice. “No free rides in this group.”

Li’l Ur stared down Seena, but she didn’t budge. “So be it. I shall allow you to act as my vassal… for now.”

Seena quirked an eyebrow at how the lich pitched the situation—to itself—but nodded and walked closer to it. “Good enough.”

“I’m not so sure this is a good idea,” Nivian said.

“It’s fine,” Seena said. “If anything happens to me, Li’l Ur here becomes a small cloud of solar energy. He can’t exist without me.” That caused the lich’s head to spin in her direction again.

“Just trust her,” Wule said, gently punching his twin in the arm.

“Stay close,” Seena said to Li’l Ur, and the lich hovered up to float by her shoulder.

“He is kind of cute,” Hiral said quietly to Right.

“Don’t even think about trying to Foundational Split one of us like that,” Right replied.

“I can do that?” Hiral asked.

“You should’ve kept your mouth shut,” Left said.

“Little liches aside, did we do it?” Yanily asked. “I haven’t gotten a dungeon completion achievement yet.”

“He’s right,” Hiral agreed. “Maybe we need to do something with the Urn. Odi? You saw everything that happened. Do you really think it will save your people?”

“Now that it’s been purified,” Odi said, already nodding, “yes, it has the power. I’m sure of it. Well, at least as sure as I can be, based on the research we pieced together… Sixty percent sure. Fifty-eight? Yes, yes, fifty-eight, exactly.”

“I feel like this thing is a problem waiting to happen,” Hiral said to Seena. “Can it really reverse whatever made the Lizardmen into undead?”

“Odi seems to think it can,” Seena said.

“I don’t buy it. If that’s the case, why was it buried in a necropolis?” Hiral looked at the lich. “Hey, Li’l Ur, why was the Urn here?”

“Fool! You don’t know?” The lich grunted when Seena gave him a little finger-flick in the shoulder.

“Be nice,” Seena scolded.

Li’l Ur scowled at her again, then let out a tiny—adorable—sigh.

“I don’t know,” he finally said.

“You don’t know why your Urn was here?” Hiral asked.

“Being reduced to this… this state…” Li’l Ur said, pointing down at himself, “has left holes in my memory. Even things I thought I knew a few minutes ago fade like a dream I haven’t had in centuries.”

“How old are you?” Seena asked.

“My age makes the mountains look young. My power dwarfs the tides. My intellect… my intellect… How did that go?” Li’l Ur mumbled, but then seemed to get distracted by something, and floated off to inspect a rock.

“He’s going to be fun to travel with,” Hiral said.

“Like having a second Yanily,” Seena agreed. “Back to the Urn. I feel like this is the same choice we had back at the first dungeon.”

“Well done, Geckodiana,” a sudden voice boomed from above, and the clouds parted to reveal some kind of ship flying above. Wide, bat-like wings stretched out to the sides of a metallic hull, and a visage much like that of the King of the Swamp decorated the front. “I knew you were the right man for the job.”

“Your majesty!” Odi keened, dropping to his knees in a bow.

“The emperor?” Hiral asked, looking up at the massive flying device. It had to be hundreds of feet long to look that big and be that high up. What’s keeping it aloft? Runes? Or something else?

“Yes! Why aren’t you on your knees in worship?” Odi asked, sneaking glances at the party members.

“Not my emperor,” Yanily said, his spear back in his hand, though dried blood still covered him from head to toe.

“Not… not your…?” Odi stammered.

“Oh, yeah—he sees us as Lizardmen, doesn’t he?” Seeyela asked quietly into party chat.

“Now that you’ve secured and cleansed the Urn, I shall take it to save our people,” the booming voice said from above, and the great lizard head at the front of the ship twisted to look straight down. The mouth widened, and a beam of yellow light poured out to bathe the Urn in a column stretching from ground to sky.

“Whoa, what’s he doing?” Seena asked, starting to step forward, but the Urn lifted off the pedestal.

“Odi, I really think you should reconsider using this thing,” Hiral said.

“I’ll get it,” Nivian said, moving towards the Urn, but he stopped at the edge of the column of light. “What the…? I can’t get through.”

“Geckodiana,” the emperor continued as the Urn rose towards the airship, “for your hard work and dedication, you may attend me when you return.”

“When I return?” Odi asked, actually sitting up and looking at the airship. “You’re not taking me with you? The capital is…”

But the Urn had already vanished within the maw of the lizard on the ship, and the light winked out like it’d never been there.

“Your majesty!” Odi pleaded. “Please! It’s… it’s so far back to the capital. You need me for the rituals!”

No response.

“Well, he seemed nice,” Yanily said. “How much of a walk is it, Odi? Odi?”

Hiral looked back from the clouds at Yanily’s tone, finding the Lizardman surrounded in another pillar of light.

“You made a valid argument, Geckodiana,” the booming voice said. “As an additional reward for your service, we shall bring you up to the ship so you may return with us.”

“Uh…” Odi said, looking at the light around him, “can’t you come down and pick me up instead of lifting meeeeeeeeeeeee…?” Odi’s shouted question faded as he shot up into the sky.

A few seconds later, the light vanished, and so did the strange, flying ship.

When Hiral finally lowered his head from looking at the clouds, even most of the undead corpses were gone, though the Death Knight remained—along with the sword and shield it had wielded.

“Dungeon is over,” Seena said, and just like that, a notification popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Wild Dungeon – The Lost Necropolis of Ur’Thul: Complete

New Record

Time: 24:13

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Not Quite Dead Yet

You have completed the ritual to cleanse the Urn of Ur’Thul. But… did it work?

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Time until Wild Dungeon – The Lost Necropolis of Ur’Thul instance closure: 59:56

“Oh, that’s not ominous at all,” Hiral said, and by the looks on the others’ faces, he wasn’t the only one thinking it.

“Nothing we can do about it now,” Seena said. “It’ll either save the Lizardmen or it won’t. We’ll be out of their territory in one more dungeon anyway.”

“Assuming this one counts towards the Asylum,” Wule said.

“I’m sure it will; the last one did,” Seeyela said. “Looks like the Urn pedestal is now the dungeon interface. Shall we?”

“Before that,” Nivian spoke up, “anybody mind if I take this?” He held up the skull-shield the Death Knight had carried.

“No objection here,” Seena said. “Is it going to interfere with your abilities or anything?”

“I think I can make them work together, and that last fight taught me I really need something that doesn’t get chopped to kindling against a boss.”

“Take it,” Seena said. “The stronger your shield is, the safer we are.”

“Thanks,” Nivian said, hefting the shield and then narrowing his eyes like he was reading.

Shield must come with a notification window.

“And this?” Yanily said, poking the Death Knight’s sword with his toe. “Hiral?”

“I can toss it in the Ring of Amin Thett if nobody else wants it,” Hiral said.

“None of us are really swordy,” Yanily said.

“Swordy?” Seeyela asked.

“Those who use swords. Swordy,” Yanily explained, like he was talking to a child.

“Hiral, go ahead and take it,” Seena said, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“Why was I not offered the treasure?” Li’l Ur asked.

“Can you pick it up?” Hiral asked, holding the sword hilt-first to the tiny lich.

“Why would I need to dirty myself by touching it?” Li’l Ur asked, holding up his hands, and Hiral felt the smallest tug on the weapon. “One… second…” Li’l Ur strained, and Hiral brought the weapon closer. “Almost… have… it…”

Hiral let go of the weapon, which dropped straight to the ground—and Li’l Ur followed with a strangled yelp.

“You… you…!” The lich looked at Hiral and shook his tiny fist.

“There, there,” Seena said, patting Li’l Ur on the top of the head. “Hiral didn’t mean anything by it, did he?”

“No, you had it,” Hiral said. “The devilish sword must have a counter-enchantment on it. You know, that’s why the Death Knight was using it.”

Li’l Ur looked at Hiral thoughtfully, then nodded. “Yes… yes, that must be it. You, bald one, would make an adequate assistant. I shall consider your application… after you die, of course.”

“Uh… thanks?” Hiral said before looking at Seena. “Was that a threat?”

“Just a job opportunity,” Seena said with a wave of her hand. “You’ll take the sword?”

“Yeah,” Hiral said, picking the weapon back up, then looking at it until View activated.

(Lost) Death Knell – A-Rank

Effects: Grants user access to Ability – Cutting Field and Ability – Sever Life

Ability – Cutting Field: Drive the sword into the ground to summon a weak barrier and a field of small, invisible blades. Blades will bounce within the barrier and inflict damage based on user’s Atn.

Note: Blades will do increased damage if Death Knell is left in the ground for the duration.

Note (2): Barrier can be passed through by those of equal or higher rank than the user.

Ability – Sever Life: Coat the edge of Death Knell in supernatural sharpness. Sever Life inflicts additional high damage to the living, moderate damage to the undead, and no additional damage to objects or animated constructs.

Note: Additional damage is based on user’s End.

There’s that mention of constructs again. What are those? Ah, whatever, the rest of that is pretty crazy. Too bad it’s based on endurance.

“Anything special?” Seena asked.

“I can see some uses for it,” Hiral said, feeding a thread of solar energy into the Ring of Amin Thett, then letting the weapon get sucked in. That made three swords in there now—oh, and an arrow. How many weapons can it hold? Another thing to test.

“Well, then, shall we?” Seena asked, walking over to the dungeon interface.

“Let’s see what we’ve got,” Wule said.
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IT’S SO SOFT


Seena waved her hand above the interface crystal, and the whole dungeon went predictably dark. The first lights came from within the mausoleums, blue and cold, and Hiral’s hands instinctively went for the RHCs on his thighs. More and more of the lights spread further and further back through the rows of crypts, until the glow seemed to fill the courtyard.

And, despite the similarity in the color, nothing came storming out of the light to try and eat their brains. Instead, Hiral spotted chests sitting at six of the open doorways.

“Is that a trap?” Yanily said. “Ah, what does it matter? We all know I’m falling for it.” The spearman shrugged and jogged over to one of the chests.

Nobody else moved, though they all watched to see if anything was going to jump him. When he finally got to the chest and checked the colored crystal, he turned back to the party.

“What’s everybody waiting for?” Yanily pointed at the somewhat ornate chest in front of him. “This one is mine, by the way. All fancy and looking like it’s holding something special. What’ve you got for me, my pretty?”

“Looks safe,” Wule said. “Shall we?”

“Go for it,” Seena said. Then she looked up at Li’l Ur. “Any idea which one is mine?”

“That one,” the lich said as it pointed, shaking its head like it couldn’t believe it had answered so quickly. “Consider that knowledge a gift.”

“Thanks, Li’l Ur, you’re the best,” Seena cooed, giving the lich a pat on its tiny head. For its part, the lich looked torn between being offended and wanting more praise.

Hiral could only shake his head as he went looking for his own chest. Considering two—no, three—of the others had found theirs, he didn’t have a lot of searching to do. Like Yanily’s, his chest was definitely on the fancier side—also pretty big at about two feet square—and he looked at Left and Right before he crouched down.

“It’s going to be something good,” Right said.

“You did solo another Mid-Boss, after all,” Left said. “Bonus points for that, I think.”

“Minus points for being dumb in the Blood Aura, though,” Right added.

“I wanted the debuff,” Hiral grumbled, but his double wasn’t wrong.

His hesitation had almost killed him. Passing the debuff off to the Boss had been a huge gamble. It was practically a miracle it hadn’t been immune to its own power. Or that the debuff worked on something that probably didn’t even have blood in the first place. Luckily for Hiral, as soon as the debuff had landed, that was pretty much it for the fight—since the Boss apparently couldn’t cancel its own aura.

That debuff better be worth it. And, I should make sure I thank Nivian again for pulling me out of there.

“Stop thinking so much about it,” Right said. “It was dumb. You learned from it. End of story.”

“Not quite the end,” Seena said over the party chat from the next mausoleum. “We’re still going to talk about what you did.”

“This seems like a nice place to get buried, don’t you think?” Right asked Left, and Hiral just scowled at them.

“Let’s focus on the chest,” Hiral said, hooking his fingers under the lid and lifting it open.

“Not quite what I expected,” Left said, and Hiral nodded without saying anything.

Black fabric lay folded on one side of the chest, while the other side held black leather boots and a pair of matching leather gloves. The whole outfit looked very familiar, and Hiral glanced at the lich on Seena’s shoulder.

“Now you can be adorable too,” Right said quietly, just for their ears.

“Totally the look I was going for,” Hiral replied flatly, lifting the long coat out of the chest. Just like what the Remnant of Ur’Thul had worn, this long coat would fit tight around the chest and arms, and probably go down to about mid-calf. There were splits down the front and back from the waist, so it wouldn’t interfere with movement at all, and it was a black so deep Hiral could only think of the end of all things.

The Lost Second-Skin of Ur’Thul – Set – S-Rank

The Lost Coat of Ur’Thul – Increases defense and resistance to the elements, especially cold, poison, and blood.

The Lost Boots of Ur’Thul – Increases movement speed.

The Lost Pants of Ur’Thul – Reduces fatigue and improves balance.

The Lost Gloves of Ur’Thul – Wearer cannot be forcefully disarmed, and improves control of abilities that manipulate separate entities.

Note: When worn as a complete set (4 pieces), the Lost Second-Skin of Ur’Thul increases the power of any abilities inscribed upon it.

Note (2): Damage done to the Second-Skin is automatically repaired over time unless one of the pieces is completely destroyed.

“You guys catch all that?” Hiral asked, rereading the notification window.

“Who knew blood was an element?” Left said.

“At least if Hiral jumps into any more Blood Auras, he’ll be better off,” Right said, but he seemed to be paying more attention to the notification window. “That set bonus is really interesting, though. How do you think you inscribe abilities on it?”

“Maybe need an Artist?” Left asked.

“Why don’t you start by trying it on?” Right suggested, pointing into the mausoleum. “I know you’re shy.”

Hiral glanced back at Seena and Seeyela, then nodded and took the new outfit into the crypt to get changed—after double-checking to make sure there weren’t any ghouls in there. Taking off his crystal armor, Hiral stopped to look at the thigh and back plates. Will I still be able to wear those? I need them to carry my RHCs and the Emperor’s Greatsword.

With only one way to find out, he quickly stripped down and then redressed. There wasn’t a shirt as part of the set, so he kept what he was wearing, then started with the pants and boots. Unsurprisingly, they fit perfectly—and were possibly the most comfortable things he’d ever worn. That lich had an impressive tailor. Then again, maybe he didn’t want to know what the clothes were actually made of.

A quick image of the flesh-bound tome flitted through his mind before he shook the picture off.

Next on went the coat—again, a perfect fit—and Hiral couldn’t stop himself from running his fingers across the pitch-black fabric. Okay, some small part of him really did want to know what it was made of—and where he could get more. Another shake of his head, and he reached into the chest to pull out the last piece of the set: the gloves.

Before he put them on, he experimentally moved around a bit. Though the outfit felt snug on him, it didn’t impede his movement at all, and he even quickly darted back and forth before running up to the wall and kicking off it into a flip. Maybe he didn’t need to go that far—it almost felt like showing off—but somehow the long coat managed to completely stay out of the way. Almost like it was magic.

Hiral chuckled, then pulled up the hood he’d found on the back of the coat. It’d be handy to keep the rain from running down his back. Finally, he slipped the tight gloves on and tucked them under his sleeves. As soon as the last piece of the set was on his body, there was a tingle across his flesh, like small jolts of static electricity, and white lines emerged from the black.

Jaw dropping, Hiral watched as his double-helix pattern and his runes emerged in lines of bleached-bone white. Even without pushing any energy into them, he could feel them on the coat as if… it were a second skin.

“Oh, wow,” Hiral said in an awed whisper. While he’d been impressed by the versatility of his RHCs, and the sheer power of the Emperor’s Greatsword and Ring of Amin Thett, these items were an almost perfect fit for him. “Wait one second…” he muttered.

When they’d fought the Boss, there’d been three copies. It… it couldn’t be that perfect, could it?

Only one way to find out.

Hiral cancelled his summons with a thought and watched as the double helix and runes vanished, only to be replaced immediately by his tattoos and Meridian Lines. He still couldn’t use them, even though he tried, so he quickly activated Foundational Split.

As usual, the solar energy peeled off his body like a glowing cloud, but when his doubles formed on both sides of him, they emerged dressed in black.

On each, one half remained pure black, while the other half showed their tattoos and Meridian Lines in the same pure white lines. Perfect representations, like Hiral’s father himself had tattooed the work on the coat. All three of them couldn’t do anything but stare in wonder.

“What about your weapons?” Left asked.

“Good question,” Hiral said, tentatively picking up the crystal thigh-plate and putting it in place.

The crystal completely vanished, leaving only the RHC stuck in place on his leg. A couple of quick tests showed he could remove and put back the weapon as usual, and he slipped on the rest of the armor. Like the thigh-plate, the crystal seemed to get absorbed into the coat, but it left his greatsword hanging attached to his back.

“Yanily is going to be so jealous,” Right said.

“I’m jealous and I’m wearing it!” Hiral said.

“Hey, Hiral, everything okay?” Seena asked over the party chat. “Left and Right vanished. Did you explode while nobody was looking?”

“Just getting changed,” Hiral said.

“Oh? Get some new threads?” Wule asked.

“You could say that,” Hiral said.

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense, get out here,” Yanily said. “Uh, assuming you’ve got pants on. Do you have pants on?”

“I have pants on,” Hiral said, walking out of the mausoleum with Left and Right at his sides.

“Damn,” Seena said when she saw him.

“Mmm, only fitting for my apprentice,” Li’l Ur said with a sagely nod. Then he snapped his head down to look at himself. A sigh of relief, like he was surprised to see he was still dressed, and he went back to appraising Hiral. “It’s a pity you’re still alive.”

“I’m kind of happy to be,” Hiral deadpanned.

“Are those your runes?” Seeyela asked, coming over to look closer at Hiral.

“They are,” Hiral said. “Left, we didn’t test, but can you shape through the coat?”

In answer, Left put the fingers of his right hand against the Dagger of Sath on his left wrist, then gently pulled them away. Thick solar energy followed his fingers in a line, then quickly popped into place in the form of the magical, liquid dagger.

“Even easier,” Left said. “And I believe I’m shaping at a rank higher than I was before. The dagger is C-Rank.”

“Whaaaat?” Yanily asked. “More and more overpowered!”

“Says the guy who just got that,” Seena said, and pointed at Yanily.

The tone in her voice finally broke Hiral out of the awe of his own reward, and he turned his eyes to Yanily—and what looked like a storm cloud draped from his back. “What is that?”

“Cloak of the Tempest,” Yanily said with pride.

“It repeats any storm or elemental attacks or abilities he uses,” Wule explained. “Basically doubles his attacks for anything to do with his advanced class.”

“Twin Chain Lightning+,” Yanily said with a fist pump. “Second version isn’t quite as powerful as the first, but still.”

“Nice,” Hiral said. That would really ramp up his damage output. “Does it work with your Chord of the Primal Storm?”

“It so does. I’m going to be a menace. Just try and keep things off me, Nivian.” Yanily flexed and looked at the tank.

“Nah, not going to try,” Nivian said. “You can tank everything from now on.”

The tank had some kind of heavy, black-metal vambrace on his right arm. From the shoulder-plate to the thick gauntlet, it only covered one arm, but it radiated an aura of power.

“Converts my endurance to strength for any attacks I make with this arm,” Nivian quickly explained. “Also lets me just straight-up punch things.” With that, thorns grew out of the fist like spiked knuckles. “Doesn’t have the range or versatility of the whip, but I can see uses for it.”

Hiral nodded. So far, all three items seemed very well-suited for each of them.

“How about you, Seeyela?” Hiral asked, the woman’s ungloved fingers running up and down his arm.

“This fabric is so soft,” she muttered, only to shake her head and look at Hiral. “Sorry, that must be awkward.”

“I did the same thing,” he admitted. “What did you get?”

“A cloak, like Yan,” Seeyela said, turning slightly to the side so Hiral could see the blood-red cloak hanging from her back. No, it wasn’t just blood red; it was actual blood. “Little Shadow’s Cloak. Not sure what shadows have to do with it, but I can control it like another arm.” As if in demonstration, the cloak actually lifted up and shaped itself into a hand to give Hiral a thumbs-up.

“That’s both creepy and impressive at the same time,” Hiral said.

“They’re all S-Rank, too,” Nivian said. “Same with Seena and Wule. We made out like bandits.”

“Oh?” Hiral asked, looking at the tank’s twin.

“Oh, yeah,” Wule said, holding up a sphere in his left hand that looked eerily similar to the rod in his other hand. “Sphere of Winter’s Touch.”

“You going to be a damage dealer again?” Hiral asked.

“I could be. It actually buffs my rod, but probably not. It’s got way more healing potential. Like Yan’s lightning ability, it lets me chain my heals. Reduced effect for every target after the first, but it’s impressive.”

“Does it work on your group heals?” Hiral asked.

“You bet it does,” Wule said. “Next time you jump into a killer blood field, I’ve got your back.”

“Not planning to do that again,” Hiral said.

“Suuure,” Wule said, and Hiral turned to Seena.

“And you?” he asked her.

“Saved the best for last, huh?” she asked, and Hiral noticed she had some kind of C-shaped metal bar floating around her shoulders. Brass, maybe? Then it burst into flame, and a curtain of fire hung behind her, with Li’l Ur floating at her shoulder and crossing his arms like he’d done something impressive. Actually, the little guy with the flaming background did strike quite the pose…

“What’s it do besides look ridiculously badass?” Hiral asked.

“Mantle of the Phoenix,” Seena said, reaching out and stroking the flames that almost looked like feathers. “Ups all of my fire-based abilities by a Rank,” she added with a wink.

“You’re going to burn the undead city to the ground, aren’t you?” Hiral asked, and Seena nodded a little too eagerly.

“All in all, a great haul,” Seeyela said. “Oh, we have one more chest, don’t we?”

They looked around until they found the seventh chest at the opposite end of the courtyard.

“Left, Right, one of you want to do the honors?” Seena asked. “And, I meant to ask, did you each get the same outfit as Hiral?”

“Kind of,” Left said. “We got it when he activated Foundational Split. So, there’s no problem if we vanish temporarily.”

“And it’s soooo soft,” Right added, the whole group walking over to the final chest.

Left opened it without much fanfare, but he whistled after looking inside for a moment. When everybody gave him a questioning glance, he lifted out a pair of hand-sized discs.

(Lost) Crystal Skates – Upgradable Rank

When imbued with solar energy, the skates allow the wearer to hover above the ground.

Note: Hover height and speed are based on Rank of user.

“Hover? Skate?” Wule said. “Can those make us… fly?”

“Probably not at D-Rank, but maybe later,” Hiral said. “Though, we don’t have any tattoos like this, so I have no idea, really.”

“Let’s try them out!” Yanily said, running over and taking a set from Left.

The skates had a calf component, kind of like Hiral’s thigh-plates, where the skates would rest when not in use, and everybody quickly put their sets on. As an added benefit, Hiral’s new outfit carried copies over to Left and Right when he split.

The next ten minutes were spent crashing into things and falling on faces as the party learned how to use the skates.
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UPGRADES


“Okay, everybody, as fun as watching Yanily skate into things is, we should get achievements done,” Seena said. “We’ll have to leave this dungeon in less than forty minutes.” After a clap of her hands and a few more seconds of zipping along a few inches above the ground, everybody skated back to the central dungeon interface.

“Good,” she said, waving her hand over the crystal. “Achievement Rewards.”

A small stream of notification windows popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes, and with an actual timer left until the dungeon spit them out… somewhere… he got right to it.

Achievement: The Shambling Shuffle

Reward: Class Modification: Solar Reserves

Solar Reserves: Increases your Solar Energy Capacity by 1 Rank

Upgrading PIM

Hiral’s eyes widened at the first reward, and then a building pressure spread from the center of his chest out through the double-helix pattern along his skin. Like his whole body was a waterskin being overfilled, he dropped to his knees—and he wasn’t the only one. All around him, groans of pain escaped the Growers’ lips, while green light shone from within their bodies.

PIM upgrade? Hiral mentally asked, because he couldn’t get the words past his gritted teeth and clenched jaw. After everything he’d gone through with the Blood Aura, his body was already sore, and this just pushed him to the brink of passing out. And yet, it wouldn’t let him. Despite his arms and legs feeling they had watermelons shoved into his veins, the limbs looked completely normal. His head literally felt like it was going to explode, and he reached a shaking hand up to his ear to feel if his brain was leaking out the side.

PIM Upgrade Complete

Hiral simply fell over and lay on his side, not even caring if his new clothes got dirty, his breaths coming raspy and fast. One second turned to ten, then thirty, as he reveled in the feeling of not hurting, focusing on his breathing. When he finally had control of his lungs and body again, he pushed himself to a seated position. Surprisingly, after all the pain, he didn’t feel weak. If anything, he felt great, and he pushed aside the achievement window—but not before glaring at it—and checked his status window.

His solar energy capacity was sitting at one hundred percent, with a newly modified rank of S+.

S+, huh? The same rating system Dr. Benza was talking about for advanced class equivalencies. One hundred percent…?

At that point, Hiral glanced at his arm to find the white tattoos displayed on the black coat, so he quickly activated Foundational Split.

“Sorry, guys, didn’t expect that,” Hiral said.

“Honestly glad you upgraded your PIM while we weren’t part of you,” Right said. “Even the memory of the pain was rough.”

“Yeah, that wasn’t fun,” Yanily said, lying on his Cloak of the Tempest a few feet away. It spread out like a storm cloud pressed to the earth. A strange sight.

“Everybody got a capacity upgrade?” Seena asked, also back in a seated position, flames cascading down to roll across the ground—though they didn’t look to be burning anything.

A chorus of affirmative answers sounded, but nobody bothered to stand up. Sure, they felt great now, but who knew what the next achievement reward would put them through?

“Great, we’ll talk about it after we get all our achievements done,” Seena said.

“Hope the rest don’t hurt that much,” Wule said.

“Don’t be weak,” Li’l Ur chimed in. “Pain leads to strength. All who are strong have suffered for it.”

“That sounds a lot like the balance thing Dr. Benza was talking about,” Hiral noted.

“Ah, my would-be apprentice again proves his worth,” Li’l Ur said. “You are correct; the balance demands… demands… What was I talking about?” The lich then drifted down to sit on Seena’s shoulder. The next second, he was playing with her hair. “So pretty…”

“Is he always going to be like that?” Nivian asked.

Seena glanced at the mini-lich on her shoulder as he twisted her hair gently around his arm and giggled. “I don’t know,” she said. “I think he might be changing from what he was into something else. Something more in line with my goals. We’ll see. Anyway, stop stalling and get your achievements done. We don’t have long.”

The party leader was right, so Hiral took a deep breath, closed the first achievement notification, and opened the next.

Achievement – I Still Got this!

Class Reward: Class Modification Upgrade (Conditional): One-Man Army+

One-Man Army+: When you have no allies within ten feet of you, you deal additional damage to enemies. Additionally, when you land the killing blow on an enemy, you are instantly healed for a portion of the enemy’s maximum health, and regain solar energy proportionate to the enemy’s maximum solar energy.

Note: Starting damage bonus is 10%.

Note (2): Damage bonus can be increased by defeating Elite or above enemies of your rank and level (or higher) without any assistance.

Note (3): Current damage bonus is 25%.

Okay, let’s see here. Distance from party members dropped from fifteen feet down to ten, so that means I can be closer to the others and still get the bonus. Nice. And then there’s that other effect if I land the killing blow. Bit of overlap with Killing Spree+, but I’ll assume they work together until I have a chance to test it. Doesn’t look like a huge upgrade at first glance, but it’s solid. And nothing is exploding.

Hiral read over the notification window one more time to make sure he didn’t miss anything, then closed it and opened the next.

Achievement – Till Death do us Part

Class Reward: Class Modification: (Lost) PIM Upgrade – Party Interface – Shared Attributes

(Lost) PIM Upgrade – Party Interface – Shared Attributes: Each active member in the party shares a portion of their highest attribute with other party members.

Note: Only one attribute per party member can be shared, even if two attributes share the highest value. In this case, one will be randomly chosen.

Note (2): Amount of attributes shared increases with time spent in the party.

Free attributes? Just for being in the party? Most of the others probably have wisdom as their highest stat, which won’t do me much good… but it’ll be a huge help to each of them. Then again, I bet Nivian is all about endurance. Yanily? Maybe dexterity. That could be good.

Hiral resisted immediately going over to his status window to check his new stats—barely—and instead shook his head. He should wait until all the achievements were done in case there was anything else that increased attributes.

Next, and the notification window vanished for the next to appear.

Achievement: Get Back in your Box

Reward: Class Modification: Selected Skill Increase

Please choose one skill from the following list to have its rank increased.

Skill Choices: Terminal, Eloquent, Enraged, Intimidate, Infernal Conjuration, Gourmand, Walk on Water, Internal Injuries (D-Rank), I Bow to No One (slight), Elemental Resistances (10%), Beauty Sleep, Inspirational Growth, Life of the Party

Wow. A choice of which skill to upgrade? Probably like the Killing Spree upgrade… which would explain why it’s not on the list. No runes either. These all look like skills I got from achievements, so that must be the connection.

Hiral took a quick glance at the others. “You all get an option to upgrade a skill?”

“Yeah,” Seena said. “Easy choice for me. You?”

“Still working on it,” Hiral said.

“Don’t take too long,” she said with a chuckle.

“I know,” Hiral mumbled, turning his attention back to the list.

Terminal and Walk on Water were out right off. Maybe the upgrade would remove the possible side effect from Terminal, but if it didn’t, the ability was simply too risky to use unless the situation was dire. And what would upgrading Walk on Water look like? Sure, it was convenient, but he’d need something more impactful.

Eloquent and Enraged were both amazing, but something about only upgrading one of them annoyed him. He always used them together, and they were balanced like that. Intimidate had been useful the one time he’d activated it, but he honestly kept forgetting about it.

Maybe because it doesn’t make anything explode. I’ll leave it as a maybe.

Gourmand and Beauty Sleep were both useful, but again, nothing flashy enough to waste a skill upgrade on. Infernal Conjuration would almost go in that category, but Right got a lot of use out of it. Another maybe. I Bow to No One was just frustrating with its slight modifier. Without an actual, clear indication of what it did, upgrading it felt like a waste. Elemental Resistances would be good… except they weren’t dealing too much with it at the moment.

Then again, if blood is considered an element, would that necrotic damage be considered one too? Again, there was no way to know how much of an upgrade it would be, but he left it on the maybe list.

That just left Internal Injuries, Inspirational Growth, and Life of the Party. Since Inspirational Growth was random, that could be ruled out—there was a chance he’d never see a benefit from it. Internal Injuries was very tempting to continue improving his damage, but then again, it wasn’t like he’d really been suffering in that department. And, if anything, Life of the Party would give the most benefit overall, since it would affect five people instead of one.

One more look at his list of maybes, and Hiral made his choice. They were all good, but really, this would be the best way for him to support the rest of the group. Still, he hesitated before making his final choice. He’d been kind of leaning into the solo-fighter role with One-Man Army+, but this last boss and its stupid Blood Aura had proven he couldn’t do everything on his own.

What that in mind, he made his choice, and the notification window vanished for another to quickly take its place.

Class Reward: Class Modification: Life of the Party+

Life of the Party+: Simply being in a party grants the following buffs to you and your allies:

+15% to all attributes, solar energy capacity, solar energy output, and solar energy absorption. Reduces solar energy cost and cooldown of abilities by 15%.

Hiral did a double-take as he looked at the upgraded ability. It wasn’t just the others who got the stat bonus now—he did as well! From the wording, they just needed to be in a party; the caveat about being nearby was gone. The ten-percent bonus to things had increased to fifteen, and now there were reductions to cost and cooldown.

“Absurd…” Hiral said with a huge grin on his face. He read the skill one more time, then closed it and moved on to the final achievement reward.

Achievement: Not Quite Dead Yet

Reward: Class Modification: Attribute increase (+10)

Highest attribute will receive +10.

Note: If two attributes share the same value, total will be split evenly among them (+5). If more than two attributes share the same highest value, two will be chosen at random and each receive +5.

More stats! For me, this means dexterity and attunement, I guess. Maybe I should consider actually putting points into something else…

Nah.

Hiral closed that window and found the others looking at him before he had a chance to check his stats.

“What?” he asked.

“I was looking at my stats, and my buffs, and I see this Life of the Party+,” Seena said. “That’s what you chose as your upgraded ability?”

“Yes…” he said slowly. “Is that okay?”

“It’s amazing,” she said, and the others nodded along with wide eyes. “With that, plus the Party Interface we just got and that last achievement, I think we’ll be hitting way above our Rank now. I almost feel kind of guilty for taking such a selfish skill upgrade.”

“What did you take?” Hiral asked.

“Cinder+,” she said. “Straight upgrade to damage and the fire resistance debuff it provides. It’s my main ability now, so it made sense… for me. I guess I could’ve taken something that would’ve benefitted the party more…”

“Don’t be silly, mistress,” Li’l Ur said.

“Mistress?” Seena mouthed at the lich.

“As my apprentice—even though he isn’t dead yet—it is his duty to protect you, my mistress, as he would protect me,” Li’l Ur explained. “Anything less would be… would be…” The lich trailed off and settled back down on her shoulder.

Seena just shrugged at the others, then looked at Hiral again. “Have you at least checked your stats? They’re kind of crazy. I’m guessing the attunement boost I got is from you.”

“And don’t forget to add in your points for leveling up,” Yanily said.

“We leveled?” Hiral asked.

“Four times!” Yanily winked. “This place was insanely good experience. Can we do it again?”

“Probably thanks to Seena and her exploding pets,” Nivian said, but Hiral wasn’t really paying attention, as he’d already opened up his status window.

Just like Yanily had said, he’d gained four levels—almost five—from the dungeon, and he quickly allocated his stats, then looked at the results.

Attributes

Strength (Str)—18 (3) = 21

Endurance (End)—18 (3+9) = 31

Dexterity (Dex)—20 (3+59+8) = 114

Intelligence (Int)—18 (3) = 21

Wisdom (Wis)—18 (3+30) = 55

Attunement (Atn)—20 (3+59) = 103

“Oh my…” he said, looking at the new additions in brackets. Those had to be the bonuses from the upgrade to Party Interface. “Plus thirty to wisdom!?”

“We aren’t very smart or strong, but we’re wise,” Yanily said proudly.

“Most of that is probably from Wule,” Seena said. “He puts almost everything into wisdom.”

“That’s ridiculous! And… amazing,” Hiral said. “So, dexterity is from Yanily, endurance from Nivian, and the rest of you all give wisdom?”

“It’s our main stat,” Seeyela said. “Though I’ve started branching more into dexterity now that I’ve got these daggers.”

“And I’m going a bit into intelligence,” Seena said. When the others looked her way, she added, “My fire abilities get a damage bonus from it.”

“Either way, this is going to make a big difference,” Hiral said.

“Yeah, those undead in the city won’t know what hit them,” Yanily said, thumping the butt of his spear on the ground.

“They won’t,” Seena agreed. “But, since we’ve got about half an hour before we have to go back out there, let’s make sure we’re as ready as we can be.”
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“Everybody ready, then?” Hiral asked, standing beside the dungeon interface with only a few minutes left on the dungeon timer. One way or another, it was time to leave.

Nivian flexed his new gauntlet and hefted the skull-shaped shield in his other hand as he said he was ready. If Hiral hadn’t known the tank so well, he would’ve been intimidated by the new look.

“Do it, Hiral,” Seena said.

“One portal to an undead Lizardman city coming right up,” Hiral said, swiping his hand above the crystal. “Exit Dungeon,” he added when the notification window appeared.

Blue light swirled from a central point, the familiar pull on his Rune of Gravity the whole time, then formed into a portal looking out onto the roof of a dark, rainy city.

“It’s putting us outside,” Seeyela said, a hint of annoyance in her voice.

“First priority is going to be finding cover,” Seena said.

“Let me go out first, and I’ll signal if it’s safe,” Nivian said, but Seena snagged his arm.

“No, we all go out and move together. Yes, I know, but it’s dangerous either way, and we have to leave here. Form up.”

At her instruction, everybody fell into their place.

Hiral pulled up the hood of his new coat, drew his RHCs, and moved to the back of the line. He’d summon Left and Right as soon as they got out, but for now, useless tattoos and Meridian Lines covered the black fabric.

“Go,” Seena said, tapping Nivian on the shoulder, and the whole group moved through the portal in quick succession.

Cold air and rain hit Hiral’s face as soon as he was on the other side. He activated Foundational Split, his doubles peeling off in their own black outfits. A quick look around showed they were on the top of one of the taller structures in the city, lightning flashing to reveal what could only be called a castle. The main spire of it stretched far into the sky, a massive, carved snake wrapping around it the entire way. On the roof next to the spire stood an obvious likeness to the King of the Swamp, and the whole structure must’ve covered the equivalent of dozens of city blocks.

Thousands of people—well, Lizardmen—could’ve easily fit within the buildings surrounded by the tall walls. And, was that Hiral’s imagination, or did he actually see lights inside some of the windows? Reds and oranges instead of the blues and greens everywhere else.

Are there still people alive here? Is this where Odi was coming back to?

“Options?” Seena asked. “We need off this roof.”

“Looks like a way down over here,” Left said, pointing at a portion of the roof. “Stairs.”

“Good enough; let’s move,” Seena said. “We can get our bearings when we’re out of the rain.”

The group ran over to the staircase Left had found, then down the spiraling steps to the next floor. A few more feet down the hall took them out of the rain, and everybody let out a breath of relief that nothing had caught them up there. A little further and they found themselves in a large, empty corner room of the building. From the looks of the place, it had once been some kind of atrium or something to overlook the city. The wreckage of metal tables and chairs still littered the room, but at least there weren’t any undead there… for the moment.

“We probably shouldn’t have worried,” Hiral said, thinking about it. “The Troblin Throne wouldn’t let us out while there was an Enemy outside, after all.”

“Who knows with these Lost Dungeons, though,” Seena said. “Hiral, you seemed to be staring at something up there. You find where our next dungeon is?”

“I don’t know if it was the dungeon,” he admitted, “but I saw a huge castle, and maybe I was seeing things, but it looked like there were lights on inside. Not the glowing root kind,” he added, pointing at the blue and green plants running along the walls and ceiling around them.

“You think it’s worth checking out?” Wule asked, but it was Seeyela who answered.

“Not unless it’s a dungeon or on the way to the Asylum,” she said. “We’re still on a timer here, and we lost a lot of that to the forge dungeon.”

“Not to mention we don’t regain solar energy as quickly out here,” Seena said. “Yes, the Cycling ability helps, but it’s not going to solve all our problems if we get swarmed again.”

“Plan?” Nivian asked.

“The other dungeon exits always put us near the path leading to the next dungeon,” Seena said. “I’m hoping that still holds true. Hiral, you and Left still have the best attunement scores. Can you take a look out the windows? Try not to get spotted.”

“Got it,” Hiral said, pointing to one side for Left while he went to the other. Pressing himself up against the wall, he peeked around the windowsill with just one eye. There had been plenty of wights on the rooftops before, and it wouldn’t do them any good to get spotted by one of those.

Of course his eyes went to the castle first, but he purposely forced himself to look away from it. They were on a floor easily three hundred feet up from the streets, no other buildings nearby more than half that height. That was a good start—less likely something would be looking up there. Now, what about the undead?

There were one… two… three small hordes within easy view on the roads, and what looked like a much larger one off in the distance. It was possible it was several small hordes in close proximity to each other, but something in Hiral’s gut told him there was a solid mass of undead spread over four blocks. They didn’t want to go that way if they didn’t have to.

On the rooftops? There… and… there. At least two wights patrolling from roof to roof, though their eyes mostly seemed to be watching below.

They don’t have a reason to be looking for us up here… yet. Which means we’re safe for the moment. Still, where’s that next dungeon?

Again, Hiral’s eyes drifted towards the large castle, and he soon noticed what was grabbing his attention.

“Found the path,” he said. “Oh… and I think that’s the interface.”

“What? You can see the interface from here?” Seena asked, and the whole party moved closer, though they still stayed a safe distance from the window.

“Maybe? Left, come take a look. Right down there, in front of the gate leading to the castle. Do you see it?”

His double looked out another nearby window. “That certainly looks like a dungeon interface. Really, we aren’t far. Ten blocks? Twelve at the most.”

“If the dungeon was going to pop us out this close, why not take us the rest of the way?” Yanily asked.

“Probably something to do with the thousands of undead between us and the interface,” Left said. “Several hordes, and… yes, there’s a Shambling Graveyard patrolling nearby. There’s no way we can get to the interface without getting spotted.”

“Not to mention the wights on the rooftops,” Hiral said. “I counted at least a pair of them, but I bet there are more.”

“Can we fight our way through?” Nivian asked. “We’re all a lot stronger than we were before we went into the dungeons.”

“He’s right,” Seeyela agreed. “Sis, your From the Ashes alone could probably wipe out a horde or two with those exploding pets.”

“If I was confident it would just be zombies and skeletons, I’d agree,” Seena said. “Hiral, the wights?”

“They’re trickier than the others, and they’d be sharpshooting us the whole way,” Hiral said. “But, if we moved quickly enough, maybe it wouldn’t matter. We have the skates, after all.”

“What about one of Seeyela’s portals?” Wule asked.

“I can’t do ten blocks,” Seeyela said. “Maybe three? Four tops for all of us. The abilities and items we got help a lot with efficiency, but even with Portal+, the range isn’t enough.”

“Punching through on the skates sounds like our best plan, then,” Yanily offered. “We can throw lighting and fireballs as we go, cut right through them.”

Hiral half-listened while he watched the hordes through the window, another flash of lightning cutting across the distant sky. The rain didn’t seem to be hard enough for the Enemy to show up, but the big issues would still be the undead numbers, the A-Rank Shambling Graveyards, and whether or not any of those Vampire Monks were hiding somewhere down there. The wights could be problematic, but nothing they couldn’t handle.

“I don’t think we can punch through the undead like that,” Hiral said without looking away from the window. “There’s too many of them. If we got slowed down even a little, we’d get surrounded and overwhelmed.”

“Then there are the Shambling Graveyards; they move surprisingly fast,” Left said.

“Unless there are enough undead between us and them to act as a buffet-distraction,” Right said.

Hiral kept watching out the window while the others discussed, lightning illuminating the hordes, but his eyes narrowed. Why aren’t there any hordes closer to the castle walls?

“Left, do you see any undead close to the castle?” he asked. “I’m not seeing anything within three blocks of the wall.”

“Nothing,” Left said a moment later. “Even the giant isn’t getting any closer.”

“That sounds like good news to me,” Yanily said. “Means we only have to cross nine blocks instead of twelve.”

“Still nine blocks packed with undead,” Hiral said, deciding to take a risk by looking out the window straight down. The rain splashed onto his face, then the back of his head as he peered down the side of the stone building to spot wandering undead in the streets below. A quick look in both directions, and he scooted back inside.

“Hiral?” Seena asked.

“I… maybe have an idea,” he said, turning back to the group. He couldn’t keep the slight grin off his face.

“By the looks of things, it’s a reckless one,” Nivian sighed.
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“Everybody good with what you have to do?” Seena asked after reviewing the plan once more.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Nivian said.

“Just think of the free experience we’ll get from it,” Yanily said, a big smile on his face.

“This should be safer than fighting our way straight through,” Hiral said, his RHCs in his hands.

“I know, I know,” Nivian said before looking at Seena. “Ready when you are, boss.”

Seena nodded her thanks at the tank. “Sis, you said you can do five blocks if you’re only sending four of us?”

“It’ll be a stretch, but I think I can,” Seeyela said. “Hiral, you sure you can get your own way that far?”

“I can,” Hiral said. “And your Bamf+ will get you there?”

“It will,” Seeyela said.

“Then we’re ready,” Seena said, moving over to the window. Her fireball tome appeared at her side.

“Mistress, you should also use my tome,” Li’l Ur said.

“No fireballs in there,” Seena said, though she looked at the lich floating near her shoulder.

“But the magic circle found within its pages will further empower your spells as long as you stand within it,” Li’l Ur said.

“Aww, look at you being so helpful,” Seena cooed.

The lich’s small eyes widened as if he realized he shouldn’t be helping them—but he was also blushing, which was pretty impressive, considering his face was just a skull. “You… I… I just couldn’t bear to watch my mistress flounder around on her own. You should at least be able to use the power of the circle to consider yourself my vassal.”

“Which page is it on?” Seena asked, mostly ignoring the lich while she summoned the pitch-black tome with the single eye on it.

“Let me show you,” Li’l Ur said, floating over to the tome beside her. With a few gestures of his hands, the book opened, and the pages turned until finally stopping with a nod from the lich. “Here you are. Like the fireballs, you need only concentrate on the page and feed it your energy. The rest will come naturally.”

“I can’t move after I use this, right?” she asked the lich.

“You can, but it will only empower you while you remain within,” Li’l Ur answered.

“By the window, then,” Seena said, standing over in front of the window with one floating tome on either side of her. A pulse of solar energy and a few seconds later, a glowing circle appeared on the stone floor around her. Blue light rose to encompass her while symbols similar to what’d been on the Remnant of Ur’Thul in the dungeon scrawled themselves along the floor. “Oh, this is nice,” she said, her right hand going out to her side, where four fireballs formed in the next few seconds. A glance at the party to make sure they were all ready for what came next, and then she tossed the flames out the window.

Hiral moved to a nearby window to watch the four balls of fire gently arc out over the street in front of the building, then fall, fall, fall until they struck the horde far below.

Boom, boom, boom, boom! The balls exploded in a distant cacophony, and Seena already had four more primed and ready. Changing the angle slightly, she tossed out the next volley, the dropping fire clearly visible to anybody around before they exploded in the street.

A blinking notification in the corner of Hiral’s vision told him his Killing Spree+ was already stacked up to full, but he didn’t pay it any attention. No, his full focus was on the hordes collectively turning in their direction as the next volley of four fireballs sailed out of the window. Before they even landed, more explosions rocked the streets as the pets created by From the Ashes+ rose and then exploded themselves.

Eruptions of flame and force cascaded away in a domino effect, decimating the closest undead, but drawing the attention of thousands more.

Movement as far as Hiral could see undulated like something shifting under the surface of the water, the light and sound clearly telling everything where the party was. Then the mad rush began.

The glowing blue eyes of thousands of undead sped towards the base of the building in which the party hid. The horde flooded the street around it in seconds, then charged inside.

“They’re coming,” Hiral said simply.

“I’ll double-check the stairwells,” Right said, jogging off to do just that.

“Yanily, get into position,” Seeyela said. “You know what to do.”

“This is going to be so much fun,” Yanily said, moving to the other wall and leaning out into the rain.

Part of Hiral agreed as he gazed down at the street swollen with undead. There were so many it was a miracle any of them could even move. They must be crushing each other trying to get to us. More explosions went off at the foot of the tower and in the alleys between nearby buildings, hurling body parts into the dark sky and continuously refreshing Killing Spree+. More than that, Hiral felt a tug from the Ring of Amin Thett, and he glanced back to see the runes around the ring completely lit up. Already at full power. Just how many undead has Seena killed?

“My experience notifications can’t keep up with how fast she’s murdering those undead,” Wule said, obviously thinking the same thing Hiral was.

“How are you doing for solar energy?” Hiral asked Seena.

“At half already,” Seena said, a blue potion in her hand. She chugged it down after tossing out another volley of fireballs. “These things are delicious, you know that?”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Hiral said, watching as several undead split from the horde and began to run straight up the side of the wall. “Here come the vampires. Yanily, you got some on your side?”

“I do,” the spearman said. “Just a couple. I’ll take care of them.”

Meanwhile, Hiral aimed his RHCs and waited for the monks to get within range. No, I don’t even need to wait… since Seena is feeding us so many kills.

Hiral stepped up on the edge of the windowsill, a small feed of Attraction keeping his feet firmly in place, then lifted his right hand above his head. The Ring of Amin Thett followed as he extended his hand out in front of him and pointed down. The Rune of Energy appeared within the ring, arcing power jumping from the inscribed runes in the crystal to the growing ball of energy, then releasing in a tearing roar as Hiral swept his hand across.

The death beam swept everything off the side of the wall and eradicated hundreds of undead crowded at the base of the building in the blink of an eye. A crack and flash from Yanily’s side meant his Chain Lighting+ had accomplished the same thing. And, with how quickly everything was dying, the energy of his ring was already back above half.

Did they even need his plan? Could they just stay up in their tower and pick off the undead a few hundred at a time?

A huge shape moving below reminded him not everything would die so easily, and a Shambling Graveyard stomped around the corner. Dozens of undead died to every step, while that many again got swept up in huge hands and deposited into the ever-chewing mouth. Still, though the A-Rank monstrosity towered above the normal undead—and even some of the closest buildings—it was far, far below where the party attacked from.

“Giants have arrived on my side,” Yanily said. “Two of them.”

“Got three over here,” Left said, ducking in from where he’d been watching down another hall. “Vampires coming up too. We’ll be breached soon.”

“Nivian, you ready?” Seena asked, tossing out more fireballs while Li’l Ur cackled in glee at the destruction from her shoulder.

The tank, though, was crouched with his fingers on the floor. “Do you feel that? The building is shaking. How many undead pounding up the stone stairs do you think are needed to make the whole building shake like this?”

“The more, the better,” Seena said.

“True,” Nivian said, standing up and moving to the door Left had come through. “How long do we need to hold?”

Hiral tore another swath of destruction across the wall and ground with his Annihilation of Amin Thett—though it had no noticeable effect on the giant—then looked to the swarming undead in the streets below. More explosions sounded even three, four, five blocks out—where the horde was the thickest—but it was constantly pushing closer. There were undead beyond that, but even they pressed forward to get as close to the action as possible, despite the rising casualty count.

“Just another minute or two,” Hiral said. “Maybe not even that. They’re doing everything they can to get to us.”

“Okay, I can do that,” Nivian said, squaring himself at the door with the skull-shield—the Aegis of Extinction—out in front of him.

“Keep pulling them in,” Seena instructed, tossing out more fireballs and drinking another potion. “Seeyela, get ready.”

“Just say the word,” Seeyela said, standing at a window near Hiral. She looked at him, then at the writhing sea of undead below. “You’re sure you’ll be okay?”

“Absolutely,” Hiral said.

“He’s overpowered,” Yanily said. “And, that word is way too long for how often I say it for him. Time to shorten it to… OP. Yeah, he’s OP, so don’t worry so much.”

Hiral shared a shrug with Seeyela at the spearman’s words, then went back to dealing with the undead coming up from the ground. Less and less of the vampires were running up the side of the wall, which likely meant they were all coming up one of the other sides he and Yanily weren’t covering. That was fine too. Other than the one hallway they needed to keep a watch on things, they’d sealed off every other entrance to the room—even from the roof. It’d take the undead long minutes, if not hours, to force their way through.

Judging by the grunt and clang, though, at least one had found its way to them from that hallway. Nivian would keep them safe there, and Hiral checked the back end of the horde again. The most crowded section was about four blocks away now, the undead pressed together so tightly they were shoulder to shoulder. A few stragglers remained behind, but almost every undead that’d been within a dozen blocks of them had joined the collective mass pressing up against the base of the building.

It was literally wall-to-wall undead right below them.

“It’s time,” Hiral said, turning and drawing his RHC on the undead engaged with Nivian.

A trigger pull—his high Atn and Dex almost making it seem like the vampire was standing still—and he scored a critical hit to the side of its head. It dropped straight to the ground, twitching slightly until Nivian stepped over it and brought the bottom of his gauntlet-covered hand down on its skull like a sledgehammer. The undead’s head splattered as the stone cracked beneath the blow, and the tank stood for his next opponent rushing through the door.

“Sis, do it,” Seena said.

“One portal coming up,” Seeyela said, grunting as she reached in front of herself with both hands, palms out and fingers splayed, and clawed reality apart. The tear in space didn’t have the same fine edges her portals usually did, and her arms shook as she held it open. “Go…” she wheezed, the effort apparent in her voice.

“Yan, Wule, me, Nivian, go,” Seena instructed, and the party moved through in quick order.

Nivian, the last to go, shield-backhanded a vampire straight through a window and over the edge, then dashed through the portal. As soon as he was gone, Seeyela’s hands fell to her side, and she dropped to a knee, shoulders heaving.

“That… was tougher than I thought,” she said, trying to push herself to her feet, but she didn’t quite make it.

“You okay?” Hiral asked, sliding in beside her and pulling both triggers at a vampire dashing into the room. Twinned blasts hit it square in the chest and sent it flying back into the one behind it.

“Need a second…” she said.

“I’ve got your back,” Hiral said, Left and Right moving to his sides as more vampires rushed into the room. “Let’s see what we can do,” he said to his doubles, and they darted ahead while Hiral took aim and fell into the rhythm of the Chord of the Primal Echo.

Left moved like the string section of a great orchestra, his trailing purple smoke and the stream from the Dagger of Sath carving a melody through the room. Right, like the wind instruments, cut in from the other side, his movements falling in tune with his double’s, the sound now echoing off the walls. Then, together, all three struck as Hiral pulled his triggers, the percussion of the piece resounding to magnify the force of their hits and drop a trio of vampires in a flash.

From Hiral’s strikes, a field of blood mist emerged, the vampires within twitching as the debuff settled on them, but two more were already past.

The first, fast as it was, got trapped within the melody of the Primal Chord, and predictably lunged in with a slashing claw strike. Hiral had already followed the music to step to the side, his right RHC casually aimed low to blow out the creature’s knee as it moved past. Staggering within the rhythm, it spun to find Hiral’s left RHC lifted to meet it at eye-level. One pull, and the vampire’s head left its body, leaving Hiral to continue flowing with the music.

That was the true power of the Primal Chord fighting styles: a debuff-like effect that pulled opponents into the music, guiding their movements without them noticing. If Hiral and his doubles simply followed the music against influenced opponents, they couldn’t lose.

The furious blue eyes of the second vampire reminded Hiral that not all enemies fell for the siren-like call of the Chord, but he still had his high Dex and Atn for them. A step back swayed him out of the way of the first punch, while he ducked under and rolled away from the second. A small boom behind him from his Echo Aura would keep the vampire off balance for a few seconds, and he rejoined the melody to put two shots into the next vampire running into the room.

Left and Right, at the same time, brought about the crescendo with a simultaneous strike on a vampire between them, outright destroying it. Hiral felt energy flow into him, then down into his hands. Green light leaked out of the barrels of his RHCs as he spun, putting one shot into the vampire still recovering from his Echo Aura explosion, then a second into a vampire running along the damn ceiling towards Seeyela.

As soon as the Ghost-Web Venom entered its system, the vampire fell from the ceiling in a twitching pile. That debuff was practically a death sentence, but not a quick one, so Hiral swept out a wave of Rejection that sent the undead flailing out a window.

“Thanks, I’m good now,” Seeyela said, back on her feet.

“Go—I’ve got this,” Hiral said, still fully within the Chord, his weapons swinging out for two more pulls of the triggers. Vampires fell to the ground, another Blood Aura spitting to life at the entrance and debuffing everything entering the room.

“Don’t dally,” Seeyela said, and then bamf—she was gone.

“Hiral, time for you to go too,” Left said.

Hiral looked at the dozen-plus vampires in the room, even more crawling in through the windows. His double was right. As strong as the Chord was, with this many, some would resist the call of the music, and one would eventually catch up to him.

“We’ll keep them busy,” Right said, pounding one of the undead with an uppercut that slammed it straight into the ceiling in a pillar of purple flame. “Go!”

“I’ll call you out as soon as I’m on the ground,” Hiral said, whirling with a wave of Rejection to clear a path to the windows.

With the vampires stumbling out of the way—or flying through the open air outside—Hiral activated his Crystal Skates and then rocketed straight for the window. Cones of Rejection behind him jetted him even faster, and with a thread of energy into his Rune of Gravity, he shot out into the air three hundred feet up.
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THE LOST PALACE OF CREEPING DEATH


Cold rain washed over Hiral in a heartbeat as he rocketed out of the building and through the night sky. Fire and light flashed far below, Seena’s From the Ashes+ having a field day with the almost endless undead. In just seconds he was already halfway to where he spotted the party dashing down the street, their Crystal Skates moving them at impressive speeds, but it was the wight trailing them on the rooftops that got his attention.

Armed with a large bow made from some kind of bone, the undead was managing to keep up with the party as they raced for the dungeon interface. A lucky shot could grind the whole race to a halt—or worse—so Hiral jetted a burst of Rejection out to the side and angled himself towards the undead. That high up, his skates didn’t do much, so he mentally pulled them back up to the sides of his legs, then angled his body to cut through the night like a knife.

Up came the bow as the wight skidded to a stop, and blue, glyphed circles formed in the air in front of the arrow as it took aim.

Some kind of buff?

A thread of solar energy tethered Hiral’s gravity to the undead, and he fell towards the monster at speeds that stole the breath from his lungs.

Back went the arrow as the wight drew, a third magical, glyphed circle appearing in front of the arrow, the whole array glowing fiercely.

Hurtling at the wight without it even noticing him, Hiral twisted slightly in the air to lead feet-first, then pushed solar energy into both his Runes of Absorption and Rejection just a heartbeat before he hit.

The blue circles in front of the bow distorted and then bled into Hiral’s left hand, while the Rejection exploded out of his right hand and his feet. The wight didn’t even have a chance to react, the field Hiral used to end his descent blasting out with the same force as one of Seena’s explosions. Undead pieces went in a dozen different directions, and Hiral’s body creaked against the strain of his sudden deceleration, bending him forward over his own knees, his feet skimming across the stone roof.

More Rejection poured out of his hand to slow him, and he finally came to a stop at the edge of the roof.

“Phew,” he said, looking below at the street, and then a block ahead where the party was.

After the mad flight, he was only about five blocks away from the dungeon interface, though by the looks of things, there were still undead on the street ahead of the party. What were they going to…?

Near the front of the racing group, Seena spread her arms out to the side, her Mantle of the Phoenix flaring. Fire spread over her outstretched arms, then down across the rest of her, folding in on itself and transforming her body into a flaming bird with a fifteen-foot wingspan.

The miniature phoenix burst ahead of the group, flaming feathers trailing in its wake, then scorched its way through the undead in a hundred-foot line. The flames vanished at the end of the smoldering trail to reveal Seena, while the party rushed through the opening she’d created. An opening that wouldn’t remain for long.

Still, Hiral turned a quick look behind him at the massive swarm of undead around the base of the tall building. Explosions continued to erupt on all sides—and occasionally inside the building—but the frenzying mob’s attention was still firmly on where the party had been. The distraction was still working.

Hiral leapt off the roof, slowing himself with a quick pulse of Rejection while he activated his Crystal Skates. Landing a few inches above the ground thanks to the magic footwear, he shot down the street, using jets from his rune to increase his speed, and hit the opening in the line of the undead at the same time they started to close in.

More Rejection blasted the undead back in a wash, and then Hiral spotted another wight on a roof ahead and to his right. Blue circles were starting to form in front of its bow as it aimed at somebody in the group ahead of him, and Hiral remembered the buff he’d stolen. A quick thought brought the notification window up.

You have been buffed by Piercing Shot.

Your next ranged attack will ignore target’s defense, and inflict additional damage based on Atn. Chance to pierce target and strike additional targets in a line based on Dex.

Like the buff was custom-made for Hiral, he quick-drew the RHC from his right thigh and took aim, the three magic circles already in front of the barrel. A squeeze of the trigger, and it was like each of the circles pulled the blast forward before pushing it away, exponentially increasing the velocity and power of the shot.

A hole the size of watermelon simply appeared in the wight’s shoulder as it drew its bow, cleanly removing one arm and erasing the other—along with the front half of its head. The bone weapon, and pieces of the undead, clattered to the ground as Hiral zipped past, and he looked in awe at his RHC. The magic circles were already gone, expended after just a single shot, and he’d only be able to get the buff back randomly through his Chord of the Primal Echo, but…

Damn!

“Hiral, hurry your ass up,” Seena said into the party chat, four fireballs soaring past him to crash into undead somewhere behind.

“I am hurrying,” he said as he leaned forward and poured energy into the skates, buildings whizzing by on both sides.

“Let’s get the portal open,” Wule said. “The colors are already lit up on the interface.”

“Good idea,” Seena said. “Nivian?”

“On it, boss,” Nivian said, and a notification appeared in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Dungeon – The Palace of Opulent Rewards has been corrupted by outside forces.

Dungeon – The Palace of Opulent Rewards has become: Wild Dungeon – The Lost Palace of Creeping Death

Note: Wild Dungeons are rare instances containing powerful Lost equipment and unique quests.

Note (2): Wild Dungeon – The Lost Palace of Creeping Death can only be attempted once before the corruption completely claims it.

Note (3): Wild Dungeon – The Lost Palace of Creeping Death will count towards unlocking the Asylum if it is completed successfully.

Enter Dungeon?

Yes / No

“I feel like that’s just a tease,” Yanily said.

“Can we have the first one back?” Wule asked flatly.

“Probably not,” Seena said. “Nivian, open the door. Hiral’s got company hot on his heels.”

“I do?” Hiral asked, looking back, only to spot four mammoth Shambling Graveyards doing anything but shambling. More like sprinting graveyards! “Oh, wow.”

“Uh, that’s not normal,” Nivian said, and Hiral turned away from the giants gaining on him to the party. No blue portal stood beside the interface.

Instead, the wide gate had opened, leading inside the courtyard beyond the tall wall.

Is the portal further in?

“What do we do?” Wule asked, his voice hitching as he likely looked back at the undead bearing down on them.

“Go in!” Seena shouted at the same time Hiral caught up, and the whole party dashed through the open gate.

No sooner had they gotten past than the massive doors swung closed behind them, cutting off their view of the charging giants.

“Think that’ll stop them?” Nivian asked, the whole party skidding to a stop so they didn’t rush headlong into some kind of ambush.

“Wall is tall, and the doors looked thick,” Wule said.

“You think the Lizardmen built it to withstand A-Rank undead giants?” Seeyela asked, and the healer could only blanch.

But… nothing slammed into the door or tore it off its hinges. In fact, it was eerily quiet. The peace wouldn’t last forever, though, and Hiral quickly undid and reactivated Foundational Split, his doubles peeling off to stand at his sides.

“Sorry for the wait, guys,” Hiral said.

“No problem,” Left said. “It was good practice for us using the Primal Chord.”

“What he means is most of the vampires got blasted out the windows by your liftoff, and those that didn’t went chasing after,” Right said. “We only had to deal with a handful.”

“And that handful was good practice,” Left reiterated.

“That aside, where are we?” Right asked.

“Inside the castle,” Seena said.

“Palace of Creeping Death,” Yanily corrected.

“Which is the corrupted version of the Palace of Opulent Rewards,” Wule said. “One guess which one we’d prefer to be in.”

“So this is the dungeon?” Left asked, looking around the courtyard at the same time Hiral did.

Well, maybe courtyard wasn’t exactly accurate; it looked more like its own town, though the buildings were thicker than the ones outside. Sturdier. The street leading between them was significantly narrower than the one outside, and it twisted into a corner only a block deeper in.

The same glowing roots ran along the stone walls and road, but they seemed even dimmer in here than they had outside. Rain continued to fall, lightning flashing somewhere distant to light up the sky, and the air rested heavy on Hiral’s lips as he took a breath. His eyes went from shadow to shadow, half-waiting for another horde of undead to rush them while they had their backs to the wall—but none came.

“We didn’t go through a portal,” Seena said. “And there’s no timer, but we definitely used the dungeon interface and got the prompt.”

“There’s a notification window for it,” Hiral said. “Just another quirk of the Lost dungeons?”

“I don’t know if the fates are cruel or generous for you to be here,” a voice rasped out of the shadows of a nearby building, and something stepped out. Thin like only the undead could be, it held up hands in pleading as weapons turned on it and fire appeared above Seena’s hand.

And yet… something about that voice sounded familiar.

“It’s no surprise you don’t recognize me,” the undead said, stepping into the light with its head bowed as if in shame. “I don’t… look quite the same as I did when last we met. My clothes…” It waved its hands down to indicate the rags hanging from desiccated skin over bone. Then it just shook its head again.

“Odi?” Hiral asked, the voice finally clicking in his head. “Is that you?”

“Ah, it’s the boots, isn’t it?” undead-Odi asked, looking down at the footwear still in surprisingly good shape. “Even after all the centuries, it’s important to take care of your feet.”

“Is that really you, Odi?” Seena asked, fireballs still poised to light up the undead like a bonfire if it so much as twitched funny.

“Centuries?” Wule whispered.

“I’m afraid so,” Odi said. “I wish it wasn’t… but there is no release for us cursed.”

“Cursed? But wasn’t the Urn supposed to fix all this?” Hiral asked, pointing… around… with his RHCs.

“The Urn? Fix all this?” Odi asked, the blue flames in his eye sockets widening like he was surprised. “It was the Urn that caused all this.”
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ODI AND THE SQUIDS


“Pardon?” Hiral asked, Odi’s words both unbelievable and… not.

“You tried to warn me,” Odi said with a sigh, dust puffing out from between his yellowed teeth. “Urged me to rethink my emperor’s wishes… and I ignored those warnings.”

“You said you needed the Urn to save your people from this,” Wule said. “To cure being undead.”

Odi’s head tilted slightly to the side as he looked at Wule.

“I never said that,” Odi said with a shake of his head.

“You did…” Seena started, but then stopped. “No, you said you needed it to save your people. End sentence. But, if not from this undead curse, what did you need to save your people from?”

“From the squids,” Odi said, and the party first looked at each other, then back at Odi.

“The what now?” Yanily finally asked.

Odi’s head tilted to the other side this time. “You are a… strange group,” the Lizardman said. “Hundreds of years have passed since we last met, and you look exactly the same as that fateful day in the necropolis. And now you act as if you don’t know of the menace that almost wiped our people out… before we did it to ourselves.” He added the last part quietly.

“Humor us,” Seena said. “Who are the squids or whatever you called them? We’re not anywhere near water.”

“The Transcephalomorphs,” Odi said, as if that explained everything.

“That didn’t help,” Yanily said flatly.

“The… the monsters in the rain. The ones hunting and killing every living thing on the planet. The things that’ve driven the humans to the edge of extinction… though they deserve this, since it’s their fault. And the Troblins… they actually really deserved it, so I’m honestly kind of happy about that one…” Odi trailed off.

“You’re talking about the Enemy?” Hiral asked.

“The human name for them? Well, whatever. Yes. Them.” Odi finished by pointing at Hiral.

Hiral tried to process all of what Odi had just said, and it was Nivian who asked the next question.

“Why did you call them squids?” the tank asked.

“What else would you call something that looks like that? That swims through the rain like water? All narrow and tentacley.” He wiggled his undead fingers.

“And the humans, we…” Hiral stopped, realizing Odi must still see them as Lizardmen. “They… they’re the ones who what? What do they have to do with the squids?”

“The ones they call the Fallen, in their greed, opened the door that brought the squids to our world,” Odi said. “We didn’t even realize what they’d done until after they came to the Forge of Ur’Thul, or we never would’ve agreed to helping them. By the time we found out… it was too late for us. For anyone. Even the humans’ own grand plan to create a new magic to fight the squids must’ve failed, because they’re long gone.”

“Long gone? All dead?” Wule asked.

“Yes,” Odi said. “Or so far down in one of their underground cities they might as well be in their own crypts. Though, I guess I’m not one to talk.” Odi looked at his hands and let out a pitiful chuckle.

“How did you think the Urn would save your people?” Hiral asked. “This… this can’t have been your plan,” he added, sheathing his RHC and gesturing to Odi’s… condition.

“The Urn of Ur’Thul was a connection to our ancestors,” Odi said. “A spiritual bridge to their knowledge and power, or so we believed. Like you saw in the Forge, we were able to harness the Urn’s gifts to increase our people’s strength through skills and abilities. We thought we could do that on a larger scale.

“Why did it only have to be the people who passed the trial? Why did entry have to be limited to a few at a time? Why were there those… roadblocks to greater strength?” Odi shrugged, half-turning to look beyond the buildings to the castle towering above in the night. “When the true threat of the squids emerged, the few we sent through the trials within the Forge weren’t enough. The forces we’d used to free ourselves from the Troblin overlords fell like wheat before the scythe to the squids. By the time the atmospheric alterations became apparent, we’d already lost more than a third of our population.

“Just a few short years, and millions dead. After the atmospheric alterations, it only got worse.” The sadness in Odi’s voice was clear, like it’d all just happened.

“Atmospheric alterations?” Seeyela asked.

“The clouds. The rain…” Hiral said. “It’s not natural, is it?”

“Of course not,” Odi said, but there wasn’t any malice in his voice. “The squids used their strange magic to alter the weather of the entire planet.”

“To hide from the sun?” Nivian asked.

Odi looked again at the party like he was surprised they didn’t know any of this. But the fact he was answering meant something was different than with the normal dungeons, even the Lost ones.

This really may not be a dungeon. This could all be… terribly real. And if it is, does that mean we really helped make this happen with what we did in the last two dungeons?

“Like I said, humor us,” Seena said.

“The… the squids don’t fear the sun,” Odi explained. “If anything, they need it just as much as we do. Their magic is also powered by solar energy.”

“They need the rain,” Wule said. “Right?”

“Correct,” Odi said. “Like their namesakes in the oceans, they dry out quickly without the rain. The monsters have no real weakness… other than that. But, at this point, they’ve covered the entire world in rain, so unless you hide underground like the humans tried to, nowhere is safe.”

“Back to my original question, then,” Seena said. “You thought the Urn would let you, I don’t know, power up your entire population all at once?”

“Yes, exactly,” Odi said. “As things got worse and worse—as we realized the rain would eventually cover the whole world… It hadn’t at that point—the emperor charged my research team with learning the secrets of the Forge, and more specifically, the Urn. He… and we, I guess… believed it to be our salvation. An artifact that had already altered the course of our history once. We knew it could do it again. Save us from the squids.

“And it did, just not as we expected it to,” Odi said with another dark chuckle.

“What went wrong?” Hiral prompted.

“Under the emperor’s orders—no, I need to stop laying all the blame at his feet. We went along with the plan willingly. I can’t lie to myself after all these years. Especially not faced with seeing you again. You, who know the truth of what happened. Of how complicit I was.”

“Nobody is blaming you here, Odi,” Hiral said, taking a tentative step towards the undead Lizardman.

“I am,” Odi said. “And I deserve it.”

“Then we all do,” Nivian said. “Did we really do all this?”

“We did,” Odi said.

The weight of the words settled heavy on the party’s shoulders. It was one thing to rampage through a dungeon of creatures that weren’t real. To complete quests that didn’t change anything other than their own power. But, this? Had their actions really doomed an entire people to an eternity of being undead?

How is that even possible? No, that’s not the important thing now. Whether it’s real or not—whether we did this or not—can we fix it?

“Go on with your story, please, Odi,” Seena said. “And, really, we aren’t blaming you. If we’re here, now, with you… then, well, that tells me we can do something about it.”

Odi lifted his head to look at Seena, those same blue flames in his eyes and luminescent tears running down his face. Then he nodded. “Yes, it must be fate that you’re here again, after all these years. It must be… I need it to be.” His voice was just a little bit stronger now.

“So, research,” Seena said. “What happened after that?”

“We… we searched everywhere we could. Dug up every dusty page and record, but there was so little on it. Like I said back in the necropolis, it was as if the Ancestor had purposely hidden any information on the Urn. Now, after everything I’ve seen, I believe that to be exactly the case. She knew how dangerous the Urn could be… would be… if released from the Forge.”

“Do you think she used undead to defeat the Troblins?” Hiral asked.

Odi nodded once. “I do, though I didn’t originally. When we finally pieced together enough of the story, we saw mention of spirits and dead forefathers assisting the Ancestor in the battle. Of the unkillable army she led—and how it vanished after the great victory.

“We’d assumed it was just a figurative reference to the way the Urn taught skills and abilities. That she’d led people like you, who’d passed the trial. Now, I suspect it was very literal. She raised an army of undead and used them to crush the Troblins. After that, she found a way to destroy the undead, seal the Urn, and bury any evidence that could lead back to what had really happened. Probably to prevent anyone from getting greedy for that kind of power.”

“But you found evidence,” Hiral said. “Traced her path back to the necropolis, as well as found a way to unseal the Urn, right?”

“We did, though it took years, and millions more of our people died to the squids in the process,” Odi said.

“Then… who is Ur’Thul?” Seena asked, looking at Li’l Ur floating beside her shoulder.

“I was the first!” Li’l Ur said, rising higher into the air and throwing his arms out wide. “The progenitor of those who came after me. Placed on his world by… by… by the ones who placed… me… on this world…” He trailed off, settling back down at Seena’s side. “What was I saying?” he asked her quietly.

“You were going to tell us why you’re undead,” Seena said.

“Oh, because life is too short, even for one of my kind,” Li’l Ur said matter-of-factly. “With my vast knowledge and limitless power, it was quite simple, really.”

“Then how’d you end up in a pot?” Yanily asked.

“It was an urn,” Li’l Ur snapped at the spearman. “And to answer your question… I have no idea.”

“Okay, back on topic, everybody,” Seena said. They probably wouldn’t get much more out of the amnesiac mini-lich. “After you got the Urn from the necropolis, what happened next?” she asked Odi.

“The ritual in the necropolis removed the shackles that’d been placed on the Urn from its time in the Forge,” Odi said. “We thought that was key to accessing its full power, but really, all it did was release the full intent of what had been trapped inside. To be honest, I don’t know if the Ancestor found the Urn and harnessed its power, or if she was more directly responsible in its creation.”

“You think the Ancestor defeated Ur’Thul and trapped it within the Urn?” Hiral asked.

“Preposterous!” Li’l Ur said. “Only a fellow progenitor would have the power to do that. And the only one who knew of my experiments was my ex-wife. She… she… Oh, shit.”

“Language,” Seena said, scolding the lich. “It doesn’t really change anything, though. Doesn’t matter how Ur’Thul got into the Urn. Did it get back out?”

“Yes,” Odi said. “And not like the remnant you battled back in the necropolis. Once we returned the Urn to the city here, the lich’s full power seeped out over days and weeks, infecting the one closest to it.”

“You?” Hiral asked, but something already told him that wasn’t right.

“No,” Odi said, “not me. The emperor is now the Arch-Lich, Ur’Thul.”

Thunder and lightning chose that moment to crash overhead.
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WE DID THIS?


“The emperor was possessed by Ur’Thul?” Hiral asked, and Odi nodded gravely.

“Hiral, his emperor isn’t the same as your emperor, is it?” Seena asked, pointing at the sword over Hiral’s shoulder.

“No, this belonged to a human,” Hiral said. “Though I do still have the quest to repair it. Maybe there’s a connection here?”

“How powerful was the emperor before he got possessed?” Nivian asked.

“He wasn’t the strongest warrior in our nation, just the most influential,” Odi said.

“That’s good news,” Wule said.

“Except, his strength hardly matters. The corruption spread through the city—the nation—as soon as Ur’Thul commanded the emperor’s mind, and all were turned. It didn’t matter whether they were weak or strong. They all became… like me.”

“None of the undead we met outside wanted to talk to us,” Yanily said.

“He’s right,” Hiral said. “Everything else tried to kill us.”

“My only explanation for that is my exposure to the ritual within the necropolis,” Odi said. “Something about being present then has made me at least partially immune to the Urn’s influence.”

“The Urn’s influence? Not Ur’Thul’s?” Hiral asked, the Lizardman’s choice of words standing out.

“Ur’Thul, while he possesses the emperor, is formidable, but he’s still connected to the Urn, where his remains… remain,” Odi said. “It’s both his strength and weakness… which brings me to why it must be fate for you to be here. The only others who were present in the necropolis for the ritual, alive, and here… now.

“It’s time to end this curse. To free us all, and to finally rest.”

“Can that be done?” Hiral asked. “Do you know a way?”

Like Odi had said, there had to be a reason for them to be there. Dungeon or not, the PIMP put them where they needed to be to get stronger.

“Do we just need to go beat on Ur’Thul until he’s Li’l Ur’s size, then stuff him back in his Urn?” Yanily asked, and the little lich gave him a dirty look.

“Unfortunately, it won’t be that easy,” Odi said.

“Of course not,” Nivian said.

“But that is part of it,” Odi added. “As long as the Urn is intact, Ur’Thul can’t really die. Even if you were to destroy the emperor’s body, Ur’Thul would return within days, back at full strength, and very, very angry.”

“Which means we need to destroy Ur’Thul first, then do something about the Urn,” Hiral reasoned. “You’ve got a plan, I take it?”

“I do,” Odi said. “Having hundreds and hundreds of years has given me the time to piece together more of the Ancestor’s story. Little of it matters, and I won’t bore you with it, but I did discover how the Urn was sealed in the first place.”

“We’re just going to reseal it?” Hiral asked.

“Wouldn’t that risk something like this happening again?” Seena asked.

“Normally, it would,” Odi said, only to hold up a finger. “But I also discovered something else that will solve that problem.”

“And that is?” Hiral asked.

“The technique the humans planned to use to seal their Fallen away after they captured them,” Odi said. “They traded it for information on the Urn, and I located the sample they left behind. On its own, the humans’ seal wouldn’t be able to contain the power of the Urn, just its physical form. But in conjunction with the Ancestor’s seal, which contained Ur’Thul’s power…”

“Each seal will cover for the other’s weakness,” Hiral said.

“Exactly!” Odi said, pointing at Hiral.

“My apprentice is no slouch,” Li’l Ur said. “Despite his affliction.”

“My affliction?” Hiral asked.

“Yes. Life.”

“Happy to be sick, in this case,” Hiral said, turning his focus back to the Lizardman. “What’s the catch? If it was that easy, you’d have done it yourself.”

“Very true,” Odi said. “To make my plan work, we’ll need the two seals, located in separate areas of the castle grounds. Worse, since the seals themselves radiate power, they have attracted some… particular guardians. The creatures don’t know what they guard; they just feed off the energy.”

“Sounds like Mid-Bosses to me,” Yanily said.

“It does,” Seena said. “Two of them, then?” she asked Odi.

“Yes. Given how you handled the monsters in the necropolis, I’m sure you can take care of these things as well. You do seem to have a bit of a monster-killing fetish, after all.”

“You could say that,” Yanily said smugly.

“Not something to be proud of, Yan,” Nivian said quietly.

“After we get the two seals, then what?” Hiral asked. “Straight to Ur’Thul?”

“Yes,” Odi said. “The lich has been aware of my presence for centuries, but I think he considers it torture that I still have my mind. Since he knows I can’t do anything to stop his plans, he’s left me alone. But what he doesn’t know is that I have this.” The Lizardman pulled an amulet out from his ragged clothes.

“And what is that, exactly?” Yanily asked.

“A doorway,” Odi said.

“Small door,” Yanily responded immediately, even squinting at the amulet. “Even Li’l Ur couldn’t fit through that.”

“It’s radiating gravity,” Seeyela said. “It’s a portal of some kind, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Odi said, apparently simultaneously impressed Seeyela had figured it out, and disappointed she’d stolen his grand reveal.

“If it’s a door, where does it lead?” Seena asked.

“My old quarters in the castle,” Odi said. “Just a few rooms and a hallway from where the Urn is stored. We’ll bypass all of Ur’Thul’s guards and appear right where he’s most vulnerable.”

“Something will go wrong,” Wule pointed out. “No way it’ll be that easy.”

“Kind of agreeing with my brother on this one,” Nivian said.

“No, it will work,” Odi said. “Ur’Thul is… overconfident. His power and knowledge are vast. Things of legends or gods.”

“It’s true,” Li’l Ur said. “I was… am… was so far beyond what you can comprehend. You’re like bugs beneath my feet. Except for you, my mistress, of course,” he quickly added. “And maybe my apprentice in a few centuries.”

“Even if he knows about the doorway, which I don’t think he does, he won’t see it as a threat,” Odi said. “He won’t see me as a threat.”

“And you can bring us all through this door?” Seeyela asked, eyes glued to the amulet.

“Yes. I can only open it once, but it will allow us all to pass through.”

“When was the last time you used it?” Nivian asked.

“When I was still alive,” Odi said.

“I think the amulet has enough power to do what he says,” Seeyela said. “I can feel it.”

“Okay, so we have a direct line inside the castle after we get the seals,” Seena said. “One less thing to worry about.”

Hiral nodded—that would save some trouble—but then his mind went back over some of Odi’s earlier words. “Wait, wait, wait. You said something about his plans? What plans?”

“The power of the Urn has been building, slowly, over the centuries,” Odi said. “Feeding, I think, off a kind of symbiotic relationship with the undead in the city. My theory is that they collect and convert solar energy, similar to the Cycling process, and the Urn has been hoarding it.”

“Something’s changed?” Hiral asked.

“It is reaching a kind of critical mass. Considering my… state”—Odi again pointed at his obviously undead body—“I can feel it coming. The power within the Urn will soon spill over, washing beyond the walls of the city and the bounds of the nation. Slowly, day by day, it will crawl across the world, killing everything it touches and leaving only the undead in its wake.”

“Would that stop the… uh… the squids?” Seeyela asked.

“In a way, yes,” Odi said. “The squids don’t come here anymore because they don’t like the taste of the undead. At least, that’s my best guess. I haven’t seen one of their kind in a very long time, though the endless storms tell me they’re still around somewhere.”

“They are,” Wule said.

“It wouldn’t turn the squids into undead versions, though, right?” Nivian asked.

“They seem to be immune to the Urn’s influence,” Odi said. “Probably because the seal is based on something similar to the strange runic magic they use.”

“Hold on,” Hiral said. “Didn’t you say the humans opened the door to the squids long after the Ancestor sealed the Urn away?”

“I did, and I know, I can’t quite explain it either,” Odi said. “But there are definite similarities between the seal we need and the runes the squids use. They aren’t exactly the same, but it’s like they’re two child languages stemming from the same parent.”

“Either way, having the magic of the Urn spread would be bad, and we need to stop it,” Seena said, everybody nodding their agreement. “What happens to the undead… to you… after we succeed?”

“Immediately, nothing,” Odi said. “It will take time for our bodies to run out of energy and finally shut down for good, assuming we don’t meet a violent end sooner. Some of the undead will be able to prolong their lives by consuming the energy of others, but very few will survive for more than a few years.”

“Consume?” Seeyela said. “The giants? They’ll survive?”

Odi shook his head. “The giants, fortunately, possess too much energy, due to their behavior. Their own strength will lead to them dying first. No, I think the only ones who will become truly immortal are the weaker ones who manage to evolve through consuming enough energy from other undead. The process of absorbing the energy and refining it would allow them to build a stable body. If they had something like the Cycling technique, their odds would be even higher.”

“You seem to know a lot about this,” Hiral pointed out.

“I’ve had a lot of years to think about and study it,” Odi said.

“Can you do that?” Seena asked.

“Even if I could, I don’t want to,” Odi said. “No, when the Urn is sealed, my part in this tragic tragedy of travesty will finally be complete.”

“Leaned into the Ts that time, huh?” Yanily asked.

“Seeing you again reminds me of… better times.” Odi waved a hand in front of himself. “Enough of that. Once we take the first seal, the lich will probably notice us. It may even intervene if it figures out what our plans are, but we should be able to also retrieve the second seal without too much trouble.”

“And after that?” Seena asked.

“Once we have both seals, we’ll need to proceed directly to the Urn as quickly as we can. Ur’Thul will attempt to stop us.”

“He’s with the Urn?” Hiral asked.

“Never far,” Odi said.

“Any way we can distract him?” Nivian said. “Pull him away from the Urn to start the sealing process?”

“Unlikely,” Odi said. “We—and by we, I mean you—will need to either defeat Ur’Thul or engage him long enough for me to get the seals in place. You’ll also need to keep me alive.” He then looked down at himself. “Or undead-alive? I have no idea what the appropriate terminology is.”

“If we kill him, how long do we have until the Urn resurrects him?” Wule asked.

“Anywhere between minutes and days,” Odi said with a shrug. “I don’t know the rules to it. I’ve only witnessed it twice. The first time, it took days for him to reappear, but the second time, he returned almost immediately.

“There’s probably a mechanism where he cannibalizes some of the Urn’s energy to return sooner, but that’s only a theory.”

“Either way, we need to be quick,” Hiral said.

“How long will it take you to set up the seals?” Seeyela asked.

“Just a few minutes,” Odi said. “Both are self-directing once given the proper stimulus, like the ritual of cleansing was.”

“Anything else we should know?” Nivian asked.

“The undead within the castle walls are stronger than the average undead found outside,” Odi said. “And the seal guardians will be even stronger again. Don’t underestimate them.”

“We won’t,” Seena said.

“Good. Then, I believe it’s finally time,” Odi said, and a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Dynamic Quest

The undead archeologist Geckodiana has asked for your help in sealing the Urn of Ur’Thul and rectifying the mistakes of the past.

Secure the two seals.

Seals acquired (0/2)

Seal the Urn of Ur’Thul.

Urns sealed (0/1)

Bonus Objective: Defeat Ur’Thul the Undying
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RAGE


Hiral swiped away the notification window, then drew his RHCs from his hips. It was time to do this. Whether they were responsible or not didn’t matter anymore. The threat had just gotten a whole lot bigger.

“Which way first?” Seena asked.

“One of the seals is much closer to the palace, where the Urn is stored,” Odi said. “We should retrieve it second.” He then pointed to the right along the massive wall. “The other seal is the one we should get first, and it’s stored in what was once my laboratory. If we follow this wall for about half a mile and then cut towards the center of the city, we’ll find it easily.”

“Only have to worry about enemies coming at us from one side, too,” Nivian said before looking up the side of the wall. “Unless… Are there undead patrolling the top of the wall, Odi?”

“No, Ur’Thul considers the city full of undead outside these walls security enough,” Odi said. “Not to mention the elite guards within. Still, we shouldn’t dawdle.”

“Straight along the wall?” Nivian asked, taking up position at the head of the group. “You’ll tell us when to turn?”

“I will,” Odi said.

“Modified formation,” Seena instructed. “We need to make sure Odi stays safe, so put him against the wall until we turn. Wule, keep him with you.”

“You got it, boss,” Wule said to Seena, ushering the Lizardman over to join him.

Hiral took up his spot at the back, with Right nearby. Left stayed up with Nivian to give him another set of eyes.

Seena took one last look at the group to make sure everybody was where she wanted them, then gave Nivian the shoulder tap.

The tank jogged ahead, keeping the wall on one side, while the others fell in behind. Hiral’s eyes scoured rooftops, windows, doorways, and alleys as they passed. Where would the undead come from? There were too many options; he’d never be able to watch them all. How would he…?

Movement up and to the left snapped his eyes around to a window on the second floor of a building ahead. A curtain, swaying gently, but nothing else. Still, something about that sent the hair on the back of his neck standing on end.

“Building on the left, second floor,” Hiral said quietly into the party chat. “Watch out for…”

Glass shattered in a terrible crash as shapes burst out of six of the eight windows in the building. Shards of the broken glass rained down at the same time the dark forms hit the street and the wall above the party.

With the party’s strongest presence already at ground-level, Hiral turned his attention—and his weapons—to the monsters standing on the wall. Just like the vampires. Except, these weren’t vampires.

(Elite Undead) Draugr Rager – High-D-Rank

The two undead on the wall had the usual blue-flame eyes, with tears the same color running down their faces, but their scales were the color of an old bruise. Muscles bulged under the rags of rotted clothing, and long claws extended from the fingertips, like those of a large hunting cat. They crouched there on the side of the stone, poised to attack, while their brethren launched themselves at the party.

With the advantage of the high ground, their first attack could be devastating, but they weren’t the only ones with a unique relationship to gravity.

Hiral pulled both his triggers—one for each of the undead—then leapt into the air and threaded solar energy into his Rune of Gravity. Stomach flipping as to the right became down, he twisted in the air to land feet-first on the wall. Then he dashed straight for the monsters, making sure not to look at the disorienting positioning of the rest of the party.

Missing chunks of flesh indicated where they’d taken his first two shots, but the undead hardly looked bothered by it. Well, then… He pulled his triggers again. Two more searing blasts ripped off skin and the muscle underneath, even dropping their health bars by a solid fifteen percent, while he sprinted along the wall towards them. Normally he preferred to stay at a distance, feel them out a bit, but in this case, he had to stay between them and the party. Otherwise, they could simply drop from above.

Close seemed to be their preferred range, too, because both beasts launched at him like arrows. Easily as fast as the vampires, four sets of claws came slashing for him. Hiral kicked off to flip over one pair, an Echo of him appearing in his place—boom—then landed, spun, and caught the next two swinging claws on the raised barrels of his RHCs. The sturdy crystal easily held, but the strength in his arms couldn’t say the same.

Vastly overpowered by the draugr, Hiral’s weapons barely slowed the claws as they swept in for his head, but the barely was just enough for him to duck under the attack. Still, he had to release both weapons to the sheer force of the swings—or lose his fingers—and his RHCs went clattering to the wall, then the street, as Hiral rolled backwards to avoid another attack.

So much for not being able to be disarmed.

The undead was already after him, claws cutting through the rain that fell sideways, and Hiral dropped into the Chord of the Primal Echo. A dodge, a sway, and a spin got him around the frenzied assault, and then his knuckles shone with the Rune of Impact a heartbeat before he drove them into the draugr’s side. The thing didn’t even slow, delivering a backhand slash toward Hiral’s head, but he’d seen, felt, heard it coming. He rolled underneath to leave another echo—boom—and whipped the Emperor’s Greatsword off his back as he charged the other monster.

Which was apparently just what it wanted, as it came in swinging.

Claws and crystal met once, twice, three times in quick succession, the undead’s natural weapons apparently durable enough to turn aside Hiral’s sword, then the other joined in. The music dancing between the raindrops grew discordant to Hiral’s ears, the two undead attacking like feral beasts without caring who or what they struck. Over the next few seconds of wild dodging and parrying, the monsters inflicted more damage to each other than Hiral, but they still didn’t slow.

If anything, they grew faster and stronger, and their claws got closer and closer to catching him. Reduced in weight, the greatsword went out wide to one side to bash aside an attack before slamming it back in the other direction to deflect the follow-up. No time to spare, Hiral immediately brought the wide blade in front of him like a shield, the claws literally sparking as they dragged across the crystal. The force of the swing sent him skidding back on the wet wall.

Neither of the undead had more than twenty percent of their health bars left, but their nonstop assault left him no openings to throw out attacks of his own. And even if it did, he still needed to destroy their heads.

At least they’re completely focused on me.

No sooner had he finished that thought than the monsters burst forward again. There were no tactics between the two, no coordination or teamwork—just raw, wild attacks. And they came in hard.

Hiral did everything he could to keep them off, sword blazing with energy as he reduced it to the minimum necessary weight to turn aside an attack while keeping it moving as fast as possible. Bursts of Rejection bought him an extra second here or there, one Lost Echo tore away another ten percent of health, and he even scored a Searing Pain debuff.

Except the things completely ignored pain, and Hiral was put back on the defensive.

“Hope this helps, Hiral,” Seena said via the party chat, and a pulse of solar energy washed over him.

You have been buffed by Lashing Vines (Fire-Attuned).

Vines will make independent attacks to enemies within range for 32 minutes.

Hiral barely had time to glance at the notification window with the furious attacks coming his way, but he couldn’t ignore the two whips of flames that lashed over his shoulders. Where the vines had been more natural-looking before, the thorns had been replaced with small, fiery shards, and the rain sizzled when they passed.

Focused on Hiral and his sword, each of the draugrs took a barrage of attacks from the vines as they attacked, their skin searing and spitting at each hit. While they didn’t seem to care at all about the extra damage, they didn’t completely ignore the vines either, their claws lashing out to meet them.

And, in that brief second, Hiral exploded forward with a burst of Rejection under his feet. Rain blasted outward from the lunge, and his greatsword came up and over to cleave straight through one of the draugrs from head to crotch. The thing almost looked surprised as it split down the middle, its two halves falling in separate directions. Whatever magic kept it anchored to the wall seemed to fail with its death, and those two pieces fell to the road on either side of Odi below.

A pulse of energy flowed out of the falling undead and into Hiral, his One-Man Army+ triggering and topping up his health and solar energy. Judging by how good Hiral felt, the monster was no slouch in either department, but he didn’t have much time to enjoy the rush.

Dodging back just in time, he evaded another claw swipe. Boom. The Lost Echo made the draugr pay for missing, and Hiral was already lunging back in while pulling with his Rune of Attraction. He hadn’t used the rune at all during the fight, and the undead stumbled forward while Hiral dropped to his knees and slashed at the undead’s legs. The energy blade sheared right through the draugr’s ankles, the whole thing stumbling forward as it fell. Then it, too, lost the magic keeping it tied to the wall, and it tumbled sideways to crash to the ground beside the first one.

This draugr wasn’t dead, though, and its head turned at the backs of the party members it had landed between.

Oh, no, you don’t. Hiral leapt from the wall sword-first and reoriented his gravity. Another stomach flip, and he drove his sword straight through the draugr’s head at the same time he hit the ground, more solar energy rushing into him from the kill.

“Sorry about that, Odi,” Hiral said, pulling his sword out of the ground where he’d buried it in the stone and turning to the rest of the battle. He needn’t have bothered; a combo from Yanily and Right put the last draugr down for good. “Thanks for the buff,” he said to Seena.

“No problem,” she said. “Looked like you needed something a little extra… while you were fighting on the wall. What the hell?” She flashed a quirked smile as the party closed ranks and kept an eye out for more undead.

“Seemed the best way to take them on,” Hiral said with a shrug, sheathing the sword on his back. Then, with a pull of Attraction, his RHCs slapped into his palms.

“Good to know you can do that,” she said, a slight slant in her voice suggesting he should’ve mentioned it sooner.

“Just occurred to me to try,” he said.

“We should keep moving,” Odi said. “The Ragers don’t usually roam all the way to the walls. Ur’Thul must be aware of your presence within the palace.”

“Everybody good on solar energy?” Seena asked. “Wule, patch up the injuries while we move. Everybody else, Cycle if you need to.”

“Not in bad shape, thanks to our efficiency boosts,” Nivian said. “Thirty-five percent is huge.”

“True,” Seena said. “Don’t get cocky, though.” She gave the tank a tap on the shoulder, and the party moved back out.
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HULKING BEHEMOTH


The party dealt with two more attacks by the Draugr Ragers before they reached the turnoff indicated by Odi. Like their name suggested, the longer they fought, the more of a berserker rage they went into—so much so that Hiral was tempted to try to use his Rune of Absorption to see if it was a buff. One look at how they couldn’t tell the difference between friend and foe had him stopping that plan before it even started.

It might be a powerful buff, but the downside was far too risky if he could accidentally activate it with the Chord of the Primal Echo.

“This seal guardian, what can you tell us about it?” Seena asked Odi as the group moved away from the wall and down a narrow street.

Even though there were buildings on both sides, it felt more like being stuffed between two walls. The lowest level of each building was solid stone, with just a single, heavy door. Even the windows on the second floor had slanted windowsills to prevent an easy grip, and thick bars over the windows. The whole section of the city behind the palace walls seemed like it had been built to repel an invading army. At least it sheltered them from the rain a bit.

A holdover from the time when they battled Troblins?

“… like the ragers,” Odi was saying, and Hiral forced his attention away from the architecture and history questions rattling around in his head to the slightly more pressing topic. “It has become almost mindless while feasting on the energy of other undead attracted by the seal. It won’t be an opponent who uses guile and cunning. Just pure, brute force.”

“Is it a draugr?” Seeyela asked.

“Maybe once it was,” Odi said. “It has evolved into something more than that. Or, maybe devolved is a better description. Physically, it is much larger, and its scales have become stronger, but there is nothing other than the primal instinct of a hunter left behind. A very territorial one.”

“We can expect it to get stronger and faster as the fight goes on?” Nivian asked.

“Yes,” Odi said. “I’ve watched it single-handedly tear packs of the Draugr Ragers apart, with any injuries it suffered only fueling its unholy rage.”

“Wonderful,” Nivian said, hefting his shield a little higher in front of him.

“Anything else special about it we should know?” Seena asked. “Any tricks up its sleeve?”

“It doesn’t have sleeves,” Odi said, indicating his own ragged scraps of clothing.

“Any tricks?” Seena asked again.

“It doesn’t need any,” Odi said. “Physically, it is probably the strongest creature within these walls. Even Ur’Thul wouldn’t be able to face it head-on.”

“Good to know,” Wule said.

“We should be getting close to its territory now,” Odi added, now about three blocks in from the wall, where the streets were eerily quiet. “Once you defeat it, you should have some time to rest before anything else realizes its territory is up for grabs.”

“Rebuff,” Seena said to Wule, and the healer quickly threw out Nature’s Blade+ and Nature’s Bulwark. “Good. Odi, get in the back there. Hiral, Left, see anything?”

“It’s too quiet,” Hiral said, fingers tightening around the RHCs in his hands. “Left, why don’t you scout with Way of Shadows?”

“I’ll go too,” Seeyela said. “If there aren’t a lot of other undead in this thing’s territory, it’s a good chance to get a lay of the land.”

Seena seemed to think it over for a few seconds before she finally nodded. “Okay, but be careful, both of you. Use the party chat if you find anything.”

“You bet I will—one soloed Mid-Boss is enough for me,” Seeyela said, and then she vanished with a bamf.

“Give me a lift to the roof?” Left asked Hiral.

“Wait, you’re asking him to throw you?” Right asked. “Psycho.”

Hiral quickly sheathed his RHCs and cupped his hands. As soon as Left had his foot placed, Hiral hefted with his very minor Str, but added a solid boost from his Rune of Rejection. The double arced gently above the forty-foot-high roof—Coat of Ur’Thul flapping—then vanished in the darkness as he activated the Way of Shadows tattoo.

With him gone, Hiral’s RHCs came back out in his hands, and the party started moving again.

“How long do you think we’ll have to wait before…” Nivian started.

SMAAAASH! The ground shook as something crashed several blocks away.

“Aaaaand I found something,” Seeyela said. “Maybe it found me. Either way, incoming!”

The group looked quickly at the narrow streets, barely more than ten feet wide, and Hiral caught a glimpse of something leaping from roof to roof ahead of them.

SMAAAASH! Something else came crashing down like a comet, through the edge of the roof on the left, and then into the building on the right. A cloud of dust—and more urgently, stones the size of Hiral’s head—shot out from the explosion.

“Huddle!” Seena shouted, a powerful surge of solar energy pulsing inside her while she swung her arms forward. Within the blink of an eye, the hanging curtain of flames from her Mantle of the Phoenix exploded in size, then wrapped around the party like two giant, flaming wings.

Just like when her class evolved.

Stones with the velocity of ballista bolts rocketed towards the party, and where Hiral half-expected some to pass through the hanging flames, they instead deflected off the wings as if they were solid. Glowing, molten rocks slammed into the nearby buildings, melting more stone where they landed, and even the hanging dust cloud vanished on contact.

Another crash echoed inside the building to their right, and then the wall just ahead of them burst outward in another shower of stone shards. Like before, these projectiles did nothing to Seena’s fiery wings, but a quick glance at her told Hiral she was almost at her limit. Not a second later, her arms dropped to her sides, and the protective wings vanished.

“Trying to take my job?” Nivian asked, though he had his shield up and moved to stand in front of the party as something stirred within the cloud of dust.

“Long cooldown, even with the tiara,” Seena said.

“Oh, no, is everybody okay?” Seeyela asked over the party chat. “I didn’t think it would do that.”

“What is it?” Wule asked.

“The Mid-Boss,” Seeyela said at the same time a towering monstrosity lumbered out of the shattered building. With shoulders stretching from one side of the street to the other, arms as thick around as all of Hiral, and at least twelve feet tall, monster was an understatement.

Green scales covered it from head to toe, a thick tail leisurely swung behind it, and spined ridges reminiscent of the King of the Swamp ringed its neck and ran down its arms and legs.

(Mid-Boss – Undead – Draugr) Hulking Behemoth – Unknown Rank

Hiral barely had time to read the nametag above the monster’s head before another notification window popped up.

Dynamic Quest

You’ve found the guardian of the first seal (or did it find you?).

Defeat it and locate the seal.

Note: Considering what it’s wearing, it’s probably not carrying it.

“Oh, hell,” Nivian said as the behemoth’s right arm cocked back, then swung forward with the inevitability of the setting sun.

GONG! Fist met shield, the tank bracing with everything he had—including the armored gauntlet and roots around his legs—and pressure blasted out from the impact. What little dust remained in the air shot away, rain fell upwards, and the buildings even shook like they’d been hit with a localized earthquake.

But Nivian held, and Right and Yanily darted around him while Hiral pulled his triggers. One RHC hit the undead with a Distracting Shot, while the other was just for damage. The yellow health bar dropped down a solid five percent, then almost immediately refilled.

Yellow? Like the Lady of the Web? But, then, why did it fill back up so quickly?

Spear sparking like a wild beast, Yanily lunged in and struck the extended arm, sending electricity coiling around the scaled appendage. Lightning in the shape of some kind of horned lizard head spat and struck as it ran up the arm, then bit into the shoulder, a second, fainter lizard following in its path a heartbeat later. The effect from his Cloak of the Tempest?

Right, on the other side, slid to a stop in time with the rhythm of the Primal Chord, then brought his fist around in a mighty haymaker. Purple flames washed off his swing like a tidal wave, and then he hit with just as much force as the undead had, a second shockwave blasting outward.

Neither of the blows even made the Mid-Boss twitch, despite ripping massive chunks off its health bar… which quickly climbed back to full. Hiral didn’t have time to wonder about that before its left arm came around in a wide, surprisingly fast hook. Right barely managed to duck the blow, and Nivian got his shield up in front of it. There was a second GONG, then a WHOMP as Nivian hit the wall a foot above the ground, stone cracking around him. Even before his feet hit the ground, another punch came his way—met by the shield—and he ground along the wall for five feet before he managed to stop himself.

Solar energy pulsed from Wule and into his twin while Nivian lashed out with his thorned whip. Three biting lashes slapped against the undead’s hide just as its head turned to the closer Yanily, but its eyes snapped back to the tank.

Yanily, for his part, barely managed to press against the wall as the undead charged past, completely ignoring him in favor of crushing the tank that had Infuriated him.

“Good, Nivian, keep it on you,” Seena said, the floating tomes opening beside her as she clawed her hands sideways. Cinder+ slashed across its chest once, twice, three times before another fist crashed into Nivian’s shield.

“Easy… for… you to… say,” Nivian said, his whip gone again as he braced everything he could into his shield. Even though the tank was parrying the blows, his health dropped with each impact. Wule didn’t let it add up, though, quickly pushing energy into his brother, his Sphere of Winter’s Touch pulsing in time to each spell he cast.

With the monstrosity practically filling the narrow road, it wasn’t like Hiral could really miss it, and he took aim at the thing’s head. If it was like other undead, they’d need to destroy that either way. Two pulls of his triggers, and his searing bolts of Impact slapped into the undead’s forehead with about as much effect as a finger-flick.

More lost health instantly restored. Is it a problem with the damage, or something else?

“Right, Left, we’re going to need to use the Chord,” Hiral instructed.

“Working on it,” Right said from behind the Mid-Boss, where he and Yanily were hitting the monster’s back with everything they had while dodging the club-like tail. Easily as thick as a tree trunk, the thing shattered stone walls and cracked the road every time it made contact with something.

“Sis?” Seena asked, but she needn’t have bothered.

Two shapes leapt off the roof above the monster beating on Nivian’s shield. The first shape, trailing lines of sickly green energy and wearing a cloak of writhing blood, struck the undead’s right shoulder, while the second shape, with a blue-flame wing, drove a liquid dagger into the left shoulder.

The stream of purple water following Left snapped to catch up with him, then drove into the wound with explosive results. Black blood, thick like tar, erupted from a wound so big Hiral could’ve stuck his fist into it, and the beast roared in pain and shock. Around came the wrecking-ball backhand, the monster’s attention finally torn away from Nivian, and Left leapt backwards.

The huge fist hit the stone wall and tore straight through it, hurling a barrage of stones at Left, Right, and Yanily. Like he knew it was coming, though, Yanily smoothly slid in front of the two doubles, his spear a spinning blur of lightning that pounded like thunder. Stone after stone, no matter how large or small, got deflected away from the whirling shield, piling high on the ground in front of him.

Meanwhile, Seeyela’s cloak gripped the undead with bloody claws, anchoring her in place as she held on to one dagger driven into the undead’s shoulder. Even as it bucked like a wild Tri-horn, she needled her other weapon into its shoulder nonstop, pumping dose after dose of the deadly Ghost-Web Venom into the creature. After at least a dozen hits, the whole shoulder practically glowed green under the beast’s scales, and it turned its head to look at her.

Then it brutally shoulder-checked into the wall right beside it.

Bamf. Seeyela vanished a heartbeat before getting squashed flat, and the undead smashed its way into the building.

“That much venom should be the end of it, right?” Seena asked, but she had four fireballs forming over her outstretched hand.

“I don’t… I don’t think so,” Seeyela said into the party chat, though there was no sign of her. “I’m getting notifications saying the venom is being… suppressed?”

“Then we keep hitting it,” Seena said, hurling her four fireballs into the opening the undead had made in the wall.

BOOM! Flames shot out of the enclosed space to char the wall on the opposite side of the street, and everybody other than Seena put their hands up in front of their faces to ward off the heat.

“Did that…?” Wule started to ask before the wall beside Nivian exploded outward.

The tank, for his part, managed to get his shield up in front of himself, but his feet left the ground as the undead barreled across the street and through the next wall. Nivian grunted into the party chat at the impact, his health bar losing a deep chunk in the Party Interface, and then he and the Mid-Boss were gone.

Hiral, the closest to the new hole in the wall, darted toward the behemoth’s back as it continued on, smashing Nivian through wall after wall. He fired shot after shot into the wide shoulders, interlacing Distracting Shot with normal damage. Anything to try to slow or weaken the monster. Every hit was doing decent damage, but it wasn’t sticking. And, Hiral noted as his eyes went to the behemoth’s shoulder, even the deep hole Left had put there was gone. Healed over like nothing had happened.

“This thing is healing too fast,” Hiral said, sheathing his RHCs on his thighs and bursting forward with his Rune of Rejection.

Yanking onto the undead with Attraction, Hiral hit its back and grabbed onto its wide neck, taking a few nasty gashes from its spines at the same time. Rubble rained down on him as the huge undead’s head gouged through the ceiling of the building, then WHAM, it went through the next wall.

Hope this works like it did on the Troblin Duke.

Nivian grunted again from the pain—which meant he was still alive, for now—so Hiral pushed power into his Rune of Separation. A brief connection formed between his hands—directly through the Hulking Behemoth’s neck—and everything along that link parted. Flesh, bone, muscle, tissue—all of it became tiny, perfectly formed cubes of matter in the blink of an eye as the Mid-Boss staggered. Within the floating cubes, a stream of blue energy flowed up into the head, similar to the solar energy that peeled off Hiral to form his doubles.

Then, right in front of Hiral’s eyes, that matter reformed. Reconnected. Just like that, the monster’s throat was back exactly as it had been.

Still, the whole ordeal wasn’t completely ineffective, and the behemoth’s steps slowed as it stumbled to the side. One huge hand went up to rest against the wall for balance, while the other tossed Nivian to the side.

The tank’s health bar was somehow still at fifty percent—Good thing he’s so durable—and Hiral tried to activate his Rune of Separation. Nothing happened, and a quick look at a notification window showed him there was a cooldown of two minutes on using it. Even worse, that distraction had cost him. A massive hand latched onto his left arm.
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BEHEMOTH SMASH!


Hiral didn’t try to resist the pull—he would’ve lost his arm—as the monster hauled him off its back. The Hulking Behemoth swung Hiral up and over so fast he almost got whiplash, yanking him into the air and then down towards the very solid stone street at its feet.

Having been expecting something like this since the monster got a hold of him, Hiral pushed as much energy into his Rune of Rejection as he could in the split second before impact. WHAM! The wave of Rejection under him popped like an overfilled waterskin, cracking the large cobblestones, and then he hit the ground. Sharp pain lanced all through his body as he coughed crimson liquid, and the whole world blurred and darkened to his eyes.

Except, the monster didn’t seem to be through with him yet, hoisting him into the air for a second swing. The wind whistled past his ears, blood rushed to his feet from the velocity of the swing as the undead whipped him around, and then the ground came up to meet him a second time. A last-second burst of Rejection saved him from splatting all across the cobblestones, but not by much.

Bones cracked like dry twigs in his chest. He couldn’t pull air into his lungs, and he didn’t need to see his own health bar to know how dangerously close it was to empty. He tried to push solar energy into one of his runes—any rune—but the solar energy just wouldn’t obey his commands.

Thick fingers tightened around his arm, somehow the only thing not hurting, and Hiral lifted into the air for a third swing.

No, no, no…

He couldn’t take another one of those.

WHAAAAM! Hiral’s eyes closed out of reflex as he soared through the air.

Why was he in the air after the impact?

He opened his eyes at the same time he collided with something significantly softer than the street, and they tumbled with a shared grunt of pain.

“Got you,” his own voice said to him.

Maybe… maybe it was Left—it had his pronunciation—but Hiral couldn’t make his eyes focus enough to see for sure. Other voices trilled at him through the Party Interface, though they sounded a mile away. Barely more than whispers. There were other sounds, too: more impacts, the whoosh of flames, and the rolling boom of thunder. The others were still fighting. He needed to help. To get up and…

He couldn’t move. His whole body screamed at him in pain, and it was honestly all he could do to stay conscious as darkness clawed at the edges of his vision.

How am I even alive?

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Glutton for Punishment

You survived a direct attack from an opponent with more than ten times your strength—not once, but twice.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Survived… is… optimistic… Hiral silently thought at the notification window, and it fuzzed and blurred as the darkness closed in on him.

“Hold on,” Left said, his face right in front of Hiral’s. “Drink this until Wule gets here.”

Then there was something at Hiral’s mouth, the familiar warmth running over his lips and down his throat without him even swallowing, like the potion itself knew where to go. And yet, somehow, that made things hurt more.

He grimaced, but Left forced his mouth open to pour the rest of the potion down, and then another pulse of solar energy washed through him as Wule arrived.

“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” Wule said—both of him—in front of Hiral. Could Wule use Foundational Split now too?

No, idiot. You’re seeing double.

“How bad?” Left asked.

“Not good,” Wule said. “Broken ribs, at least. Not sure about the lung.”

“Can you…?” Left started.

“I’ll stabilize him as much as I can… but the others need me against that monster,” Wule said, more solar energy pouring out of the healer and into Hiral.

Most of the pain eased almost immediately, as Wule used his most powerful abilities, but the solar energy only swirled around his shattered bones without going into them.

Right, Wule can’t heal broken bones…

And yet the energy was so close, like it was looking at the bones. Swirling around and around, over and over… so close and yet so far. All it would take was one little… pull…

Hiral willed the pain aside with everything he had—he just needed a few seconds—and then began the Cycling technique he’d learned back in the Lost Forge of Ur’Thul. On its own, it wouldn’t change anything, but it helped him visualize the energy around and inside of him. Then, with the healing energies firmly visualized in his mind, Hiral focused on his broken bones and activated his Runes of Attraction and Absorption.

Insane, spiking pain in his chest ripped a scream from his throat as he arched his back in agony, his hold on the energy lost in an instant, and he collapsed back to the ground. His breaths came in weak, ragged gasps, and the whole world spun to his eyes.

Then another wave of solar energy pushed into him, forcefully enough he gasped again. Except this time, the pain faded. His bones knit, and his lungs took their first full breath in what felt like an eternity.

“Don’t know what you did,” Wule said, “but I got an ability evolution from it.”

Another push of energy, and the ability flowed through his chest like it was aggressively hunting for injuries to mend. The pressure built for one second, two, three, and then it was over, and suddenly Hiral could see and hear clearly.

He was still a bit weak, but the pain was gone.

“Thank you,” Hiral said, pulling himself up to a seated position to look around. It was just him, Wule, and Left inside what looked like the building the undead had rampaged through. “The others?”

“Still fighting that thing,” Left said.

“And not making much ground,” Wule added. “I need to get over to them.” With that, the healer stood and dashed off.

Meanwhile, Hiral looked at his party windows. All of the others were injured, with Nivian as low as a quarter of his health.

“We have to help,” Hiral said. “Help me up.”

“You sure you’re in any condition to do anything?” Left asked, but he pulled Hiral to his feet.

“We don’t have a choice,” Hiral said.

“What were you thinking, anyway?” Left asked as the two of them walked out of the ruined building. Well, it was really still more of a stumble for Hiral, but strength was returning to his body.

“Same thing I did to the Troblin Duke,” Hiral said.

“Rune of Separation?” Left asked, and Hiral nodded. “Didn’t work?”

“It did, but then the Mid-Boss healed the damage immediately,” Hiral said.

“It’s still doing that. No matter what we hit it with, the wounds just close up. Seeyela has added at least a dozen more of her venom debuffs, but it keeps suppressing them, whatever that means. Yanily even managed to land one of his Skyfall strikes right on its head. Practically put his spear in one eye and out the back of its skull.”

“And?” Hiral asked.

“Slowed it down for a few seconds, not much more,” Left said.

The pair picked up the pace to a light jog, soon finding the party engaged with the beast in the ruins of another, larger building. The battle had taken them through a wall and torn out the entire second level, leaving the Mid-Boss raging around the hollowed-out building. Small fires burned in places, Seena launching Cinder+ after Cinder+ from a higher ledge. Seeyela bamf’d from shadow to shadow to attack, while Yanily, Right, and Nivian fought toe to toe with the beast.

Like the Party Interface indicated, none of them were uninjured, blood flowing freely from wounds across their bodies. From the looks of things, Right’s left arm swung loosely at his side, Yanily’s face was a mask of blood, and half of Nivian’s bark armor was missing. Cracked crystal hung from his chest where it’d obviously absorbed a blow, and he took another GONG’ing hit on his shield as Hiral watched.

“I don’t care what Odi said—there’s a trick to this,” Hiral said, observing his friends laying into the endlessly healing monstrosity.

“Any ideas what that could be?” Seena asked over the party chat, a powerful gout of flame jetting to wash over the Mid-Boss and buy the others a second to back away. “We’re hitting it with everything we have.”

“I even stabbed it through the blue-flamey brain,” Yanily added. “Didn’t work.”

“We might have to use Eloquent and Enraged,” Nivian said. “Maybe we can overwhelm its healing with that?”

“If the timer runs out before we do,” Wule said, “that’s it. We’re done. The debuffs will be the end of us.”

What’s different about this monster? Why can it heal like this? Odi said it fed off other undead attracted to the seal. Is it a result of being around the seal itself for so long… or… or is it because it’s eating other undead?

Hiral’s mind replayed the flowing blue energy running through the undead’s neck when he’d used the Rune of Separation. It had been going up. To the head instead of from the head. When they’d beheaded undead in the past, the head had kept moving, while the body instantly became inert. For them, the head was the source of their power.

That was why destroying it finally killed them.

But Hiral had completely cut its head off, and Yanily had driven a spear through it. Both of those actions would’ve stopped any other undead they’d fought immediately.

No, not any undead.

The Shambling Graveyards would survive that because their source of power wasn’t in their heads. It was their Heart of the Graveyard that powered their massive bodies. Smaller undead probably hid safely in the monster’s chest… hence the name.

What if the Hulking Behemoth was like that? What if its source was in its chest instead of its head?

Sure, they’d been pounding on it nonstop, but its torso was thicker than all of them put together. Nothing they could do would punch through that on its own. Even his Annihilation of Amin Thett likely wouldn’t be enough at full power, and it was currently barely at half. They needed to hit this thing so hard it didn’t have time to heal, but none of them had a powerful enough attack to one-shot it.

So, we’re going to have to eight-shot it…

“I have a plan,” Hiral said into the party chat, hefting the Emperor’s Greatsword off his back.

… and hope it’s enough.
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COOLDOWNS


“Should we be nervous?” Seena asked, already sounding worried.

“We’re going to use Nivian’s plan,” Hiral said.

“Eloquent and Enraged?” Wule asked.

“Then that’s not really your plan, now, is it?” Yanily asked at the same time.

“And we’re not going to aim at the head,” Hiral went on. “I think its weak spot is its heart. We need to hit its chest with our strongest attacks before it has a chance to regenerate.”

“Oh, is that all?” Seeyela asked, scoring another double-strike with her daggers and then bamf’ing away from a backhand swing at her.

“That’s all,” Hiral said. “You all with me?”

“Boss?” Nivian asked.

“Don’t have any better ideas, really,” Seena said. “When?”

“One more thing we need to test,” Hiral said.

“Of course there is,” Seena said under her breath.

“I’ll keep it busy,” Nivian mumbled, charging back in to exchange blows with the Mid-Boss.

“What are we testing?” Seeyela asked, perched on the edge of the second level, solar energy swirling around her.

Is that what Cycling looks like? That’s a question for later.

“Are your venoms still active?” Hiral asked.

“Suppressed, but there’s stacks of it just waiting to eat that thing alive,” Seeyela said. “Er, eat it undead? Yuck. Whatever. The venom is still in its system.”

“Which means it doesn’t have a way to completely neutralize it. Just put it somewhere so it doesn’t do damage.”

“And?” Seeyela asked.

“And we need to open it up and see what happens,” Hiral said to Left. “She put a lot of venom in its right shoulder, didn’t she?”

“A lot,” Left said.

“Hit it with the Dagger of Sath, see what happens,” Hiral said, and the double ran off with a nod. Then, while Left got into position, Hiral took aim with one RHC and hit it with a few Distracting Shots. “When it’s go-time, we’ll need to keep it in one place, and preferably without a way to protect its chest. Ideas?”

“I can’t hit as hard as”—Nivian blocked another titanic blow from the Mid-Boss—"you guys. I’ll hold one of the arms back.”

“Can you do that?” Yanily asked, whirling around the back of the undead, his spear never stopping as he cut, lashed, and stabbed.

“I’m getting a stacking buff every time I”—another GONG into his shield—“block one of his attacks. I’ll hold one.”

“I’ll get the other,” Wule said.

“No offense, but how are your scrawny arms going to hold this thing back?” Nivian asked, lashing across the Mid-Boss’s chest with his whip.

“Unlocked a long cooldown on the rod,” Wule said. “This is the perfect time for it, though it’ll only hold a few seconds.”

“Should be enough once we’re all set up,” Hiral said, spotting Left up on the second floor.

A second later, the double leapt off, a long purple stream hanging behind him, to drive his dagger deep into the monster’s shoulder. The trailing water rushed ahead at the contact, plunging into the hilt of the dagger and then straight out of the blade with explosive results.

Black ichor erupted out of the bursting wound along with the familiar green of the Ghost-Web Venom. But would it be enough to…?

The monster roared and spun on Left, one hand going to its shoulder while the other swiped at the double. While part of Hiral worried for his friend, he had to trust in his ability, and he focused on the undead’s health bar as it went from yellow to green. Even more telling, it dropped more than forty percent from the single hit, and the wound in the ruined shoulder hadn’t healed yet.

“Phase two,” Hiral said. “Yanily, hit that same shoulder.”

“Me?” Yanily asked, the twelve-foot giant smashing through another wall as it chased after Left, stones and thick wooden braces shattering like cheap ceramic.

“Yan, c’mon,” Seena said, her own Cinder+ scoring hits on the wounded shoulder. More drops of the health bar… It was working!

“Fine!” Yanily said, dashing to the side before rushing in.

“Don’t use Skyfall!” Hiral said quickly. “Save the cooldown!”

“Now you tell me,” Yanily said, stutter-stepping and leaping into the air with a spinning flourish. It wasn’t his big move, but lightning spun around him like a sawblade—a fainter, second one also appearing—and he carved into the monster’s shoulder.

Another dramatic drop of its health, but then the green turned back to yellow, and the bar quickly began refilling.

“Fall back,” Seena ordered.

Yanily and Left darted away while Nivian lashed out once, twice, three times to get the behemoth’s attention back on him.

Even as Hiral watched, the wound in the shoulder reknit, the green of the remaining venom getting sucked back into one specific place before the flesh healed over. In mere seconds, the Mid-Boss was back at full health.

“Do we even need to risk using Eloquent and Enraged?” Seena asked. “Couldn’t we just do the same thing?”

“If this thing is anything like the Lady of the Web, it’s got a second health bar underneath the yellow one,” Hiral said, peppering the Mid-Boss with Distracting Shots the whole time. “We hit it hard, at least seventy percent of its health, but we need to do almost triple that. We’re going to need our big buffs.”

“Which means, one way or another, the fight will be over in three minutes,” Seena said.

“I like our odds,” Yanily said, darting in and scoring a quick pair of hits against the undead’s arm.

“Me too,” Nivian said. “We can do this.”

“Any objections?” Seena asked, and nobody spoke up. “Okay, Hiral, spell it out for us. What do we need to do?”

“First, Seeyela needs to dump a lot of venom into the center of its chest,” Hiral said. “As much or more than what was in the shoulder. We had about ten seconds from when Left hit it to when the wounds started healing. If more venom buys us even an extra second—or more damage—that’s a big win. Next, we need to make sure our big cooldowns are ready to go.”

“I’m going to need to use my two biggest cooldowns to do what you want,” Seeyela said.

“That’s okay—your part is delivering the venom,” Hiral said. “Leave the rest to us. Uh, though I will need one tricky portal from you, so save enough for that.”

“Oh, that sounds reckless,” Seena said, and Hiral could almost feel her rubbing the bridge of her nose over the party chat.

“Not reckless, just amazing,” Hiral said.

“Even more worried now,” Seena said.

“Can we just kill this thing before it breaks my new shield?” Nivian asked, taking a brutal one-two combo, then leaping back to avoid a double-overhand SMASH. A wave of force washed out in a wave from the center of impact, shattering what little was left of the floor and shaking buildings all around.

Creaaaaak. Everything around them rattled and swayed as support beams bent to almost breaking, while thumb-thick cracks raced up the walls. Then the whole building around them split like a torn dress, the roof ripping apart to reveal the dark, night sky. Rain poured through the opening in an instant.

“I don’t know if this place can even last three minutes,” Wule said.

“Then let’s do this,” Seena said, solar energy Cycling around her as well. “Sis, be careful. The rest of you, hold off on the big buffs until Hiral gives the word. And Yan, don’t you dare ask what the word is.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Seeyela said, solar energy blasting out of her as she activated Eloquent and Enraged, the green glow of luminescent roots shining through her skin and armor. Another pulse of energy, and both her daggers shone like sickly green stars in her hands, the air itself rotting around them. One more pulse—bamf—and she vanished from the ledge to appear beside the giant.

A chord sounded in Hiral’s ear as the woman struck out, driving a blade into its knee, then twisting around as dark, sinister music seemed to reverberate from the very ground. She needled the behemoth’s back, more notes punctuating each strike. Bamf. She vanished from the ground to land lightly on its back. Two more stabs, and she was gone again as the monster reached for her, only to appear standing on its bicep.

Twin slashes sprayed black ichor to both sides. Bamf. She disappeared as the monster’s other hand came over to grasp at empty air. Down on the ground again, she drove both daggers up and into the behemoth’s groin with a discordant tone like a church bell shattering.

Hiral couldn’t stop the involuntary wince, but it hardly seemed to faze the Mid-Boss, and Seeyela bamf’d away as both arms swung down to try to crush her in a bearhug. She appeared in the air right above them, like she knew exactly what the monster would do, both her daggers blazing with energy. The second her feet landed on the monster’s forearms, solar energy flooded out of her into her daggers, and she drove them hard into the center of its chest.

The green coronas of energy around her daggers dove straight into the wounds, the flesh and scales around her blades turning sickly green in a heartbeat. So powerful was the venom that the monster started dissolving, but a second later, the terrible venom got pulled into a concentrated point. Not waiting for the behemoth to get a hold of her—smarter than Hiral—Seeyela bamf’d away to appear back on the ledge where she’d started.

“Done,” she said, breathing heavy. “What’s next?”

“Now it’s our turn,” Hiral said. “Use your buffs. As soon as Nivian and Wule have it contained, hit it with everything you have. Left, Right, Yanily, Seena, then me.”

“You sure you want to go after me?” Seena asked. “It’s going to be hot.”

“I’m counting on it,” Hiral said. “Since it’ll mean nobody else will be around.”

“Take this,” Wule said, and the fiery ball floating around his head shot over to circle Hiral.

You have been buffed by Hydra’s Resistance (Fire).

Damage taken from fire and heat-related attacks is reduced by 50%.

Duration: Until canceled by source.

“Thanks,” Hiral said. “Seeyela, you ready?”

“Sure, but I don’t know what I need to do,” she said.

“You will,” Hiral said at the same time he activated Eloquent and Enraged. Yellow light poured out of the white double helix patterned across his Second-Skin of Ur’Thul, and strength flooded his body.

Self-Buff: Eloquent has activated.

All mental attributes increased by 50% for 180 seconds.

Self-Buff: Enraged has activated.

All physical attributes increased by 50% for 180 seconds.

The rain seemed to slow all around Hiral as his Atn shot up to more than 150, while his Dex passed 170. Every raindrop that fell against him seemed to tell him an entire story about where it’d been, and his eyes plotted him a path between the drops if he needed it.

Four other waves of solar energy told him the rest of the party had used their self-buffs as well, and he glanced around to see them each standing within columns of green light.

“Consider this the shoulder-tap,” Seena said into the party chat, and Nivian instantly activated his movement skill.

Empowered by the impressive self-buffs, Nivian barely blurred before he appeared on the right side of the Mid-Boss, his vambrace-wrapped arm snagging the monster’s wrist. The huge beast had over 200 Str, but with his buffs and gear, Nivian had to be around the same. That, combined with the thick roots anchoring him to the ground, made even the behemoth’s eyes widen when it couldn’t pull its arm free from the tank’s grasp.

The undead screamed and cocked its left arm back, hand clenching into a fist to splatter Nivian all over three city blocks.

A column of unbelievably frigid cold shot up from the ground, rain and air freezing in a twenty-foot circle all the way to the roof of the building—and completely encasing the monster’s arm from the bicep down.

The brute once again looked surprised it couldn’t move that arm either, but then its head twisted forward at movement.

Even without Eloquent and Enraged, Left and Right crisscrossed as they dashed in, purple flame trailing the fist of one and a long, liquid stream following the other. Left, with a flap of his Wing of Anella, shot ahead, spinning in the air as he leapt to lengthen the trail from his Dagger of Sath, then lunged for the undead’s chest.

With the monster completely unable to defend itself, the blade drove all the way up to the hilt, but the stream didn’t immediately catch up like Hiral expected.

Instead, Right’s fist burst in a comet-like brilliance that shook the air, and he drove it straight into the pommel of the dagger.

WHAAAAM! The impact felt like it should’ve hurled the undead, Nivian, and the whole column of ice halfway across the city, but Right had somehow condensed all of the energy of his punch into a focused line. Everything hit the dagger and pushed it straight into the chest—shattering ribs immediately around it—and then the dagger’s stream rushed to catch up. WHOMP. The chest burst out in a spray of black ichor and green venom.

Gone was the yellow health bar, instantly replaced by a sickly green bar already down to twenty percent.

“Yan!” Seena shouted, clawing across in front of herself with one hand while huge fireballs grew in her other hand. The projectiles, which were usually the size of grapefruits, now roiled in the air like furious watermelons.

Fire scored across the horrid wound in the thing’s chest, half of it easily missing, blue light leaking out, and something squirming within.

Three seconds had already passed, though, and Yanily was in the air. The behemoth tried to move, flexing its powerful arms, and the ice gave a dramatic crack. It held—and so did Nivian—but the strain was evident on both twins’ faces.

Yanily pulsed with energy above, thunder booming within the confines of the ruined building, and the rain shot away from him in a sphere. Then he was lightning, and he struck the center of the Hulking Behemoth’s chest with his empowered Skyfall. The yellow-green bar vanished, leaving a red-green one in its wake, though it was still full.

But Yanily wasn’t finished yet, and he planted both feet on the undead’s chest while wrapping his hands around his spear. Twinned Chain Lightning+ ripped across the Mid-Boss’s flesh, chewing it up where the lizard-like lightning bolts raged.

“Move!” Seena shouted, both Yanily and Nivian leaping back at the same time a glow like the sun shone from Seena.

That was Hiral’s cue, and he shot straight up with as much Rejection as he could muster. Launching like a ballista, he cleared the roof and continued vaulting into the sky with more bursts of Rejection. Hundreds of feet up in a second, he flipped in the air and drew the Emperor’s Greatsword, tethering its gravity to the Hulking Behemoth just as the first fireball hit.

“Hope you’re ready, Seeyela,” Hiral said, bursting back down with another pulse of Rejection and flooding every ounce of solar energy he could into increasing the weight of his sword.

“You’re crazy,” Seeyela said as the WHOMP, WHOMP, WHOMP, WHOMP of Seena’s fireballs hit the Mid-Boss.

Hiral spotted the sheet of black a second before everything was engulfed in flames so pure they were like a solid sphere of molten gold.

Am I even needed?

But he didn’t have time to question that. His sword hit the outer edge of the flames, and heat like dropping straight into Nivian’s cookpot washed over him. Wule’s buff—along with Hiral’s own resistance—dulled the worst of it, but he still instantly felt like he’d stepped into a scalding shower.

And then it was gone, sucking back in on itself as it consumed all the oxygen around it, and Hiral plummeted straight through a curtain of black. His stomach did a familiar flip as his orientation changed, and he suddenly went from falling vertically to horizontally—directly toward the exposed chest of the Mid-Boss.

Charred and ruined flesh gave off the smell of overdone barbeque, the monster’s right arm little more than blackened bone hanging from its shoulder. Most of its chest was missing, green and blue energy mixing where it exposed some kind of scorched, mutated, baby-like creature. Hiral didn’t have time for the horror of it to settle in his brain before he plunged his sword straight through it.

Squelch. His foot-wide blade punched through it like it was an overripe fruit, all the weight and momentum nearly obliterating the creature. Nearly, but not quite. A sliver of the Mid-Boss’s health hung on above its devastated head.

Inside the chest, two candle-sized blue flames looked at Hiral, the thing’s head just above where the Emperor’s Greatsword had pierced.

Its head!

The thing gave a grotesque, twisted smile as something moved on Hiral’s right.

The Mid-Boss’s left arm had been freed by from the ice by the titanic fireballs, and was still mostly intact.

But, thanks to Hiral’s powerful self-buffs, the arm moved in slow motion, and it was his turn to smile.

The blue-flame eyes widened as the rest of Hiral’s solar energy poured out of him, and the Ring of Amin Thett rose above his head. The Rune of Energy appeared within, arcs of power lancing from the glowing rings along one side. It wasn’t fully charged, but it didn’t need to be from this range. Folding over and over itself between seconds, the ball of energy formed and then released.

Tearing energy exploded outward and cut a two-foot hole straight through the center of the Hulking Behemoth’s chest.
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ONE DOWN, ONE TO GO


Staring at the clean hole in the Hulking Behemoth, Hiral felt more than saw the massive arm on his right droop limply before the entire monstrosity toppled backwards. With his sword still out in front of him where he’d stabbed through the strange undead-baby creature, he took a step back, and a huge surge of solar energy flowed into him.

Thud. The Mid-Boss hit the ground while his solar energy capacity climbed back to a third, and the last of his injuries easily mended. No surprise on that last part, considering how much health that thing seemed to have.

“Is it dead?” Yanily asked as the others rushed over to join Hiral, their weapons all at the ready. “Dead again?”

The health bar was completely empty, but Nivian put this fist through what was left of the outside-body’s head for good measure.

“We’ve got an experience notification,” Seeyela said. “All we’re missing is…”

Dynamic Quest: Update

Seal Guardian defeated: 1/1

Seal Located: 0/1

“Looks like we need to find the seal to complete the quest,” Seena said.

“That’s not going to happen before Eloquent and Enraged finish,” Nivian said. “We should find a place to hole up for three minutes and hope nothing finds us.”

“You did it!” Odi said, climbing through the hole in the building. He stopped and gaped at the utter devastation. “Quite the renovations…”

“Odi, how far from here to where the seal is?” Seena asked when she spotted the Lizardman.

“Hrm?” he said, his eyes running up the side of the completely split far wall, then across the open roof. “Oh, a few more blocks. There shouldn’t be any more undead in this area, though I’m sure some will come exploring within a few hours.”

“Then we have a few minutes,” Seeyela said. “Come on, everybody. Get out of the rain and get comfy. We’re about to feel terrible.”

“What’s wrong?” Odi asked. “Was somebody injured?”

“More like who wasn’t injured?” Wule said. “My solar energy is almost gone. I even had to use one of my lanterns.” He gestured to the single lantern over his shoulder, which now flickered like it was about to go out.

“Speaking of which,” Seena said, turning to Hiral as everybody moved closer together, while Left and Right went to opposite ends of the building to keep an eye out, “how are you feeling? We saw what that thing did to you. I’m surprised you’re walking.”

“Ask Wule,” Hiral said. “He fixed me right up.”

“Got an ability evolution,” Wule said. “I can do broken bones now.”

“How bad was it?” she asked the healer, though she thumbed at Hiral.

“Uh, you ever drop a melon from one island to the next below?” Wule asked, and Seena nodded. “His chest was like that inside.”

The whole Grower party winced.

“I got better,” Hiral said. “And getting the killing blow on the Mid-Boss triggered the healing effect of One-Many Army+. Practically like new now.”

Then Eloquent and Enraged faded, and the whole world dimmed around him. His brain slowed like somebody had poured syrup in his ears and… and… Could somebody do that? Would it really slow down his thinking? Maybe… a test? He could run a… run a…

Hiral shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, everybody had a kind of blank look on their faces, like they’d been slapped hard across the cheek.

“My spear is pretty,” Yanily said, showing it off to Nivian. “Not like your shield. It’s like… like a big face. A big, dead face.”

“What… what is going on?” Odi said.

“Debuff,” Left said, coming closer to watch over the group. “It’ll fade in a minute. Just don’t ask them any difficult questions.”

“I… Sure…” Odi said.

Hiral carefully put the Emperor’s Greatsword over his back, then tried not to move or think until the backlash of using the powerful buffs faded. After three minutes that felt more like thirty had finally passed, the world popped back into its usual sharpness.

“Finally.” Hiral breathed out in relief.

The others did the same, though Seeyela’s penalties had faded a few seconds earlier.

“Glad that’s over with,” Nivian said.

“Seriously,” Seena said. “Worth it, though. Let’s take a few minutes to Cycle, just to get some solar energy. I know, Odi, you said we shouldn’t run into any more undead until after we get the seal, but I don’t want to risk it.”

“Understood,” Odi said. “We can’t rule out Ur’Thul sending troops to check on what happened. I’m sure half the city heard that battle.”

“Yeah,” Seena said, but everybody sat down and began Cycling.

Hiral quickly hit his cap, so he absorbed Left and Right back into himself and kept going. When Seena called for them to move again just ten minutes later, a quick activation of Foundational Split released them each with twenty percent solar energy, and he still had almost fifty himself. The efficiency effects were really showing their value.

“We’ll take a longer rest when we have the seal,” Seena said. “Get back to full before moving on the second Mid-Boss.”

With that, the party exited the building to the street, and Odi pointed to the right. A shoulder tap from Seena, and Nivian jogged in that direction, the others close behind. True to Odi’s word, the streets were eerily quiet after the raging battle, and no undead bothered the group. It didn’t even take them another ten minutes before Odi pointed to what looked like a three-story home near the end of the current block.

“The seal’s in there,” Odi said.

“Doesn’t look like what I expected,” Wule said.

“I did the work on this seal myself, using clues left by the Ancestor, until that behemoth showed up,” Odi said.

As Hiral looked at the building, he both felt and saw the solar energy swirling around the structure. So much of it, in fact, the stuff was almost tangible. No wonder the Mid-Boss had been attracted.

“Why does it look like the building is Cycling?” Hiral asked Odi as they continued down the street.

“Part of the seal’s purpose is keeping power from getting into the Urn, so it uses something similar to the Cycling technique to instead draw the power into itself. Like I said before, it’s self-directing, and the constant pull of energy actually also powers the seal. Once we start it up, it’ll keep going unless somebody with the proper know-how stops it.”

“How many people have that particular know-how?” Seena asked.

“Just me,” Odi said. “And I don’t plan on stopping it.”

“Is it going now?” Yanily asked.

“Unfortunately,” Odi said. “I turned it on to test it, and it went beyond my expectations. Normally there is a focus in place to direct the cycle, so it isn’t attracting energy from everywhere. Without that focus, it’s creating this energy-rich environment, which was why that behemoth was here. Once we put the focus on, all the energy will only be pulled from one place—the Urn—and absorbed directly by the seal.

“There won’t be any spillover like we’re seeing here.”

“Can you turn it off before we move it?” Seena asked. “I don’t want to attract trouble, and this looks like a buffet.”

“Yes, I can do that,” Odi said.

“Thought you said you weren’t going to turn it off?” Yanily asked.

“Uh… after we attach it to the Urn,” Odi said.

“Well, you should’ve made that clear the first time,” Yanily said, and most of the others just shook their heads.

“Where inside is the seal?” Seeyela asked.

“First floor,” Odi said. “Once we round the corner, it’ll be hard to miss. That monster walked straight through a wall into the workshop I’d set up. Very rude, even for an undead, if you ask me.”

“No traps or trials or anything?” Seena asked.

“None,” Odi said.

“Is the seal going to try to suck the energy out of us?” Hiral asked.

Odi shook his head. “No, without the focus, the seal only Cycles ambient energy.”

“Okay, let’s get this locked up, then get ourselves back to full strength and move on to the other one,” Seena said.

Another block, around a corner, and then the party was staring at a large hole in the first-floor wall of the building. Just inside, on a thick table, spiraled what looked like a tornado of energy. Given that it didn’t emit any wind or sound, Hiral actually blinked a few times to make sure he wasn’t just seeing things, but the scene didn’t change.

The energy swirled all around the room, not even disturbing papers stuck to the walls or on the floor, and passed through the walls like they weren’t there. At the narrow bottom of the tornado, there was what looked to be some kind of… plate? A few inches above the surface of it, glowing symbols like runes floated in a tight circle, almost like a ribbon of light. It wasn’t just one, either—three rings of runes gently spun in the opposite direction of the whirling tornado, themselves shaped like a cone with the plate at the bottom.

“That’s the seal?” Seena asked.

“Yes,” Odi said. “It’ll only take me a minute to turn it off and then get the focus in place. After that, we can safely carry it with us.”

“What are you waiting for?” Seeyela asked. “Do your thing.”

“Right, of course,” Odi said, starting ahead with Nivian at his side.

When he arrived at the table, the Lizardman reached out and touched one circling rune after another in what seemed like a random order. Except, it probably wasn’t random. A code sequence? Or maybe something to do with it being a language, like he’d said.

Either way, true to his word, the Lizardman shut down the raging tornado of energy without a sound. One second, energy swirled all around, and the next it was simply gone. After a few more seconds of fiddling with the crystal plate, Odi turned and nodded at the group.

“It’s done,” the Lizardman said. “Who will carry it?”
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Well, that’s one…
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And there’s the other. Straightforward so far.

“Would it be safe to put in one of our Interspatial Rings?” Seena asked. “Probably the safest place we can put it, considering we’re still going to have to fight our way to the Urn.”

“You have one of those?” Odi asked, and then his blue-flame eyes narrowed. “Hold on, you said one of our. You have more than one?”

“They’re rare?” Yanily asked.

“Very,” Odi said. “But, how you got them doesn’t matter. Yes, it should be safe to put the seal inside.”

“Great, who wants to…?” Seena started, but Hiral raised his hand.

“I’d like to take a look at it while we’re resting anyway,” he said. “I can carry it after that.”

“Good enough,” Seena said, looking around the street one last time. With it clear as far as anybody could see, she ushered the group inside.

“Odi, which way is the next seal?” Hiral asked the Lizardman as he entered the building. “I’d like Left to do some scouting.”

“Due west from here,” Odi said. “The museum has a domed roof, the only one within the walls. Difficult to miss. Maybe fifteen minutes at the pace we we’re moving.”

“Museum?” Nivian asked. “The other seal is in a museum?”

“Part of the building is dedicated to researching unusual specimens, which the seal the humans provided us with qualifies as,” Odi said.

“And you said this seal would be used to trap the Fallen?” Hiral asked.

“That’s what we were led to believe, though I don’t know if they succeeded,” Odi said. “Things here went… poorly… and we lost contact with the outside world. Or maybe, they lost contact with us, would be more appropriate.”

“What do you know of the Fallen?” Hiral asked, pushing to see what the dungeon and PIMP would let Odi reveal.

“Not much, I’m afraid,” Odi said. “Only that they were the ones who opened the door to our world for the squids.”

The party moved deeper into the building—though Left headed off to scout—and gathered around the Lizardman, all of them obviously interested in what he was saying. Nivian stayed closer to the hole in the wall to keep an eye out, but he was well within earshot.

“What do you mean by to our world?” Wule asked. “They aren’t from here?”

“Definitely not,” Odi said. “Or, well, probably not. If they were, where were they the whole time? I don’t know. The humans wouldn’t share much about what exactly happened, or if they did, I was never told the finer details. What little I did learn was that the ones they called the Fallen dug too deep into something in the search of power.

“What they found were the squids.”

“Dug? Were the squids underground?” Seeyela asked.

Odi shook his head. “I doubt that, since the humans’ first plan was to build cities underground to hide from the squids, for what little good it did them. That worked for a while… but the squids found them eventually. It didn’t end well for the humans.”

“How long have the squids been around?” Hiral asked.

“At this point, I have no idea,” Odi said. “It’s been centuries, tens of centuries… or more… since the Urn turned my home into this. I’ve lost track of time over the endless years.”

“Then, how long were they around before this all happened?”

“Around two hundred years,” Odi said.

“Two… hundred? If the squids are so powerful, how did things go on for so long?”

“Again, I don’t know all the details, but the simplest answer is there weren’t many of them at the beginning,” Odi said. “The… the doorway to where they came from was just a crack. Only a few of the smallest ones could slip through. Over the years, the doorway got bigger and bigger until the real monsters made it through. Once that happened, it was pretty much over for everybody. At that point, we gambled with the Urn… and lost.”

“How big do they get?” Nivian asked. “Like that behemoth?”

Odi shook his head very slowly. “I read a report of one that was over a mile long.”

“A mile?” Wule asked.

“And the writer theorized they could still get bigger.”


80

EVERYTHING TO BE AFRAID OF


After Odi told them about the massive Enemy, he didn’t have much else to offer on the Fallen or the squids. His focus of study had been on the Urn as a means to save his people, and he had little time to dedicate to other things—not even the monsters wiping his people out. And he’d never even heard of Fallen Reach.

So, while the others focused on recharging themselves through Cycling, Hiral turned his attention to the seal plate on the table. The runes inscribed across it were definitely similar to his runes. To the Enemy’s runes. Small differences here and there showed themselves in how the script was written, but he could make out the equivalent of his Runes of Attraction and Absorption.

Makes sense, considering the function of the seal. But what are these other ones?

It wouldn’t take the others long before they were ready to go, which meant he didn’t have a lot of time to study or figure out the rest of the script.

“Odi, do you have… paper?” Hiral asked. “Something to write with?”

Odi gestured around the workshop at the paper practically everywhere. “Help yourself,” he said. “Though, if I may ask, why?”

“I’d like to copy down what’s written on the plate to refer to later,” Hiral said.

“Oh, I see more exploding in our future,” Nivian said.

Hiral turned to argue… but the tank was probably right, so he left that alone and looked back at Odi.

“Oh? Let me save you the trouble,” Odi said, moving over to a shelf against the wall. There, he sorted through a few old books, then finally hefted one up and extended it to Hiral. “My consolidated research. This is what I finally used to create the seal, so all the script on the plate is within the pages.”

Hiral’s eyes widened, and he couldn’t stop the smile from splitting his face. “Really? And I can have this?” he asked, gently reaching out to take the thick tome.

“Of course,” Odi said. “What am I going to do with it? In fact, if my research will live on past me and help you somehow, isn’t that every scholar’s dream?”

“I think this will help me quite a lot,” Hiral said, running one hand reverently over the cover, then opening to scan across the pages.

Seena’s hand, almost immediately, planted itself on the page in front of him. When he looked up at her, she was already shaking her head.

“That can wait until later,” she said. “We’re going to be ready to go soon, and that means you have to be too. Besides, Left is out scouting. We can’t have you exploding right now.”

Hiral glanced from her eyes down to the book in his hands, then back up, and he nodded. “You’re right,” he said, gently closing the book after she moved her hand out of the way.

A pull of solar energy, and a few seconds later the book got sucked into his Interspatial Ring. Next in went the seal, safely stowed away, and Hiral sat down to Cycle like the rest of them.

By the time Left returned twenty minutes later, everybody was just about at their capacity limits, and they’d even had a small snack, courtesy of Nivian. Customized sandwiches gave them each buffs to their most important attributes, and Hiral had an additional plus 10 to his Dex and Atn.

“What did you find?” Seena asked the double.

“The museum is right where Odi said it would be,” Left said.

“You made good time to get there and back,” Hiral pointed out. Even with the Way of Shadow, he would’ve expected it to take longer while Left was dodging undead.

“I didn’t spot a single undead between here and there,” Left said. “But the museum had… almost an aura to it. My instincts screamed at me not to go in by myself.”

“A wise choice,” Odi said. “If you value your life.”

“Sounds like it’s time for you to tell us what you know about the second seal guardian,” Seena said.

“I don’t know what it is,” Odi said. “Like your smart friend said, whatever is within the building gives off a terrifying pressure. I’ve never gotten closer than a few blocks. I just know something is there.”

“Any ideas what it might be?” Hiral asked.

“Yes and no,” Odi said, holding up his hands to beg for patience as Seeyela slipped one of her daggers out of its sheath. “The research facility in the museum was focused on unique specimens. Things we’d never seen before, or only ever saw one of.”

“So?” Seeyela prompted.

“Many of those unique things were the corpses of extinct or powerful creatures,” Odi said.

Seeyela opened her mouth as if to ask what that meant, but then understanding seemed to click behind her eyes.

“The Urn resurrected something, didn’t it?” Hiral said.

“If you can call this resurrection,” Odi said, gesturing at himself.

“Were there any squids in there? Fallen?” Nivian asked.

“No, we never killed or captured either of those things,” Odi said. “Not a single one, for all the lives we lost over the centuries.” He stepped out into the rain and looked straight up. “Not even one…”

Hiral walked into the rain as well, the water slipping off his Second-Skin of Ur’Thul like it was made for it, and put a hand on Odi’s shoulder. The scales were cold to his touch, but not uncomfortable, and he gave a gentle squeeze.

“Do you have any idea what could’ve risen?” he asked quietly. “What we’re up against?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t,” Odi said, still staring up. “If I could tell you, I would. As much as I hate the squids, I hate the emperor and Ur’Thul just as much. You’re my best bet at seeing them destroyed. I want you to succeed more than you do.”

“I dunno, I want to succeed a lot,” Yanily said to Wule.

“Whatever is guarding the seal, it shouldn’t be beyond us,” Seena said, “or we wouldn’t be here. It’ll be a challenge, like the Hulking Behemoth was, but it’ll be doable.”

“She’s right,” Seeyela said. “And the only way to find out what it is, is to get going.”

“Alright,” Nivian said, stepping out of the building into the rainy street outside. Lightning flashed somewhere distant, and thunder pealed, but the party followed him out.

“We’ll stop Ur’Thul,” Hiral said, giving Odi another pat on the shoulder, then heading outside to join the others with the Lizardman at his side. “Left, show us the way.”

As requested, the double led them down the narrow streets.

They moved quickly but carefully, their eyes on the shadows and windows, wary of another rager attack, but nothing came. No movement but the rain. No sound but the thunder.

And yet, the hair on the back of Hiral’s neck climbed and climbed with every step they took. By the time Left finally slowed, it felt like insects were crawling across his skin.

“We’re getting close,” Left said.

“So, you all feel that too, then, right?” Yanily said. “It’s not just an allergy to Nivian’s cooking?”

“I say we throw Yanily at the museum and see what comes out,” the tank said.

“That’s not very nice,” Yanily whined.

“Then don’t insult the man’s cooking,” Wule said, but the party inched ahead to an intersection.

“Just around this corner,” Left said.

“Is this feeling going to get worse when we go inside?” Seeyela asked. “It’s going to be distracting.”

“My hand is actually shaking,” Seena said.

“A fear effect,” Hiral said. “It must be. The Banner of Courage will make us immune to it.”

“Should we carry it in?” Seeyela asked, her eyes darting to where the tattoo sat on Left’s arm.

“And advertise we’re coming with a fifty-foot glowing dome?” Seena said. “No. We tough it out for now. When we find the Mid-Boss, Left, that’s got to be your first priority.”

“He won’t be able to fight much holding the banner,” Hiral said. “And planting it only gives us a few minutes.”

“But the rest of us will be able to function,” Nivian said. “Sounds worth it to me.”

“Me too,” Seena said, waiting for Left to nod at her. Then she tapped Nivian on the shoulder.

The tank shook himself like a wet dog, then jogged around the corner. The rhythmic sound of his feet on the stone snapped the others out of their stupor, and they quickly followed. Nobody wanted to be left behind—alone—with the strange aura.

Immediately after turning, Hiral spotted what had to be the museum. It was made of a solid black stone like obsidian, easily several blocks in size, with a wide, domed roof. Rain ran down and across hideous statues on the corners of the roof and along the walls. With every flash of lightning, it was like the statues themselves shifted to look at the party approaching.

“Nope, that’s not sinister at all,” Seeyela said.

“The architect… only did the one building in the city,” Odi said.

“Wonder why,” Yanily said flatly.
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NIGHTMARE


The party entered through a set of large double doors, conveniently open like the building was welcoming them. Beyond the portal, the space immediately expanded into some kind of massive display area, odd objects and models hanging from the ceiling, sitting within display cases, or beyond roped-off areas.

The places where the ropes had been torn or the glass broken sat noticeably empty.

“Those spots are where the bodies were, huh?” Hiral asked quietly, the sound of the rain muted by the thick stone, the building eerily quiet.

“Some were skeletons, others were stuffed remains, and a few were even specimens that’d been perfectly preserved through magic,” Odi said just as quietly, his blue-flame eyes darting back and forth.

And Hiral couldn’t blame him. All the displays, the twisting paths between them, and the flashes of lightning coming through the windows—not to mention the itching pressure of the fear effect—made every shadow seem full of hungry danger.

This is a dungeon. We can’t forget that. The shadows could literally hold endless monsters. And yet we haven’t seen a single one. Why not? Are they affected by this aura too? That… that would make sense if it’s working on Odi.

“Which way, Odi?” Seena asked quietly, her head swiveling left and right like everybody else’s.

“The research wing is on the far side of this gallery,” Odi said, pointing beyond some kind of metal displays.

“No straight path,” Nivian said.

“Make it as straight as you can,” Seena said. “Everybody else, keep your eyes open. We’re bound to get jumped any second now.”

“You’re so optimistic,” Hiral said.

“Just realistic,” Seena said. “This is the zone-capping dungeon, right? It’s supposed to be a challenge.”

“Trust me, the Hulking Behemoth was plenty of a challenge on its own,” Hiral responded, but he followed the others with his RHCs in hand.

Still, nothing moved around them. Sure, the lightning made the shadows look like they were shifting, and his head twisted in a different direction every time, but nothing jumped out. If anything, the utter calm made the fear aura even worse, the constant prickling building and building with no outlet.

How much longer? Where would it come from? What would it be? How many? Would they even see it coming?

A clang to the side made everybody spin, Hiral’s RHCs coming up with his fingers on the triggers. A heartbeat more and he would’ve fired, putting two searing bolts of Impact right into… Yanily.

The spearman stood sheepishly beside a knocked-over pylon for one of the roped-off areas. “Sorry,” he said. “Got a little too close.”

“You’re lucky I didn’t bury my daggers in your back,” Seeyela said, her armored fingers wrapped tightly around her weapons’ hilts.

“What were you even looking at?” Seena asked, glancing behind the ropes.

Strange metal constructs of some kind filled the entire section. There was a whole display for something that looked oddly like his RHCs—though bulkier—while other things ranged from large carriages to human-shaped monstrosities.

“Relics of an ancient society, lost to the annals of time, even when we were at our prime,” Odi said. “These machines were the only evidence we could find they even existed, and they seemed to use some combination of solar energy and… steam… to operate. We only had minor success activating them, but there was a whole branch in our university dedicated to studying them. Some thought they would help us against the squids…”

“Guessing that didn’t work out,” Wule said.

“You guess correctly,” Odi said.

“We’ll get the tour after we take care of the Urn and the lich,” Seena said, bringing the group’s focus back. “Let’s keep…”

Clop, clop, clop, clop, clop, clop echoed through the room, coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

“You all heard that?” Hiral asked, his RHCs up as he rotated.

“Oh, yeah,” Yanily said. “Any idea what it was?”

“Some idiot knocking over a post?” Seeyela asked.

“Must be an idiot if they did that,” Yanily agreed seriously.

Seeyela just shook her head.

“Quiet, you two…” Seena said.

Clop, clop, clop, clop, clop, clop again from the far side of the room, then a flash of orange light from the opposite side.

Hiral stopped in place, one weapon pointing in each direction, while the others formed a circle around Odi.

“Do you think it knows we’re here?” Wule asked.

Dynamic Quest

That which guards the second seal has found you.

Survive and locate the seal.

“That answers that,” Nivian said.

“The wording is different than the last seal guardian,” Hiral said.

“Which means there’s a trick to it,” Seena said.

“What is with you and tricks and monsters?” Odi asked.

“It’s a running theme,” Seena replied evenly, both tomes lifting out of the pouches on her waist to float beside her. Li’l Ur moved from where he floated by her shoulder and levitated an inch above the black book.

“Let the monsters come,” the little lich said, glyphs on the page glowing and then appearing in front of his hands. “Let them taste my power while I bask in their fear.”

“Isn’t he cute?” Seena said, a short but affectionate look directed towards the tiny undead before her focus went back to the darkness all around them.

Another flash of orange light—flickering and billowing before it vanished—and then the same clopping from the other side of the room.

“It’s getting closer,” Hiral said.

“Probably just as lost in these paths as we are,” Yanily pointed out.

Clop, clop, clang—the familiar sound of a post getting knocked over on the other side of the display full of metal machines—and the whole party spun.

Then came a FWOOOSH right behind them, and Hiral whipped around just as the darkness parted in an expanding cone of flame in their direction.

Nivian appeared out of nowhere, his skull and Orbital Shields pairing up to block the wall of flame as it lit the room.

Clop, clop to the side, and Hiral twisted, pulling his triggers to fire into the darkness. Gong, thunk. His shots didn’t seem to hit the Mid-Boss—if that was what it was—and then clop, clop on the other side.

This time it was Yanily who lashed out, Chain Lightning+ sparking through the air to connect with one of the large metal monstrosities. Energy coursed along the metallic frame, jumping from one construct to another, and suddenly all kinds of lights lit up, pistons in their arms and legs pump, pump, pumping. Red glows resembling eyes turned in the party’s direction.

“Yaaaaaaaaan,” Seena said, her voice rising like a coming storm as she scolded the spearman. But just as quickly as the movement started, the lightning faded away, and the constructs stilled.

“You’re lucky…” Wule said, but the shadows beside him exploded with movement as something rushed out.

Flames jetted in one direction, while a dark shape charged in the other. The healer dove to the side to avoid getting barbequed, and then Yanily went flying through the ropes to hit a display full of metal weapons. The whole thing came crashing down on top of him, but the party didn’t have time to worry about their friend. The monster was already right in the middle of them.

Wreathed in shadows and flame, Hiral was probably the only one who recognized the thing for what it was—a horse—but one unlike any he’d ever seen. Flames ran down the back of its neck in place of its mane, its tail likewise a constant, blazing cat o' nine tails. More fires burst with every step of its hooves, and it snorted out gouts of the stuff as it whirled and neighed at the party around it.

Rearing up, it lashed out with its front hooves. Seeyela barely bamf’ed out of the way to avoid getting brained, and Hiral’s View ability brought up a name and health bar.

(Mid-Boss – Undead) Nightmare – Unknown Rank

Two shots from his RHCs thunked into its shoulder, denting its blue health bar, but it hardly seemed to notice. It landed its front hooves back on the ground, then spun and kicked out its back legs. The air seemed to snap at the sheer force of the kick, but once again, Nivian was there just in time, his shield taking the blow meant for Seena’s chest.

Orange and red flames gushed out on contact, then got sucked into the open skull-mouth on the front of the shield, and the Nightmare staggered as it landed. A furious neigh, and the thing spun around, fiery hooves lashing out along with gouts of snorted flame.

Nivian’s shield ate them all, and his thorned whip snapped out to drag across the horse’s wide flank. Anger seemed to spark in its blue-flame eyes as the Infuriate debuff took hold, and then scars of red fire splashed across its body as Seena laid into it with Cinder+.

“Mistress, your flames will do nothing to a Nightmare; they are creatures of darkness and fire themselves,” Li’l Ur said.

“Suggestions?” Seena asked in response.

“Witness my power,” Li’l Ur responded, and a circle of glyphs appeared under his floating feet on the pages of the book. Blue light rose around him in a small column, and small sparks of it darted out to whirl around Seena.

The orange flickers of flame on her fingers turned a deep crimson, and her next Cinder+ left a garish wound on the side of the Nightmare’s flank as Left and Right charged in.

“What did you do?” Seena asked the lich.

“A long cooldown to temporarily change your abilities to the blood element,” Li’l Ur said, though he sagged in the air like the spell had really taken it out of him.

“Thanks, buddy,” she said, lashing out with another Cinder+ and then using her gout of flame ability—though this time it looked like a hose of blood. Whatever it was, the Nightmare recoiled in pain, or maybe disgust, and danced sideways… directly into Right.

The double’s hammer-like blow damn near cut the thing in two. Purple flames shot out as the Mid-Boss practically folded around the punch, ribs visibly collapsing before it skidded in the other direction.

Hiral’s shots peppered it the entire time, the Impact portion doing more damage than the Energy part, but still whittling the health bar down. Already it was below half, and Wule launched an orb of cold that shattered against the side of its face. That, more than anything, got a reaction from the undead horse. The monster cowered away from the blow even though it didn’t do nearly as much damage as Right’s punch.

“Don’t let up!” Seena ordered, the party keeping the Nightmare surrounded and off balance as they laid into it from all sides.

Every time it made as if to focus on one person, Nivian was there again with his Infuriating whip, and the Mid-Boss’s attention got pulled back to the tank. Like it was fed up with his interference, the monster reared up, raining blow after blow with its front hooves on Nivian’s shield.

Burst after burst after burst of flame lit up the room with every strike before getting sucked into the shield’s mouth, and then the skull’s eyes began to glow. Nivian allowed one more hoof-kick before he put his gauntleted hand behind his shield arm as if to support it.

What’s he…?

Twin beams of highly concentrated fire speared out of the Aegis of Extinction’s eyes, easily piercing through the Nightmare’s exposed belly and out its back.

Another neigh of pain, and the Mid-Boss stumbled away from the tank, its footing uneven, but Nivian didn’t give chase. In fact, everybody stopped the assault for a split second, and the horse’s head snapped left and right as if looking for the attack it had to know was coming.

It should’ve looked to its own back.

Seeyela appeared above it with a soft bamf, then drove her green-glowing daggers into the sides of its muscular neck as she landed. A swift and brutal jerk of the weapons tore horrific gashes almost all the way down to its shoulders, and the neigh turned to a screech as the venom settled in.

Green spread almost instantly, like veins of toxic intent running up and down the neck. Another bamf got Seeyela off the Nightmare’s back as it toppled to the side, legs kicking feebly at the air, while its health bar sat at almost nothing. Only the blue flames of its eyes seemed to be keeping it alive at that point, its whole body spasming as the next tick of venom ate it away from the inside.

Its head thrashed against the stone of the path between displays, sending cracks out with the impact. One way or another, the monster was dead—barring any strange tricks—but Seeyela suddenly appeared beside it again.

A gout of flame shot from its nostrils, which she deftly sidestepped, her movement accompanied by a soft tune. She dodged a second gout, then a third, and despite looking like she was just casually moving, her right hand snapped out.

Everything stopped all at once, the hilt of her dagger protruding from one of the Nightmare’s eye sockets, and the Mid-Boss’s health bar vanished.

Pulling her dagger back out, she looked down at the dead horse, then shook her head and sheathed her weapons.

Another clang, clang, clang sent the party whipping around to find Yanily pushing his way out from the collapsed display, spear in one hand and… and what looked like a metal hand in the other. “What’d I miss?” he asked.

“Killed the Mid-Boss,” Seena said.

“More like kicked its ass,” Nivian said.

“That was… surprisingly easy,” Hiral agreed quietly, just as an ear-shattering screeeeeech echoed through the building.

Dynamic Quest

Update: You have defeated one of the second seal’s guardians.

Guardians Slain: 1/?

“And there’s the trick,” Seena said.


82

WHAT DO YOU MEAN THERE’S MORE THAN ONE?


Asecond screeeech echoing near the ceiling drew Hiral’s eyes—and his RHCs—as something blurred through the darkness. Whatever it was, it was fast.

“We’ve got a flyer,” he told the group, assuming they hadn’t realized it already.

“Any idea what it is?” Seena asked.

“None,” Hiral responded, another hint of movement up and to his left drawing his weapons in that direction. Still, he held his shots, as the thing was already gone. If it had some kind of ranged attack, they’d be in trouble. On the other hand, if it didn’t, it would have to…

With another screeeeech, the darkness parted to the side, and something came racing out like a runaway carriage. Just as big too.

Nivian got his shield up in time to keep a hooked, snapping beak from tearing into his shoulder, and his Orbital Shield glowed to life to block a huge, bird-like claw.

Some kind of giant eagle?

But then the momentum of the attack carried the monster and tank past the party, and Hiral spotted rotten, lion-like legs on the back half of the creature. A tail with exposed muscle and bone whipped as Nivian’s roots halted his backwards momentum, allowing him to twist and hurl. Powered by the vambrace on his right arm, he tossed the undead to go rolling wing-over-wing into the same display Yanily had just crawled out of.

Metal clanged and clattered as it rained from the destroyed exhibit, and as the Mid-Boss righted itself, a name and health bar appeared above its head.

(Mid-Boss – Undead) Zombie Gryphon – Unknown Rank

Sinewy wings stretched to both sides of the monster, muscle and bone visible beneath the sparse feathering—How does it even fly?—while the eagle-head leaned forward and screeched again.

So, Hiral shot it. Twice.

The first shot hit it square in the forehead, snapping the head back with a crack, while the second slapped into its shoulder, landing his Distracting Shot debuff. A bloody wound opened a second later from Seena’s Cinder+, but it didn’t seem to bother the Mid-Boss much.

“How do I get my fire back?” she asked the mini-lich beside her while Nivian, Yanily, and Right charged onto the exhibit.

A single beat of its massive wings churned up a gust of wind to stop the party members in their tracks, and then its tail lashed out like a clubbed whip to catch Seeyela as she bamf’d above its back. Bones as thick as Hiral’s wrist caught the woman in the side and batted her out of the air to rocket into the one shelf still standing. The whole thing toppled sideways in a cacophony, and Wule was already moving in that direction.

“Don’t let it get back in the air,” Seena shouted, a fiery Cinder+ slashing across one of its wings, Nivian’s whip snaking out to snag the other.

A quick tug of war showed the gryphon it wasn’t getting out of the tank’s grip that easily, and it instead charged forward, talons swinging.

Nivian deflected the blow with his Orbital Shield, and Right and Left darted around him to attack. The snapping beak and other claw chased them away before they could throw a punch. Even tied up as it was, the monster became a whirl of gnashing beak and slashing claws. Relying on its speed—which was getting faster—it even managed to get a hit around Nivian’s never-stopping shield, and his whips finally lost their hold on the wing.

Forward came the wings, another powerful gust of wind literally lifting Left and Right to toss them back, and then the gryphon charged ahead. Bowling over an off-balance Nivian, the monster took a swipe at Seena, catching her in the arm and flinging her sideways to slide along the path, then leapt skyward. Powerful beat after powerful beat of its wings lifted it into the air, and Hiral’s shots did nothing to slow it down.

They needed to hit it now, while it was still building up speed. Maybe one of Seena’s fireballs…?

A glance in her direction showed she was just now pulling herself up to a sitting position, right hand on her left arm, blood gushing between her fingers from where the terrible talons had caught her. Li’l Ur hovered protectively beside her, but there was a worried look on his little lich-face.

The Ring of Amin Thett? Since they’d only fought the Nightmare since defeating the Hulking Behemoth, it wasn’t charged.

Another flap lifted the gryphon further from the ground. One or two flaps more and it would be in position to make another one of its diving attacks. If they…

A bolt of lightning shot towards the ceiling, lighting up hanging displays by the dozen, then seemed to hit the stone above with the boom of thunder. The whole room shook as the thunder echoed, and the lightning tore back down.

Yanily’s Skyfall hit the Mid-Boss like… well… a lightning bolt, knocking it clear out of the sky as he buried his spear behind its head. WHAM. The ground shook as the massive body hit the stone floor, shattering a display of some kind of old pottery. The wings still twitched, though one was clearly broken in the wrong direction, and the claws scrabbled for purchase. It was still alive, health bar sitting at around thirty percent.

Twinned Chain Lightning+ changed that in a heartbeat, beasts of electricity exploding out from the blue-glowing eyes and ripping down across the monster’s back. The legs continued to twitch and scratch at the floor, but they weren’t under the Mid-Boss’s control anymore. Up went the wings as if to try and flap, but electricity instead arced between them, ionizing the air with a roar like tearing paper before jumping to Yanily’s back.

Now another pair of wings formed, this time from solid lightning, taking on a shape similar to a bat’s. Out they spread, then beat down, launching Yanily again into the air, though he left his spear buried in the gryphon’s spine. After rising ten, twenty, forty feet up in a heartbeat, he twisted in the air, then shot back down to slam the palm of his hand into the butt of his spear.

SCHWOOOOM! Thunder and lightning erupted in a sphere around the Mid-Boss, completely obscuring everything within a field so bright Hiral had to turn away.

When he could finally open his eyes again, Hiral saw small arcs of electricity pulsing over everything: the displays, the floor, himself, even the air. It didn’t hurt or feel uncomfortable, but when he looked back at the gryphon, it wasn’t likely the monster could say the same thing.

What had once been a gruesome zombie was now little more than charred bones left smoking on the floor. Yanily stood atop its twisted spine, lightning still crawling along his hydra-scale armor—though the wings were gone—and ripped his spear free from the skull.

“Who’s OP now?” Hiral asked with a shrug, one RHC pointing at the obliterated Mid-Boss.

“A lucky hit,” Yanily said, but Hiral could only shake his head, which made his eyes land on Seena again.

“Wule, Seena needs you,” Hiral said.

“Go on,” Seeyela said over the party chat, her voice still strained a bit. “I’m good.”

“Coming,” Wule said, obviously reluctant to leave one patient for another. “How bad is it?”

“Arm is… still attached… mostly…” Seena said, sounding like she was talking through clenched teeth.

“Coming faster,” Wule amended, scrambling out from behind a display just as a notification window popped up in front of Hiral’s eyes.

About time.

Dynamic Quest

Update: You have defeated one of the second seal’s guardians.

Guardians Slain: 2/?

Uhhhhh…

Hiral slowly turned in place as the prickling sensation that’d been there since they entered the building started swelling again. While the adrenaline had gotten them through to this point, there was no way he could just shake it off now. The prickling became stabbing, his hands shaking like he was back at his first Shaper test.

Shadows moved with sinister intent, and the air hung heavy on his shoulders and made breathing difficult. All across the room, the temperature seemed to drop a dozen degrees in a heartbeat. Even with the cold resistance provided by his Coat of Ur’Thul, Hiral shivered, and his breath came out frosty in front of his face.

Something was coming. Something bad. Something they couldn’t beat. What were they even doing there? They needed to get away. Get away before it caught them… before it ripped them apart and sucked…

“Left…” Hiral forced out between chattering teeth, the others frozen where they stood. Even Wule, only halfway to Seena, couldn’t seem to move, his eyes wide as saucers. “Left… Banner…”

Nothing happened.

A scraaaaaatch off to Hiral’s right, and he slowly turned his head in that direction. Thump. Crash. Sliiiiiiiiiide. Thump. Thump. Something approached from within the impenetrable darkness. Every step sent vibrations through the floor and built the intensity of the fear effect holding Hiral in place. His lungs felt like something had their claws wrapped right around them, squeezing out what little air he managed to suck in. His feet were rooted in place, and one of his RHCs clattered to the ground, his shaking hand unable to hold on anymore.

What… what…?

He couldn’t form whole sentences, even in his own head, as he spied twin orbs of blue flames and the telltale glowing tears underneath lifting into the air. They had to be fifty feet up, looking straight at him.

Another thump, and the eyes got closer. Thump. Closer. Thump. Closer. Thump. Closer. Thump. A skull bigger than all of Hiral resolved from the shadows, the long snout lined with teeth like curved swords. It looked kind of like a Lizardman’s head, but twisted horns extended from the thing’s temples. The skull got closer again, revealing the bleached white of bone, and a sinuous neck snaked out behind the beast until it connected with a spine above cavernous ribs.

Thump. Its right leg slammed down to the ground and dragged the huge beast forward. A wing shaped from nothing but bone extended out from its right side, big enough to blot out the sky if not for the empty space between the wing digits.

Before the monster, Hiral couldn’t even blink, and his View conveniently brought up the creature’s name and health bar.

(Mid-Boss – Undead) Dracolich – Unknown Rank
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DRACOLICH


As the huge undead took another step towards Hiral, its head now less than thirty feet away, a memory of the entry hall to the Forge of Ur’Thul flashed before his eyes. This… this thing was the skeleton of one of the legendary beasts Odi’s Ancestor had killed. How had she managed to move—let alone fight—when faced with something like that?

He couldn’t. They couldn’t.

This was the end of…

Golden light washed over him, pushing the insidious pressure out of his head like a bucket of cold water to the face.

You have been buffed by Banner of Courage.

Critical Strike Rate increased by 12% for 180 seconds.

Critical Strike Damage increased by 40% for 180 seconds.

Moderate Healing Over Time for 180 seconds.

Moderate Shielding granted for 180 seconds.

Immune to Fear and Fear-like effects for 180 seconds.

Solar Absorption Rate increased by 1 Rank for 180 seconds.

Banner is stronger thanks to the Second-Skin of Ur’Thul, he thought, but the notification window vanished as he focused on more important things.

Up went the RHC in his left hand, and his bolt of Impact slapped into the Dracolich’s forehead. Back reared the massive head—more in surprise than pain, judging by how the health bar barely dropped—and Hiral finally took a good look at the Mid-Boss.

Terrifying as it was, its health bar was barely above forty percent. Its entire left side had been devastated by something—probably what killed it the first time—and its left foreleg and wing were entirely missing. The ribs on that side ended in jagged, broken points, and its back leg hitched with every step.

Maybe things weren’t so bad…

The massive head reared back as blue flames coiled in the chest, raced up the neck, and collected in the jaw. Then it leaned forward and breathed a tidal wave of unholy flames.

Yup, pretty bad!

Hiral’s right hand shot out as he channeled solar energy into his Rune of Rejection, but what would it be able to do?

He didn’t have to find out, as Nivian was suddenly right in front of him, his skull-shield up and carving a safe path through the endless flames washing over them. There was no heat as the blue flames roared by on both sides, but something pulled on Hiral from within the fire. Like it hungered for the life inside his body.

A shiver ran down his spine as the breath finally ended, and Nivian took a step forward. Twin spears of blue energy like the flames shot from the Aegis of Extinction’s eyes, driving into the surprised Dracolich’s chest, but they weren’t nearly enough to end the fight.

“Hiral, it’s up to you, me, and Yanily,” the tank said, thorned whips uncoiling from his right hand. “Wule is taking care of Seena, and Seeyela is still down. You with me?”

“You know it,” Hiral said, unsheathing the Emperor’s Greatsword in one hand while he gripped his RHC in the other.

“Don’t forget about me,” Right said, sliding in beside them. Flames roiled around his fist, and his Meridian Lines glowed fiercely.

“My big moves are all on cooldown,” Yanily said over the party chat. “I’ll support where I can.”

“Good, let’s show this big lizard we aren’t afraid of it,” Nivian said, blurring and stretching forward to lash his whip across the Dracolich’s snout.

“I dunno, I’m still kind of afraid of it,” Right said as a notification window appeared in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Nivian wishes to bring you to his position with Swarm Tactics

Accept? Yes / No

Hiral hit Yes with a thought, then dashed out to the left of Nivian, while Right appeared on the other side and ran in the opposite direction. He popped a shot into the side of the Dracolich’s head, then launched himself forward with a burst of Rejection under his feet. Swinging out and around in a horizontal slash, the Emperor’s Greatsword slammed into the Mid-Boss’s foreleg, but the damn thing was apparently made out of something solid.

Rebounding off the bone, the energy blade kicked backwards, twisting Hiral from the force of it, and he went tumbling into yet another museum display. That roll probably saved his life, though. The monster’s back foot crashed to the floor right where he would’ve been, and Hiral pushed a pair of oddly dressed mannequins off himself.

A pull of his trigger carved a little more off the Dracolich’s health bar, but it was still sitting at almost the full forty it’d started with. Right laid into it heavily from the other side, the lack of a foreleg over there giving him room to pound away. From the way lightning hung in the air, Yanily was on that side too, which just left Hiral over with all the pointy bits.

Wonderful.

What was he doing over there, attacking alone, when the other side was practically safe?

The boned tail that went sweeping around at his allies made him quickly reassess safe, and only Right’s quick thinking saved the pair from getting pasted. Tail met flame-enshrouded fist with a WHOMP, and both went flying in opposite directions. Right hit the ground twenty feet back but rose to his feet with only a single swaying stumble, while the tail bounced back away from Yanily, who charged in with lightning arcing around him.

The spearman leapt into the air, spinning to create a sawblade of cutting lightning, but it hardly dented the Dracolich’s health bar. They still weren’t doing enough damage.

Hiral hefted his sword and got ready to charge back in, but a swirl of blue flame in the Dracolich’s ribbed chest made him stop short. Building and building, the flames twisted in on themselves, a palpable pressure practically giving the fire weight.

“Nivian, look out!” Hiral shouted in warning as the monster snapped its head forward.

The inferno in its chest squeezed into the base of its long neck, then shot up along the bones that weren’t even connected—just hanging near each other by the undead magic giving the creature life—and finally out of the mouth with enough force to knock almost anything aside.

Almost.

Roots at his feet, Nivian got his shield up in time, thanks to Hiral’s warning, and braced as the flames slammed into him. As it breathed, the Dracolich inched backwards, the force of its own breath pushing it away from the tank attempting to weather the storm of unholy power. Like before, the fire held no heat, but seemed hungry for life as it roared over and past the tank. And even though Nivian had gotten his shield up in time, his health bar dipped down in the Party Interface.

When the inferno finally subsided, Nivian was ten feet back from where he’d started, the floor pitted where his feet had dragged through the stone, and he swayed slightly. He couldn’t keep taking hits like that.

Apparently the Dracolich realized that, too, driving its claws one after the other into the stone floor, more spiraling flames building within its chest. If the last breath had been strong, what was forming now was beyond absurd. Nivian wouldn’t just get pushed back; he’d be erased from existence.

Right and Yanily seemed to come to the same conclusion, charging ahead and launching attack after attack into the Mid-Boss’s side. The thing didn’t even try to defend itself, all its hate and focus zeroed in on the tank in front of it.

Spiral after spiral of flame twisted within the chest, a whirlpool of unholy strength like a Cycling technique, but more primitive. Yet as Hiral watched the energy reaching for its crescendo, he couldn’t argue with its effectiveness. The flames would explode out of the chest, shoot up the neck, and vomit from the mouth in a torrent of fire unlike anything they’d seen before.

Hiral blinked.

Up the neck?

Not giving himself a chance to second-guess himself—or admit how reckless this was—he launched himself forward with a burst of Rejection. A twist in the air at the same time the whirlpool of unholy energy in the chest reached its boiling point, and he turned his Rejection into Attraction, landing midway up the Dracolich’s neck.

The neck went horizontal in preparation for the powerful breath, and Hiral spun the Emperor’s Greatsword in his hand. He heard as much as felt a vacuum form at the base of the monster’s throat, the flames squeezing into their path and rushing in his direction.

Then he stabbed the sword straight down between the joints of the neck bones.

Sure, he couldn’t seem to break or pierce the bones, but…

BOOOOM! The flames hit the broad edge of his sword, instantly building in pressure like a closed cookpot, and then exploded in a massive burst of blue fire and force.

The air fled Hiral’s lungs as he—and the top half of the Dracolich’s neck—shot in the opposite direction of the rest of its body.

Some small part of his mind reminded him that the end of this flight could be very bad, and he leapt into the air with a quick change from Attraction to Rejection. Boots skidding on the floor, he landed twenty feet behind Nivian, and then a great crash sounded even further back.

Ahead of him, the Dracolich teetered but didn’t fall, and its health bar still showed at least fifteen percent. The damn thing wasn’t dead yet.

Of course, the head!

Hiral spun on his heel, sword still in hand, and vaulted through the carved wreckage of numerous displays. Following the clear trail, it didn’t take him long to find the ruins of the monster’s neck, and the large skull at the end of it. Blue flames still danced in its eyes, and its jaw shifted as if it wanted nothing more than to bite Hiral in half.

On guard for any more tricks—or magic—Hiral went wide around the side of the skull, then hopped up onto the forehead. The thing didn’t, or couldn’t, move, and Hiral looked down into the glowing blue flames.

Then he promptly stabbed one. His sword went up to the hilt through the eye socket and into the skull, the bones vibrating beneath his feet, and he half-expected it to explode.

Wouldn’t that be my luck?

Instead, the blue flames winked out, and the skull stilled. A look back showed him the rest of the giant, skeletal body toppling in on itself like a house of collapsing cards, bones clattering in a great jumble. And, with a deep breath, he felt the fear effect completely lift.

That should do it.
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Hiral’s eyes narrowed as they focused on that question mark. Shouldn’t it say three of three at this point?

Unless there are still more?

A pillar of blue flame erupted back near where they’d first been ambushed by the Nightmare, and Hiral vaulted into the air on repeated platforms of Rejection until he spotted the source. A display not far from where Seena pulled herself to her feet gushed fire straight up to the ceiling, washing outward to paint the whole room in a cold blue.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

“My guess would be another Mid-Boss,” Yanily replied flatly into the party chat.

“I figured that, Yan,” Hiral said, angling down in Seena’s direction. “What kind? Did anybody see what was in that exhibit?”

“Bones,” Seeyela said. “I got thrown through it. Like a big chicken or some other kind of bird.”

“Not just some kind of bird,” Seena said, her voice coming through like she was still clenching her teeth from the pain. Then massive, flaming wings spread from the column of fire. Wings that… looked familiar.

Where had he seen something like that before? It hit him just as his feet hit the floor beside Seena and her flaming mantle.

“Those were phoenix bones,” she said, and Hiral saw it wasn’t pain clenching her jaw; it was anger. “These undead are defiling one of my children.”

My children? Hiral’s head snapped from the now fully formed phoenix—its wingspan easily sixty feet from tip to tip—to Seena beside him. And then he took a step back. Not from the giant, blue, flaming bird. No, that was just a Mid-Boss.

Hiral stepped back from what really scared him: Seena.

The mantle at her back had lifted her into the air, the flames usually hanging behind her spread out as wings to match those of the Mid-Boss. Over her head, another aura of flame stretched and shaped in the unmistakably furious visage of a primordial bird of prey. The sheath of fire continued down her body, spreading along her hands and legs to turn her into some combination of bird and woman. Heat rolled off her like a second sun, and on the floor immediately below her, Li’l Ur chanted atop his black-bound book.

Glyphs twisted along the stone into a circle of power, and the column of light burst upward to envelop Seena, the Mantle of the Phoenix roaring and expanding to stretch its wings from one end of the room to the other.

One of her children… Suddenly, it made sense. The phoenix on his right, formed from the same red flames that had birthed the universe, stared down on its small child, lost within the flames of undeath. The flames that somehow denied it the proper ending it deserved.

Seena’s right hand, tiny in comparison to the larger phoenix, extended, and four horse-sized balls of flame appeared.

For its part, the blue phoenix seemed unable to move in the face of its progenitor, and Seena’s hand thrust forward. The four fireballs truly created another sun in the center of the room, bathing the exhibits in the first rays of sunlight they’d seen in centuries. Within that plasma, the Mid-Boss simply vanished.

There was no screech of challenge or pain. There was no fight or struggle. It just ceased to exist.

The remaining phoenix loosed a screeching caw, triumph and despair mixed equally within its call, and then it too vanished, leaving only Seena within the afterglow of the flames.

The woman dropped slowly to the ground, the true mantle of the phoenix still covering her body from head to toe, though Hiral could see her face through the bird-shaped mask around her head. Still, given the molten crater now dominating the room—and the glowing heat it gave off—he didn’t immediately move forward.

“It’s okay… I’m me again,” Seena said, letting the majority of the flames vanish, while those that remained hung at her back.

“You… were somebody else?” Yanily asked.

“Maybe you were looking at something other than the giant burning bird?” Wule asked.

“My patron asked to borrow my body to give their child a chance at rebirth,” Seena said, shaking her head a bit. “There are still a lot of feelings and thoughts bouncing around in my head, but I couldn’t say no. I mean, I could’ve, but I didn’t want to.”

“Either way, did you… kill it?” Nivian asked. “Free it? Something that means we don’t have to fight it?”
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“Good job, Seena,” Hiral said, approaching her when the heat finally dimmed to a reasonable level. “Saved us having to fight another Mid-Boss. Four in a row was a bit much.”

“Thanks,” she said, lifting her hand to look at it. Gentle flames burst around her forearm, shaping into a claw of sorts from her elbow down. “Got a new ability out of it in payment too.”

“Of course you did,” Hiral said with a chuckle. “You Growers and your spontaneous ability evolutions. How’s your arm?”

“Wule healed most of it, and the phoenix finished the job. As good as new.” She flexed her other arm despite the blood still covering it. “Sis, how are you doing?”

“Sore, but okay,” Seeyela said, actually walking over to join them. “Wule had to use his broken bone ability on me… and it feels weird. Not nearly as pleasant as his other heals.”

“I know, right?” Hiral said, remembering the almost aggressive nature of the ability.

“Stop complaining, both of you,” Wule said.

“Not complaining—just saying,” Seeyela said.

“That thing you just did,” Nivian said, joining them. “Can you do it again when we get to the Boss?”

Seena shook her head. “I think that was a one-time thing. All that wasn’t my power. At least, most of it wasn’t, which reminds me…” She looked to the little lich hovering over to bob beside her shoulder. “Good job, Li’l Ur.”

“Think nothing of it,” the lich said. “It would’ve been embarrassing if my mistress was defeated by such a lesser creature…” It trailed off as the mantle at Seena’s back flared. “Lesser, due to the influence of the undead curse, of course…”

“Of course,” Seena said before giving Li’l Ur a pat on the head. He practically leaned into it. “Anybody see Odi?” she asked with the rest of the party nearby, but the Lizardman was noticeably absent.

“Maybe he got eaten by something?” Yanily suggested.

“Or…?” Nivian started, and then he looked purposefully at the glowing crater.

“Even if he did, that’s not my fault,” Seena said.

“You explode as bad as Hiral does,” Wule said.

“I’ve been pretty good about exploding recently,” Hiral pointed out, a quick pulse of Attraction returning his fallen RHC to his hand.

“Back to Odi,” Seena said, glaring at the twins and Hiral. “We need him to seal the Urn.”

“Speaking of which, we should probably find the second seal too,” Seeyela said.

“I’ve saved you the trouble,” Odi said, jogging around a toppled exhibit of some kind of jungle. In the Lizardman’s hands was a pair of palm-sized crystal discs.
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SECOND SEAL


“That’s the seal?” Hiral asked as Odi walked over to join the party.

“And you went to get it while we were dealing with the Mid-Bosses?” Nivian asked.

“Yes,” Odi said to Hiral. Then he looked at Nivian. “And, since they seemed to be monsters, I figured you could handle them. What good would I have been hiding?”

“You could’ve at least said something,” Nivian said.

“It’s fine, Nivian,” Seena said. “Saves us some time, and we can use it to recover before we go deal with Ur’Thul.”

“Can I see those?” Hiral asked, holding out his hands, and Odi passed the small discs over.

Dynamic Quest Complete

Seal Located: 1/1

Congratulations! Achievement unlocked – The Flametastic Four (Three?)

You defeated the guardians and retrieved the second seal.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

These are definitely the second seal, then…

Dynamic Quest

Update: Secure the two seals.

Seals acquired (2/2)

Seal the Urn of Ur’Thul.

Urns sealed (0/1)

Bonus Objective: Defeat Ur’Thul the Undying

Quest updates mean just one step left. Then what? Will we actually be stopping the undead?

Since Hiral didn’t have a real answer to his own question, he asked Odi the next best thing. “Do you happen to have a book on these?”

“No,” Odi said. “I didn’t build them. Don’t know much about how they function, other than their purpose.”

“How do we know they’ll work?” Wule asked.

Odi shrugged. “We have to pray they do. My seal, based on what the Ancestor used, will only deal with the energy of the Urn. Based on what little I know of these, they will physically restrain it, making it impossible to access. Somehow.”

“And we’re sure there’s no way we can just outright destroy the Urn?” Wule asked.

“None that I’m aware of,” Odi said. “The seals are our best bet to take it out of play. We activate my seal to steal its power, then place it with the Urn and activate the humans’ seal to lock them both away forever.”

“Pretty sure it won’t be that simple,” Yanily said. “Never is.”

“We’ll deal with whatever comes up,” Seena said. She looked over at Left and the golden banner in his hand. “You okay keeping that out a bit longer?”

“Absolutely,” Left said.

“It really saved us against the Dracolich,” Hiral said to his double. “Thanks.”

“Sorry it took so long to fend off the fear effect before I could shape it,” Left said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Hiral said. “You made it in time.”

“Okay, folks,” Seena interrupted, “we’ve got one more thing to deal with here. The biggest thing. Rest up for a bit before we move out. And, yes, Hiral, you can study the seals until it’s time to go. Just, if you feel like you’re going to explode, put them in your ring for later.”

“Fine.” Hiral sat down with the others and reabsorbed Right to help get him back up to full energy. He’d get Left while they were moving. “Hey, Odi, you said these were made to trap the Fallen?”

“Or so I was told,” Odi said.

“Do you know how powerful the Fallen are?” Hiral asked, his eyes tracing the sinuous runic script within the crystals. It wasn’t the same as his runes—single concepts—but closer to a combination between the runes and the double helix across his body. Entire sentences or equations twisting in on themselves over and over.

“I don’t,” Odi said. “All I know is the humans were afraid of them. Just as afraid of them as they were the squids, and that tells me they’re terrifying.”

“Any idea how many?” Hiral asked, but Odi shook his head again.

Okay, he doesn’t know much about the Fallen, or I’m asking the wrong questions. But the Lizardmen would’ve gotten these seals a long, long time ago. Does that mean we captured some? Wait, didn’t one of Dr. Benza’s assistants talk about captured Fallen? The seal must’ve worked. That just leaves the question of where the captured Fallen are.

“Interesting stuff?” Seena asked, sitting down with her sister beside Hiral.

“Stuff that’s way beyond me, at least right now,” Hiral said. “It kind of feels like I’d be able to figure it out, given enough time.”

“The one thing we don’t have,” Seena said.

“Yeah,” Hiral said, shaking his head at the complicated script within the crystal before threading solar energy into his Interspatial Ring to absorb the seals. “Guessing that’s not what you came to talk to me about, though.”

The sisters shared a look. “No, it’s not,” Seena admitted. “Wanted your opinion on something.”

“What’s on your mind?” Hiral asked.

Seena looked at Odi, who’d gone over to chat with Nivian and Wule. “Given the last few Mid-Bosses we fought, I’m a little worried about what Ur’Thul is going to throw at us. I talked to Li’l Ur about it”—the lich was floating above her shoulder—“and he says what we fought in the necropolis was just a small fraction of the lich’s power.”

“Ah,” Hiral said with a nod. “You’re worried about Odi getting caught up in the fight before he can activate the seals. Do you think the dungeon would let something happen to him?”

“We’ve had escort quests, and we’ve seen NPCs get attacked,” Seena said. “End of the day, I don’t want to rely on what the dungeon may or may not do to protect him.”

“And your plan has something to do with Seeyela?” Hiral asked as he looked at the other woman, who’d taken her spider-eyed helmet off. “A portal out?”

“Yes, and maybe a bodyguard,” Seena said. “If we get him out of harm’s way, we need to make sure he stays out of it until we’re ready for him.”

“Seena wants me to stay with the Lizardman instead of helping the rest of you with the Boss,” Seeyela said, obviously not thrilled about the idea.

Hiral wasn’t sure he was either. “Her venom could be really useful against Ur’Thul. He’s bound to have a lot of solar energy, which would make her daggers even more effective.”

“I know,” Seena said. “But if something else comes along to bash Odi’s head in when he’s out of sight?”

“We might have to risk it,” Hiral said. “If Ur’Thul is as strong as he could be, we’re going to need her. I agree getting Odi away is a good idea, but Seeyela should come right back. The sooner we kill the lich, the sooner it’s safe to seal the Urn, and that’s better for everybody.”

Seena thought it over for a few seconds, then nodded. “I guess you two are right.”

“Apparently her older sister’s opinion isn’t good enough on its own anymore,” Seeyela said, gently elbowing Seena in the ribs.

“How are your injuries? Both of you?” Hiral asked. They’d said they were fine, but…

“We’re both good,” Seena said. “You were hurt worse than us against the behemoth, and look at you now.”

“Wule patched us right up,” Seeyela said. “The new healing abilities he got are effective.”

“Then I guess it’s just a matter of getting enough solar energy, and it’ll be time to end this,” Hiral said.

“After we get out of here, maybe at the next Asylum, I’m really going to need to sit down and try to wrap my head around everything that’s happened,” Seena said. “Did we really take part in making all this happen when we stole the Urn from the Forge? Or what we did in the necropolis?”

“Great questions,” Hiral said with a shrug. “I’m kind of putting off thinking about it, like you.”

“We all are,” Seeyela said. “But we’ve made good time, all things considered. When we get to the Asylum, we’ll have some wiggle-room for downtime before we need to rush to the jump point. Plus, with the advanced classes, Dr. Benza should tell us what we need to do to save Fallen Reach without having to reach C-Rank.”

“Don’t say downtime too loudly,” Seena said, looking over at the twins. “Nivian will plan a feast.”

“And Wule will complain the entire time,” Seeyela agreed. “Then again, I wouldn’t mind a small feast to celebrate making it that far.”

“He practically carries a feast around with him in his ring,” Hiral pointed out.

“Still not the same as when he gets his apron out,” Seeyela joked.

“I half-think it’s a magic apron,” Seena said. “It’s like it adds a level of flavor just by him wearing it.”

“How much you want to bet he’ll get some kind of ability evolution before we get back home?” Seeyela asked.

“With how much he loves cooking for us, no way I’m taking that bet,” Seena said, and the two sisters chuckled.

Seeing them together like that, for once not thinking about life or death—even if just for a few seconds—they really did look alike. The way their mouths curled up at the corners, the sparkle in their eyes, and how each’s laughter fit perfectly with the other.

Even considering how much had gone wrong since they’d come down to the surface, at least they’d been able to do that one thing right—saving Seeyela. But, seeing the two sisters like that reminded Hiral of the third girl who also shared their resemblance: Favela, Seeyela’s daughter. Just one of the many people they needed to save.

“Uh oh, looks like somebody is thinking about the serious stuff again,” Seeyela said, her laughter dying down as she looked at Hiral.

“Sorry,” Hiral said. “I ruined the moment.”

“At least we had one,” Seena said. “Even though I don’t know what you’re thinking, you’re probably right. We should get going. You both doing okay on solar energy?”

“Cycling has made a huge difference,” Seeyela said. “Plus the banner. I’ll be good in a few minutes.”

“How about the rest of you?” Seena asked louder to the others. “Almost ready to go?”

“Ready when you are, boss,” Nivian said, his brother and Yanily both nodding.

“Okay, then, break’s over,” she said, standing up and clapping her hands together. “Odi, let’s see if that amulet of yours really works.

“It’s time to go smack a lich.”
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Odi, with the party behind him, held up the amulet, then flicked the back of it with one of his clawed fingers. A sound like a bell ringing chimed through the huge museum room, echoing off the walls and ceiling, and a familiar blue portal spiraled open in front of the group. Larger than the portals that normally led into the dungeons, this one stood about twelve feet tall and the same again wide, an unknown room on the other side.

Like almost everywhere else on the surface, glowing roots spread along the floor, wall, and ceiling in that room, but their light pulsed like a powerful heartbeat, and they shone neon in the darkness.

“What’s going on?” Wule asked.

“The Urn is using the root system to pull the energy to itself,” Odi said. “All the roots throughout the palace—the city—are carrying its sustenance. Once the Urn reaches its next threshold of power, it will extend its influence out beyond the boundaries of the city, and it will increase in power even faster.”

“It’s like the Heart of the Graveyard,” Hiral said, and Seeyela nodded at his words. “The hearts used the root systems to bring the corpses to them to become the Shambling Graveyards.”

“The root system has always had myriad uses,” Odi said. “This is the most sinister of them I’ve seen.”

“Sinister or not, we’re going to deal with it,” Seena said. “Once we’re through, Odi, which way?”

“There’s only one door in the room,” Odi said. “Take it, then turn left down the hall. The Urn will be straight ahead.”

“And Ur’Thul?” Hiral asked.

“He will be in one of two places,” Odi said. “The room with the Urn, or the laboratory. He keeps them separate so none of his experiments interfere with the Urn’s energy gathering.”

“If he’s in the lab, how long do we have?” Seeyela asked.

“A few minutes at most,” Odi said.

“Nivian, you know what to do,” Seena said, tapping the tank on the shoulder.

Nivian moved through the portal with the rest of the party tight on his heels—nobody wanted to risk getting left behind if the portal suddenly shut—and braced for an attack as soon as he was on the other side. None came. The room was eerily quiet, the air suddenly dry and stale.

Hiral fought to contain a cough at the first breath on the other side of the portal, and from the looks of things, he wasn’t the only one.

“We’re all through,” Seeyela said, her eyes on the portal and a note of admiration in her voice.

“Just in time,” Odi said, gesturing to the amulet in his hands as it cracked. One second more, two, and the small piece of jewelry shattered, the portal immediately following.

“What would’ve happened if one of us was in the middle of coming through when that happened?” Yanily asked.

“Better you don’t know,” Seeyela said.

“There’s the door,” Nivian interrupted.

“Take it,” Seena said. “Only a matter of time now until Ur’Thul realizes we’re here.”

The tank immediately went to the door and put his gauntleted hand on the knob. The glowing roots had long since grown across it like bars, and there was no way it was opening easily. Or quietly.

“Just do it,” Seena said.

Nivian nodded, then threw his shoulder into it, the vambrace magnifying the power of the hit by his End attribute. The old wood of the door didn’t stand a chance, shattering into a thousand pieces and exploding into the hall beyond as Nivian charged through.

Hiral’s weapons came out in his hands, and he followed the tank through, spinning to his right as Yanily went left. The hallway stretched out ahead of him, dozens and dozens of the roots swollen with solar energy all pulsing in time with each other. But that was all there was. No undead horde. No arch-lich.

“Clear on this side,” Hiral said, though he kept his eyes on the other doors in the hallway. Like the one they’d just come through, most were closed, but they’d just proven the old wood wouldn’t be stopping anything that wanted through.

“We’re moving,” Seena said from behind him, and he felt as much as heard the others start down the hall, the dry air swirling at their passing.

One last look, then Hiral spun and followed after the rest of the party, picking his steps to avoid walking on the bulky roots as much as possible. What had once been square halls of worked stone were now so thick with the pulsing vegetation they were practically rounded on all sides.

Like walking through giant veins…

“These roots aren’t giving off much energy,” Wule said quietly. “Even less than the ones that looked like they were dying outside the palace. And what I do feel is… icky.”

“Death-attuned energy,” Li’l Ur said. “The roots are processing what they take from the undead around the city, like how you Cycle, and delivering that to the Urn.”

“Is it dangerous?” Seena asked.

“Very, if it’s released from the vines,” Li’l Ur said. “I’d suggest you don’t damage them… except for my apprentice. Please destroy them as much as you want.”

“Why is it okay for me to?” Hiral asked.

“So you can die sooner,” Li’l Ur said plainly.

“Wonderful,” Hiral said, shaking his head. “If we accidentally destroy one of the roots, or get exposed to this death energy, is there anything we can do?”

“Cycle as quickly as you can,” the lich said. “You may be able to filter out the death energy from the natural solar energy. Without the connection, the death energy will cease to exist, like a parasite without a host. Ur’Thul, and the Urn, need the roots because they can’t process normal solar energy—it’s anathema to them—but they need it as a means of transport.”

“Could it hurt them? Kill them?” Hiral asked.

“Possibly, but any self-respecting lich would never be stupid enough to sit out in the sun long enough for the energy to become harmful. That, or they would have a processing station like here set up.”

“Too bad,” Seena said. “Where is all this solar energy going, then?”

“As I mentioned, the Urn is taking it all,” Odi said. “It’s very greedy.”

“Brighter light ahead,” Nivian said from the front of the group.

“Be ready for anything,” Seena instructed—not that she needed to, with everybody already on edge. “Hiral, you and your doubles get Odi to the Urn. The rest of us will hold off whatever’s in there.”

“Got it, boss,” Hiral said.

“Go!” Seena said, and Nivian dashed ahead, the others sprinting after him. Solar energy gathered in each of them as they readied their abilities, and they burst out of the narrow hallway into a larger room.

Obviously once a throne room of some kind, a grand hall spread out to their right—Odi’s room must’ve been in some kind of side hall—with the throne straight ahead of them. And there, on the throne, was the all-too-familiar Urn of Ur’Thul.

But, where was Ur’Thul himself? Not there, apparently—the entire audience hall was empty except for the hundreds and hundreds of power-swollen roots stretching towards the Urn.

“Spread out, cover Hiral and Odi,” Seena instructed before looking directly at Hiral. “What are you waiting for? An invitation?”

“Sorry,” Hiral said, sheathing the RHC from his right hand as he ran over to the Urn with Odi and his doubles behind him.

After being in the dark city, the bright light from the roots was almost blinding to the point of making Hiral’s eyes water, but he forced himself to keep them open as he approached.

“No lich?” Yanily asked, almost sounding disappointing.

“He’ll be here soon enough, don’t you worry,” Seeyela said as the other party members spread out to keep eyes in all directions.

The throne had once been a giant, gaudy thing, with a wide back and the carved likenesses of the King and Queen of the Swamp climbing up the seat and looking over where the emperor’s head would’ve been. Now, in that seat, the Urn sat with six finger-thick roots growing around its base. Those were the only roots on the throne, and they extended from the Urn to the floor, then out to a circle of thick roots running all the way around the large chair.

Just like the Heart of the Graveyard.

That thick circle seemed to act like some kind of central node for the incoming energy, though a quick glance around the room showed that not all the roots converged on this point. Yes, most of them did, but there were three other root-circles spread across the middle of the audience hall. What are they for? Something to do with the processing of energy? Filtering out the solar energy so only the purest death energy reaches the Urn?

That’s… terrifying.

But as Hiral’s eyes sat on the circle of roots, something else about his encounter with the Heart of the Graveyard sprang to mind, and his gaze drifted up to the ceiling.

“Fallen’s balls,” he cursed, the hundreds of dangling corpses clearly visible in the abundant light provided by the glowing roots.

These ones weren’t Troblins—all Lizardmen, by the looks of things—and they were so desiccated it looked like something had sucked them dry. Judging by the roots shoved down each of their mouths, that was probably exactly what had happened. The first sacrifices to get the whole process started?

“The seals?” Odi asked urgently from Hiral’s side, bringing his mind back to the present.

“What’s the holdup?” Seena asked. “We all see the army hanging from the ceiling. Let us worry about it.”

“Nothing—we’re on it,” Hiral said, threading solar energy into his Interspatial Ring and retrieving the seals. “What do you need me to do?” he asked Odi.

“Just watch my back… and stand outside the circle of roots,” Odi added after a second. “If anything goes wrong, I can survive the death energy, and I really don’t think you want to be the little lich’s apprentice for eternity.”

“Not so much,” Hiral said, drawing his RHCs again and stepping away from the throne. “If you need anything, I’m right here.”

“Mmmm,” Odi said, obviously not really listening as he got to work with the seals.

First, he took the two human seals, one in each hand, and slowly, carefully, held one out to each side of the Urn. Leaning down so he was at eye-level with his hands, he adjusted them until they appeared to be at exactly the same height, directly across from each other.

As if by magic—actually, definitely by magic—the two seals snapped into an orbit and began to rotate slowly around the Urn, glyphs in the crystal lighting up and fading in succession.

“That’s it?” Hiral asked. “Is it done?”

“Only the first part,” Odi said, lifting the Ancestor’s seal plate from where he’d put it down. “The first seal is in place, but not activated yet. I need to get the other seal set up.”

“How long will it take once that’s done?” Hiral asked.

“No idea,” Odi said flatly. “It’s not like I’ve ever actually done this before. Probably a few minutes at most. Now, let me concentrate.”

“Sorry,” Hiral said, though he kept his attention on what the Lizardman was doing.

Odi watched the slowly rotating seals, then nodded to himself, flipped the crystal plate upside-down, and held it above the Urn. Like the other seal he’d just placed, he moved the plate around until it seemed to find exactly the right place. As soon as it was where it needed to be, the plate shuddered in his fingers and refused to move another inch.

“It’s ready,” Odi said, reaching out and tapping a claw first on the plate above the Urn, then on each of the rotating seals. Within the crystal, the glyph sequences began to glow, surrounding the Urn in a sphere of light, but nothing more dramatic than that. “It will take some time to get going. Like the ritual back in the necropolis, these are self-maintaining. Unless anything stops them… we’ve won.”

“Then it’s a good thing I arrived when I did,” a voice like wind over a gravestone said from above, and a column of blue light burst up from the circle of roots around the throne.

Hiral’s eyes traced the light up, up, up, all the way to the ceiling. There, within the glow, a Lizardman floated down through the forest of bodies.

Not just any Lizardman, either. His nametag appeared above his head as he lowered down.

(Boss – Undead – Lich) Ur’Thul the Undying – Unknown Rank
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The lich didn’t look the same as the Remnant of Ur’Thal from the necropolis; he wasn’t wearing the Second-Skin of Ur’Thul Hiral now wore. Instead, he was dressed in rich purple-and-silver robes, a gold crown on his head and jewelry on every finger. His eyes had the familiar blue flames within the sockets, though they roared like funeral pyres, and the tears leaking down his cheeks were thick and bright, almost too bright to even look at. Despite the differences, there was no mistaking the cold power radiating off the creature above them.

“Geckodiana, I’m impressed you managed to appear inside my castle while my gaze was focused outwards,” Ur’Thul said. “Now you’ll…” He cut off as Hiral’s RHC spat a bolt of Impact at his face, only for it to deflect off the column of blue light. “Pathetic. You thought I would leave myself unprotected?”

“Couldn’t hurt to try,” Hiral said, lifting his other RHC and pulling the trigger at the same time lightning and fire also struck the light curtain. Like his first attack, all three blasts ricocheted harmlessly away.

“As long as Ur’Thul is within the column, we can’t get in and he can’t get out,” Li’l Ur said.

We can’t reach him? Odi?

The Lizardman had his back pressed up against the column of light like it was a solid wall, and his head followed the lich’s descent until it stopped to hover upside-down a few feet above the Urn.

“How do we stop it, Odi?” Hiral asked, uselessly pulling his triggers again.

“You don’t, fools,” Ur’Thul said, and his blue-flame eyes stopped on Hiral. “You have my Second-Skin? How is that possible? It doesn’t matter, I’ll take it from your corpse.” He turned his attention back to inspecting the seals. “Ah. I see. Ingenious, Geckodiana, if I hadn’t arrived to stop it.”

“It’s already begun,” Odi said. “Even you can’t destroy the crystals now that they’ve begun gathering energy.”

“True,” Ur’Thul said, extending a skeletal hand towards the Urn. Black mist like steam from a boiling pot shot out from under the lid, most of it falling like it had weight. It rolled down the throne like a waterfall, pooling at the floor, and then spread towards the edges of the circle within seconds. The mist that didn’t fall, though, climbed into the air around the seals, growing denser and denser. “Luckily, I don’t need to destroy them myself. Seals like these have limits, while I do not.”

“Boss?” Wule asked, an orb of cold slapping into the light column and having no more effect than anything else.

“Open to ideas,” Seena said.

Hiral’s eyes stayed fixated on the black mist—That has to be death energy—then widened when it crawled up and over the circle of roots. The column of light wasn’t containing that!

“Don’t let it touch you!” Odi warned him in a harsh voice. “It’s pure, concentrated death.”

Hiral didn’t second-guess the Lizardman, quickly jumping back several steps until he was ten feet from the column of light. The mist seemed to stop around the five-foot mark, but it was better not to take chances with something like that.

“Yes, run while you can,” Ur’Thul said. “Once I’m finished with this seal, there’ll be nowhere for you to go.”

“Odi?” Hiral called to the Lizardman standing knee-deep in the mist within the column. At least it didn’t seem to have any negative effects on the undead.

“I don’t know,” Odi said.

“Ur’Thul is using the energy of the Urn to overpower the limits of the seals,” Li’l Ur said. “The only way to stop him is to siphon off the power he’s using.”

Ur’Thul’s head slowly turned in the little lich’s direction. “After I’m finished here, you and I are going to discuss exactly what sort of abomination you are. Then I will pull you apart piece by small piece.”

“We just need to suck up that mist?” Nivian asked.

“Just?” Seeyela said.

“Yes,” Li’l Ur said.

“I’m counting on you, Wule,” Nivian said, and then he strode forward.

“Counting on me for what?” Wule asked, voicing what everybody else was thinking.

“Fool. You come to your own death,” Ur’Thul said as Nivian stalked past Hiral and into the hanging black mist. As soon as his feet touched it, his health bar in the Party Interface began to drop like it had a leak in it, but he kept going until he was standing right beside the column of blue light.

“Wule!” Seena shouted.

“I know!” Wule said, solar energy pulsing off him to replenish Nivian’s health bar. “What are you doing?”

In answer, Nivian dropped to one knee and slammed the base of his Aegis of Extinction to the ground. “This,” the tank said, the mouth of the shield opening up and sucking in the mist like it was taking a deep breath. Within seconds, the ground and throne were visible again, leaving just a steady stream of death-mist extending from the Urn to the mouth of Nivian’s shield.

Even the mist pooling around the seals had thinned, once again revealing the glowing scripts, and Ur’Thul’s blue-flame eyes narrowed at Nivian.

Nivian gave the lich a wink.

“You’ll die before you stop me,” Ur’Thul said, pulling harder on his connection to the Urn. The stream of mist pouring out doubled in size, but it still all shot straight into Nivian’s shield.

“Not on my watch,” Wule said, keeping Nivian’s health up even as the corrosive death energy ate away at the tank’s life.

“Left, banner,” Seena ordered, and the double shaped the Banner of Courage immediately.

Golden light washed over Wule, increasing his solar absorption and granting a minor healing effect directly to Nivian.

“You can’t win on your own,” Nivian said to the arch-lich.

Then, as much as a lipless, undead Lizardman could, Ur’Thul smiled. “That may be true.” He held out his other hand, and three shadows leapt off it. No, not shadows. Copies.

The three other versions of Ur’Thul sailed over the party faster than even Hiral could track with his eyes, then spread when they reached the center of the room. Dropping to the ground, each landed in one of the other root-circles, and more columns of light burst to the ceiling—one red, one blue, and one green.

But it wasn’t the columns of light that were the worry—no, it was how the pulsing light within the roots grew in intensity, as if they were pumping additional energy towards the throne.

By the time Hiral turned from the three copies back to the Urn, it had more than doubled—tripled—the amount of black mist venting. Nivian’s shield valiantly continued sucking up as much death energy as it could, but it was quickly losing the battle, more of the terrible energy seeping out around his legs. The tank grimaced in pain as his health started dropping faster, though Wule just pumped more healing into him, bouncing his health bar around like a ball.

“Nivian, get out of there,” Hiral said.

“No,” Nivian said, teeth clenched. “If I stop now, the mist will spread.”

“He’s right,” Ur’Thul said with a chuckle. Then he looked at Nivian. “You’ll serve me well in death.”

“Seena?” Wule said, another pulse of healing energy pushing into Nivian.

“I don’t know!” Seena said, hurling a ball of fire to splash uselessly against the blue column of light surrounding the Urn.

“The roots are supplying more energy to the Urn than before,” Hiral said, mentally playing out different scenarios. “We could destroy them… but we’d just flood the room with death energy faster.”

Instead, he aimed his weapon back at one of the three copies and pulled the trigger.

The bolt hit the red aura extending to the ceiling, and rather than deflecting off to the side, it passed straight through the field and the copy of the lich to shoot out the other side.

“That won’t work,” Li’l Ur said. “They’re spectral copies. You won’t be able to harm them.”

“What are they even doing?” Seeyela asked, stalking towards the one shrouded in green.

“Little imposter,” Ur’Thul hissed, “if you don’t want to truly suffer, keep your mouth shut.”

“Controlling the flow of energy from the nexus points of the roots,” Li’l Ur said after only a second’s hesitation.

“If they can do it, can we?” Seena asked, eying the icy blue column.

“Their auras will kill you,” Li’l Ur said. “They’re much stronger than they were in the necropolis.”

“So are we,” Seena said. “What do we have to do?”

Li’l Ur hesitated, a look of obvious worry crossing his face.

“Tell me,” Seena insisted.

“You’ll need to enter the circle of light, survive their auras, and rip control of the nodes from them,” Li’l Ur said.

“How?” Seeyela asked, getting closer to the green column.

“It’s like Cycling,” Li’l Ur said.

“Wule, this is going to be tough on you,” Seena said.

“What’s new?” Wule asked.

“We need to do all three?” Seena asked the little lich.

“Yes, if you want Nivian to live,” Li’l Ur said.

“I’ll handle ice guy,” Seena said.

“I’ve got Mr. Poison,” Seeyela said, taking a deep breath within her Armor of the Ghost-Web Matriarch.

Hiral looked at the red column, then at Yanily. “That one has to be me,” he said, despite the traumatic memory of his last trip within the Blood Aura. At least his Coat of Ur’Thul offered some additional resistance to blood… but would it be enough?

“What about me?” Yanily asked at the same time something thudded to the ground somewhere off to the side. When the withered undead Lizardman pushed itself to its feet and more thuds sounded around the room, the spearman had his answer. “I’ll keep them off you.”

“We will,” Right added, his fist already glowing with purple flame.

“You’ll fail, is what you’ll do,” Ur’Thul said. “And your friend will die to serve me.” The black mist had practically filled the column of blue, and Nivian knelt in it up to his chest. The tank’s face was sallow and pinched, like being in the mist was literally sucking the life out of him.

But he didn’t move. Didn’t give up.

And neither would the rest of them.

Hiral spun, sheathing his weapons as he went, then launched himself into the blood aura with a burst of Rejection before he could really consider how terrible an idea this was.
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THE BLOOD REALM


As soon as Hiral touched the aura of red light, two things happened. First, the room around him vanished, replaced by a seething, red ocean of blood and the small island he stood on. Second, and most pressing, he was slammed by pain, like thousands of not-so-tiny needles entering every inch of his body. His eyes, chest, arms, legs, and soles of his feet, just to name a few, felt like they were being scoured clean of flesh and muscle.

His first brush with the Blood Aura had been just that—a brush. Now he’d dived in headfirst, and Fallen’s balls, it hurt. He tried to curl up on himself to protect, well, anything, but every movement hurt more than the last. And this was with the resistance bonus from the Coat of Ur’Thul. What would it have been like for somebody else?

That question fled his mind as pain became everything. His entire world. Red, bloody torture.

And then it faded as warm, refreshing energy flowed into him, pushing back the worst of it, and Hiral’s blind eyes saw something. A blinking notification.

You have been afflicted with the Blood Corruption debuff.

Blood Corruption: Reduces resistance to blood-type damage and effects, and increases damage taken from blood-type damage and effects.

Note: Blood Corruption stacks with itself up to five times.

Note (2): Stacking effects are additive.

And, right under that notification…

You have been afflicted with the Blood Volatility debuff.

Blood Volatility: Pain and injuries mount as blood vessels explode.

Suffer damage every second blood is infected.

Note: Blood Volatility lasts 5 seconds, but duration refreshes every second while within a Blood Aura.

No wonder it hurt so damn much this time. The two debuffs were feeding off each other while he was in the Blood Aura. Without Wule’s heal and debuff removal, Hiral would’ve been completely at the mercy of the stacking abilities.

I can’t count on Wule to take care of me. He needs to focus on Nivian.

Already, he could feel Wule’s healing energy waning under the constant onslaught of the Blood Aura, and Hiral took the moment of lucid thought to investigate his surrounding. Directly in front of him, motionless, stood the Spectre of Ur’Thul, though it wasn’t on the small island with Hiral. Instead, it hovered with arms wide above a roaring whirlpool in the sea of blood. Frothy black foam formed along the swirling edges of the vortex, while white lightning shot from the turbulent sea to the clouds above, where it arced across the sky over and over again.

Wind buffeted Hiral from all sides, forcing him to crouch lower and spread his feet for balance as he kept his attention on the lich. Its name sat above its head, though it was noticeably absent a health bar.

Actually, that wasn’t the only thing absent—Hiral’s weapons were gone. In fact, so was all of his gear other than his Second-Skin of Ur’Thul. Something about the second-skin must make it different, but this is just like the Cycling trial.

And it was; he could feel it. This realm was real, and yet not. Some kind of projection from the spectre, or maybe a corruption of the root circle. Either way, like he’d done in the Cycling trial, Hiral would need to take control of the energy all around him. The blood.

First, though, he needed to deal with the debuff. Focusing on the two blood afflictions, Hiral pushed energy into his Rune of Rejection, just like he’d done the last time he’d been exposed to Blood Volatility, and aimed at the spectre. Nothing happened. The spectre was only partially there, nothing more than a projection of its body in this realm of control.

He needed to do something else, but the pain was already starting to ramp up again, a feeling like thorned vines slowly running up his legs and tearing gashes in his skin as they went.

I can’t reject the debuff onto the spectre. What about pure Rejection, like I did with the rain?

Hiral thought about his whole body pushing the afflictions out. The pain crawling up his legs lessened for a heartbeat, then squeezed all the harder, like it needed a place to reside.

Nope, not that. The thorns were all over him now, squeezing and pushing deeper. Scarring his bones and tearing muscle. Vines wormed their way into his lungs and stretched for his heart. His teeth clenched so hard it felt like his jaw would snap at any second.

Maybe… maybe he couldn’t remove the whole debuff, but what if he…?

Pulling the energy away from his Rune of Rejection, Hiral instead focused on his left hand and threaded energy into his Rune of Attraction. All at once, the pain shot across his body, running up his chest to his shoulder, then down his arm to his hand.

“Aaaaaargh!” he finally screamed, everything from his wrist down burning like he’d dunked it in molten metal. Was this better? No, not really, but at least he could breathe. Think. How long could he keep it up, though?

His mind went back to Nivian, literally bathing in death energy, and Hiral clenched his agonized fist.

He’d keep it up as long as he needed to, and he raised his face to look at the motionless spectre across from him. “I’ll be taking it from here,” he hissed. Then he began Cycling.

Instead of the smoke from the trial, the wild sea of blood was the solar energy in this realm. At the briefest graze of his mental touch, corruption and death stung Hiral’s mind, but he pushed past it, ignoring the source of where it’d all come from. Like the smoke, he would need to take control and push it… Push it… Push it where, exactly?

That was what the spectre was doing—pushing the energy to Ur’Thul, down through the whirlpool. If anything, Hiral needed to do the opposite, to slow it down. Maybe if he reversed the spin of the vortex?

No, we can’t win that way. A battle of attrition favors the lich. So, what can we…?

Then he felt it, just fleetingly, in the sea of death all around him and the lightning arcing to the sky. A touch of life. Of pure, solar energy, so buried within the death energy it was hardly noticeable.

What did Li’l Ur say? Pure solar energy is anathema to Ur’Thul.

Could he separate the life and death energy? Keep one here in the node, and send the other—the pure solar energy—straight up Ur’Thul’s undead ass?

As Seena would say, only one way to find out.

Throwing his will against that of the spectre’s, Hiral concentrated on the energy spread throughout the sea, on turning it to his desire and forcing it somewhere other than the whirlpool. It was there, he could feel it, and he pulled on it, away from the whirlpool.

The blood resisted. No, that wasn’t quite true; the spectre was fighting for control of the energy—and it was stronger. No sooner had Hiral shifted just a few litres of the blood than the spectre ripped it away from him like an adult taking a toy from a newborn.

A small spike of pain shot across Hiral’s head, from temple to temple, at the control being torn away from him, but it was nothing compared to the pain in his hand. The spreading pain in his hand, now halfway up to his elbow. Without time to waste, he moved his concentration to the opposite side of the whirlpool and pulled again.

One second passed, two, three, as he pulled energy away from the whirlpool, until the spectre’s stronger grasp descended on the area. Another spike of pain, and the lich’s reflection ripped control away, causing Hiral to stagger to the side. Was it slower to get to me that time?

As soon as his brain didn’t feel quite so scrambled, Hiral again moved to another part of the sea near the whirlpool, snagging the energy and pulling it away.

One. Two. Three. Four… A hint of the spectre’s will, and Hiral severed his connection. The energy surged back towards the whirlpool, but Hiral was already on the other side, tugging on a different section.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five… and the spectre followed, though Hiral was already gone by then.

It’s stronger, but I’m faster. Wis versus Atn?

Still, even with the speed advantage, what was Hiral going to do with the energy in the few seconds he had control of it? He couldn’t move enough of it away from the whirlpool to make a difference…

Ka-rack! A flash of lightning sizzled the air as it shot from sea to sky not thirty feet away from him, and his eyes rose to the lightshow above. Pure solar energy bounced around the clouds up there, almost nonstop, where it had been purified. He was looking at this the wrong way.

He couldn’t do it all at once; the lich was too strong. One bolt of lightning at a time, though? He could do that. And, with that plan, Hiral had a trick up his sleeve—or, more accurately, on his chest.

Left hand a fiery pit of agony up to his elbow now, Hiral lifted his other hand above his head and pushed solar energy into his Rune of Separation while concentrating on the sea of blood. One small section at a time, just a few seconds, then he moved on as soon as he felt the slightest touch by the lich. Far out to the right, close to the left, behind him, on the edge of the whirlpool, Hiral moved the focus of his Cycling around almost at random, staying just ahead of lich.

Waves and whirlpools thrashed around him at his interference, slamming onto the small piece of land he stood on and washing past his feet. Above, the clouds twisted red, a funnel forming directly above his outstretched hand, and a sound like thunder cracked in the distance. Thooom.

Thoom. Thoom. Thoom. Thooooom. The sound repeated, but it wasn’t thunder. It was life ripping away from the corruption of death. Of Hiral’s Rune of Separation cutting them cleanly apart. Soon, streaks of white light began to mar the crimson funnel above Hiral’s hand.

More and more, he pulled arcs of lightning from the sea of red, but instead of zipping to the clouds above, they slammed into the tornado in his hand. Around and around the tornado spun, light spiraling within, black mist rising on the surface of the ocean before it dissolved into nothingness. His plan was working! Without the solar energy he was pulling into the tornado, the death energy was simply falling apart.

The lich seemed to notice the same thing. A sense of foreboding reached for the tornado in Hiral’s hand, and the Blood Corruption and Volatility debuffs flared stronger on his arm. Now up to his bicep, it was getting harder and harder to ignore the pain, but he couldn’t afford to pull his attention away from his Cycling.

Just a little longer…

Something physical grasped his left wrist, though there was nothing there, and the pain in his arm doubled.

What!?

Hiral’s eyes went from his wrist to where the spectre floated above the whirlpool and… yes… it had its hand extended like it was holding onto something. Was its spectral body in the physical world touching Hiral? How could it…?

The pain spread to his shoulder, his whole arm feeling like the flesh and muscle should be flaking off to leave only the bone beneath. His hold on the tornado of solar energy slipped, and the stream of lightning bolts slowed. Another pulse of agony, and it spread deeper into his chest, as if reaching for his heart and lungs.

It grew harder and harder to focus with every passing breath. Hiral tried to pull more energy from the sea, but he was too distracted now, too slow, and the lich caught up before he could separate the energy. The spike of pain through the side of his head only made things tougher, and suddenly it was everything he could do to hold on to the tornado.

I’m not just holding on; I’m also holding back. This isn’t the time.

With a grunt, Hiral activated Eloquent and Enraged, his new stats bringing him a moment of clarity.

That feeling on his wrist indicated the lich was touching him. And if it was doing that, it had to have a physical form… which meant…

Hiral focused on the spectre—on the feeling of its cold hand around his wrist—and then activated his Rune of Rejection.

Blood Corruption and Blood Volatility flooded from his body. Hiral almost passed out in relief from the pain, and the grip on his arm immediately vanished.

Now!

With the spectre distracted, Hiral hauled on the power of the ocean, tearing a mad storm of solar lightning towards the tornado in a show that lit up the entire realm. The whole plane shook, geysers of black mist jetting from the blood where the separation took place, like dozens of undersea volcanos erupting at the same time.

More!

Hiral pulled and pulled until the tornado above him shone like the sun itself sat within it, not a trace of red or black scarring its surface.

Ahead of him, the Spectre of Ur’Thul finally seemed to get its wits together. It looked at Hiral, once again ready to resume the battle of wills.

“Too late,” Hiral told it, and then he activated Terminal along with his Rune of Energy.

The tornado above him condensed in a heartbeat to a true sun, sucking down the clouds in the process, and Hiral threw his hand forward. In the blink of an eye, the sun sat directly above the Spectre of Ur’Thul, warmth and light flooding across the realm and pushing back the darkness. Then, as the lich looked up at its fate, Hiral jerked his arm down.

Like the Annihilation of Amin Thett on a much larger scale, the hundred-foot-wide beam fired straight down. The lich vanished in an instant, completely consumed by the column of energy as it went through the whirlpool and tore the entire realm apart with a sound like reality shredding.
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DEATH OF A FRIEND


The throne room appeared around Hiral in the next instant, but he didn’t have a chance to take it in before a notification sprang up in his face, a massive surge of bright light flashing somewhere beyond.

Overcharge attempt: Successful

Debuff applied: System Shock

System Shock: No class abilities can be used for one hour (60 minutes remaining)

Warmth ran from Hiral’s nose, gushing over his lips, and down the sides of his face and neck from his ears. He dropped to his knees, his legs weak. Darkness clawed at the edges of his vision, promising a sweet release just like when he’d failed his last Shaper test. Except he didn’t have somebody like Master Loan to carry him to bed this time.

Fighting against the pressure to pass out, Hiral dismissed the notification window and glanced down at his left arm. With a small sigh of relief, he noted the limb was still there, part of his brain expecting it to be nothing more than shriveled tissue—or worse—after the debuffs.

Wait, no tattoos on my coat? Left? Right?

Finally looking away from himself, Hiral took in the rest of the room. Withered bodies by the score littered the room, some of them still sparking with lightning, while Yanily and Right cut down all comers. Left was with them, too, the Banner of Courage nowhere to be seen, but by the sheer number of enemies, it made sense the others needed his help.

Others!

Facing as he was, Hiral spotted Seena first—or, at least, where he thought she was. The entire area within the root circle was a pillar of flame stretching to the ceiling. Almost on cue, the fire vanished, and bright, white energy raced through the roots towards the throne. A sharp flash erupted off to Hiral’s left, and a raspy scream echoed through the room. He turned his attention in that direction just in time to see another surge of white light rip along the roots.

Watching this time, Hiral saw the white light arrive at the circle of roots around the Urn, then completely rise to fill the blue column of light. The flash shredded the last vestiges of black mist within and enveloped Ur’Thul. The lich let out another scream of agonized pain, whole body smoking, and the blue curtain around him shattered like glass as he got thrown aside.

On the ground in front of the throne, Nivian pushed himself to his feet, black mist coiling all around his body like squeezing serpents, and took a step forward.

A quick look at Hiral’s Party Interface showed the tank at less than ten percent of his health—and he wasn’t the only one! Wule, likewise, sat on the cusp of death, his solar energy bar completely depleted and the lanterns usually floating by his shoulders completely missing.

“Li’l Ur, what happened?” Seena asked, though she also sat on her knees within her circle. She wasn’t in much better shape than Nivian or Wule.

“Wule used all of his solar energy keeping everybody alive,” Li’l Ur said. “When that ran out, he began using his own lifeforce in its place. I tried to convince him to let my apprentice go, but he wouldn’t listen. Wouldn’t let any of you go.”

“And Nivian?” Seena asked as the tank took another step forward and placed the bottom of his shield on the throne beside the Urn, sucking up every last drop of what little black mist it released.

“The death energy from the Urn,” Li’l Ur said. “There was too much for his shield until you three took control of the nodes.”

“You guys made it just in time,” Yanily said, whirling his spear around himself in a circle at shoulder-height to decapitate a trio of undead. At least the spearman was above half health—the only one in the party who could say that—and had a decent amount of solar energy left.

“Did we?” Hiral asked, looking at Nivian. What little he could see of the tank’s face looked like a corpse, and he could practically hear the man’s slow, labored breathing.

“Nivian, you don’t have to anymore!” Seena shouted.

“Said… I… would… protect you…” Nivian said, obviously struggling to put his other hand on the back of his shield. The dark metal of the skull glowed as the tank pushed the final remnants of his solar energy into it, completely bottoming himself out, but a great gasp sucked the last of the mist in.

With that, the top of the Urn stilled, and the seals around it glowed bright. Above it, the plate with the Ancestor’s seal finally ramped up to full power, visibly sucking energy from the Urn. Just a few seconds after that, the two human seals on both sides of the Urn flashed and sped up their rotation. Around and around they went, something growing between them.

Crystal.

Within seconds, the Urn and the Ancestor’s seal plate were completely entombed in a thick piece of crystal, the quality of it exquisite to Hiral’s eyes even at a distance.

“It’s done,” Odi said, his back against the throne and much of his body missing. His left arm was completely gone, the right ending at the elbow, while there was simply no sign of anything below the waist. “We’ve won. The curse is ended.”

“No, it isn’t,” Ur’Thul bellowed from the side of the room. “And you most certainly have not won.” With that declaration, the lich hovered away from the wall, his once noble robes now little more than charred fabric. He was also missing a hand, but the other cupped black energy that sent a shiver down Hiral’s spine. The blue health bar above the lich’s head showed him at only around forty percent health… but what could they do against that?

Other than Yanily, and maybe the doubles, everybody was running completely on empty. And even if Hiral had the solar energy, the System Shock debuff meant he couldn’t use any of his abilities anyway.

Stupid. Never should’ve used Terminal.

“We’ve sealed your Urn,” Seena said. “Pretty sure that’s a win for us.”

“After you’re dead, I’ll find a way to break the seal. I have time, after all.” Ur’Thul the Undying turned his attention to Hiral. “You’re first. With my Second-Skin returned, the rest shall be trivial.”

Hiral couldn’t help but gulp as Ur’Thul lifted the hand encompassed in black energy. He couldn’t move. He was barely conscious; there was no way he was dodging whatever was coming. Motion off to his right told him his doubles were coming, but they wouldn’t arrive in time.

“Now, die,” Ur’Thul said, power building towards a climax.

But the crescendo didn’t come from the lich—no, it came from Hiral’s left, a pulse of energy so deep and final it threw Hiral to the side. Not even a heartbeat after the pulse, a second one followed, this one warm and reassuring. More than that, the type of release felt familiar. The same as when Yanily and Seena had…

Class evolutions!

Hiral’s head wasn’t the only one that went to the throne—Ur’Thul, too, turned on the new threat.

Two large shapes hung in the air beside the crystal-covered Urn: a sinister cracked skull, blue flames glowing in the eyes, and the shimmer of a towering body extending deep into the ground. Beside it was a four-sided lantern of the deepest crimson, the flame within the glass burning and building, throwing off light that eased Hiral’s wounds even as it touched him.

The front of the lantern opened first, and Wule stepped out with a pair of smaller crimson lanterns floating at his shoulders. Within him, the familiar root system also glowed red, though it faded as he walked out and dropped to the ground.

As soon as his feet touched down, the skull beside him suddenly opened its mouth in a titanic roar that sent out a pressure strong enough to push Ur’Thul back. A second later, the skull vanished, and Nivian was left standing in its place. Where Wule only looked a little different, Nivian was completely changed.

Gone was his bark armor, replaced by bleached bone from head to toe. The skull-shield remained, but the three-lashed whip in his right hand now looked to be made out of long spinal columns, Lizardman-like skulls at the end of each snapping in search of prey. Sinister as the new look was, that wasn’t what finally elicited gasps from the party.

Nivian’s eyes glowed with blue flame above his sunken, pallid white cheeks, lines of iridescent blue tears running across them.

(Undead) – Blight Warden – Nivian Tulak

And the man’s health bar was blue.

“Impossible,” Ur’Thul said, but then a smile cracked across his lizard-face. “Or not. The Urn consumed you. Go, then. Destroy your old friends, my new pawn.”

“No, thank you,” Nivian said, voice hollow like the wind blowing through a crypt.

Then he blurred as he activated his movement ability. Within his wake, grasping, skeletal hands erupted from the ground in a line, and he slammed shield-first into the lich. WHAM. The impact hurled Ur’Thul straight back to hit the wall hard enough to flatten roots and crack stone. Even as the lich shook his head to collect his wits, Nivian’s spinal-whip lashed across him, once, twice, three times.

Apparently already tired of the one-sided beating, Ur’Thul lifted his shadowed hand and released a blast of pure death.

The Aegis of Extinction sucked it up like an afternoon snack, and the tank blurred a second time to crunch into the lich, pinning the monster against the wall.

“You can have that back,” Nivian said, pulsing with energy, and there was a black flash between his shield and the trapped lich.

Ur’Thul screamed as Nivian cocked his vambrace-covered right hand back. Shifting and coiling together, the spine-whip took the shape of a large warhammer, the head of it capped with a grinning skull, and the tank swung it forward.

Wham. Wham. Wham. Wham. Wham. Wham. Wham. Wham. Wham. Nivian tirelessly pounded on the lich even as he lowered his shield and stepped back. Smash after smash drove Ur’Thul into the ground, shattered the arm he tried to use to protect himself, and then went on to destroy as much of the body as possible.

Still, even after all that, Ur’Thul’s eyes glowed blue in hate as they looked up at Nivian, almost as though he was saying he couldn’t be killed, no matter what the tank did.

“Wule,” Nivian said, and the twin lanterns hovering around Wule leapt forward to stop on each side of Nivian’s shoulders.

“Say when,” Wule said.

Nivian looked down to meet Ur’Thul’s eyes. “When.”

The paired lanterns released wide cones of the strange crimson energy held within… and Ur’Thul screamed. Oh, how the lich howled under the lanterns’ light. On and on the onslaught went, and Nivian lifted the hammer above his head.

Another pulse of energy from Wule, and the cones of light from the lanterns ceased, though streamers of energy roped out to connect with the head of Nivian’s hammer, encompassing it in a sphere of red light. Then, without another word, he swung.

And the whole castle shook.
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HUNGER


Dynamic Quest Complete

Secure the two seals.

Seals acquired (2/2)

Seal the Urn of Ur’Thul.

Urns sealed (1/1)

Bonus Objective: Defeat Ur’Thul the Undying

Ur’Thul Defeated (1/1)

Congratulations! Achievement unlocked – Scratch that Lich

You have sealed the Urn, defeated the lich, and ended a millennia-old curse (that you may or may not have helped cause).

Bonus Reward

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – Evolution Party

You bathed in the energy of two simultaneous evolutions.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

As soon as Hiral closed the window, not even really bothering to read it, another popped up.

Congratulations. Achievement Unlocked – On to the Next Challenge (2)!

You have cleared all three dungeons in this zone. Congratulations!

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Hiral also closed that one without reading it as he looked towards where Ur’Thul had been.

The hammer in Nivian’s hand uncoiled and vanished above the crater he’d left in the floor and wall, and the tank stood looking over his gruesome work.

“Nivian?” Seena asked, pushing herself to her feet and taking a step forward. “You okay? We should…”

Nivian’s head snapped around as he snarled at her, flame-blue eyes flaring, and Seena stopped cold in her tracks.

Would they have to fight another one of their friends?

“Don’t be like that, Nivian,” Wule said softly, approaching his brother. “They’re just worried about you. Go on, do what you need to.” He then pointed at the crater.

Nivian’s mouth clenched like he was fighting internally against something as he turned and leaned down above what little remained of Ur’Thul. Holding his now empty hand out, blue light extended from his palm, and similar wisps of light rose out of the shattered body.

Two, five, ten small balls of fire rose and bobbed in the air until Nivian opened his mouth unnaturally wide. Then, in one quick breath, he swallowed all of it. Only when that was done did he stand a little straighter, his face a little more at ease.

He glanced over at Seena, a strange mix of sorrow and… something else… in his expression, and then he turned and stalked towards the center of the room. Nivian didn’t go far before he knelt in front of one of the withered corpses Yanily had killed. Another glow from his hand, more balls of fire, and he swallowed them again before moving on to the next corpse.

“Just give him some space,” Wule said to Seena, but it was Hiral he came over to stand in front of. “You look like you exploded.”

“Feel like it too,” Hiral said, every single part of him hurting, though the pain had lessened after being bathed in the glow of Wule’s class evolution.

“What happened to Nivian?” Seena asked, coming to join them with one arm over Left’s shoulders. Right likewise brough Seeyela over, but it was Li’l Ur who spoke up.

“Your friend has become one of the undead. An advanced one. The minutes after the transformation are the most difficult, when the hunger is the strongest. You’re lucky there is so much for him to feast on here, or he may not have been able to stop himself from attacking you.”

“He wouldn’t do that,” Seeyela said.

“Maybe not,” Li’l Ur said with a shrug. “It’s good you didn’t have to find out, though.”

Hiral looked at the crater where Ur’Thul had been. Very good we didn’t have to find out.

“Will he… get better?” Seena asked.

“There may be enough energy here to dull the hunger for a time, but he is undead now. There is no going back from that. He will always hunger. For eternity. Or until something stronger kills him again.”

Nobody said anything immediately, each of them watching the tank go from withered corpse to withered corpse, sucking up the small balls of blue flame before moving on. In their Party Interface, his health bar had turned blue compared to their red, and the undead tag sat beside his name.

Actually, as Hiral looked at the Party Interface, he noticed something else odd—Wule didn’t have a solar energy bar. When he looked up at the healer, the man’s lips quirked.

“You noticed, huh?” Wule asked.

“Noticed what?” Seena asked, looking at the healer. Then her eyes glazed over. “Your solar energy? What happened to it?”

“Don’t have any anymore,” Wule said. “None. Zero.”

Hiral looked at the red lanterns floating at Wule’s shoulders, and something Li’l Ur had said earlier clicked into place. “You used your lifeforce to keep us alive.”

“I did, and let me tell you, it hurt,” Wule said. He spun on Seeyela and pointed at her. “Especially you. Just what were you doing in there? Drinking poison? Bathing in it?”

Seeyela had taken her helmet off to watch Nivian, and her face fell at the accusation. At the thought she’d done something to hurt her friend.

“I’m kidding,” Wule said softly. “If you three hadn’t done what you did, Nivian would’ve died.” He looked from the party to his brother, then back again, and gave a sad chuckle. “Well, would’ve died… worse? I wouldn’t have been able to keep him alive long. Thank you for jumping in like that.”

“What do you do now?” Seena asked. “Can you still use abilities?”

“Oh, yeah,” Wule said. “Just costs health instead of solar energy now. No, don’t give me that look. It’s not as bad as it sounds. My solar energy got added to my health pool, so I’ve got a lot more lifeforce than I did before. And I still get replenished from solar energy and Cycling. It basically heals me.”

“Sounds kind of OP,” Yanily said, but even his usual comment was subdued, and his eyes followed Nivian the whole time. “What… what happens now?”

“What do you mean?” Seena asked. “We clear this dungeon, go to the Asylum as planned, then get back up to Fallen Reach.”

“Sure,” Yanily said, but he didn’t turn away from Nivian.

“Speaking of clearing it, Odi, you still alive over there?” Hiral asked, looking towards the throne.

What remained of the Lizardman lifted its head to look at the party. “Kind of,” Odi said, the bones of his skull flaking and rotted. “That much death energy was… unpleasant.”

Hiral pushed himself to his feet. “Did we really do it? Seal the Urn for good?” Warm energy pulsed through him as Wule used a healing ability on the whole party.

“Wule, you don’t have to,” Seena said.

“Yes, I do,” Wule said. “This doesn’t change anything. I’m still the party’s healer.”

Hiral nodded at the healer in thanks, glanced back at Nivian still feasting on the undead spirits—dealing with what that meant was too much right now—and then walked over to kneel in front of Odi. “Did we?”

“We did,” Odi said. “I can’t feel anything from the Urn anymore. The seal is even stronger than when it was bound within the Forge. The curse is ended. My people will be free.”

“Don’t you mean our people?” Hiral asked.

Odi shook his head. “Maybe it’s because true death is so close, but you don’t look as you did before. Like you took off a mask. Humans. Who would’ve guessed?”

“Pretty sure we told you that the first time we met you,” Yanily said, a softness in his voice. They’d all been through a lot with the strange Lizardman.

“Did you?” Odi asked, his voice weakening as he went on. “My memory must be going in my old age. I… I don’t understand how you’ve lived so long, but I’m grateful you did.”

“Is there anything we can do, Odi?” Hiral asked, forcing his voice not to catch.

“There is one thing,” Odi said. “Call your friend over.”

“Nivian?” Seena asked.

“Please, I don’t have long left,” Odi said, the teeth in his mouth falling out with every word he spoke.

“I’ll get him,” Wule said. “Hold on, Odi.” Then the healer was gone, jogging over to his brother.

Instead of making Odi talk more, Hiral turned his attention to the Urn. He couldn’t use any of his runes or abilities to make sure Odi was right, so he inspected the crystal instead. Actually, now that he looked at it so closely, it reminded him of something Left had said back in The Buried City.

“Left, you said you saw a monkey in crystal back in that city dungeon,” Hiral said. “Did it look like this?”

Left made sure Seena was okay on her own, then stepped over to join Hiral, inspecting the crystal. “Yes, I think it’s the same thing. The monkey must have been a test of the seal.”

“Which means the Fallen are in crystals like this, then?” Hiral asked.

“It would suggest that,” Left said.

“Huh,” Hiral said, mulling over what that could mean.

“You used Terminal?” Left asked quietly. “I see the System Shock debuff.”

“Needed it inside that circle,” Hiral said. “Glad the debuff didn’t cancel you and Right.”

“It says no class abilities can be used, not that it cancels active ones,” Left pointed out.

“Still,” Hiral said.

“Still,” Left agreed.

With that, Wule returned to the group with Nivian at his side. The tank didn’t immediately come closer to the party, and his brother cleared a space for him to approach Odi. When Nivian finally had a clear line to the Lizardman, he walked over and knelt down.

“The hunger is… difficult, isn’t it?” Odi asked, his voice sounding more and more distant with every word.

Nivian nodded.

“If you consume enough death energy and evolve twice—twice is very important—you may be able to suppress it,” Odi said. “All of my research suggests it. If you do that, you can live… almost… normally again.”

“Really?” Nivian asked.

“Yes,” Odi said, his whole bottom jaw falling off and turning to ash when it hit the ground. Somehow, he could still talk. “Take my energy so you can live.”

“Whoa, you want him to eat you?” Yanily asked.

Odi’s gaze stayed locked with Nivian’s, but the Lizardman nodded.

“You’re sure?” Nivian asked.

“Please,” Odi said.

Nivian nodded and lifted his right hand, palm glowing blue, and a sense of relief seemed to pass over Odi’s shoulders.

Nobody spoke—nobody could—as the light from Odi’s eyes faded, and a thick ball of flame bobbed out from the bottom of his skull to hang in front of Nivian. The tank looked once more at the empty shell leaning against the wall, then breathed in, swallowing the blue flame in one gulp.
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THIS DOESN’T FEEL LIKE AN ACHIEVEMENT


Wild Dungeon – The Lost Palace of Creeping Death: Complete

New Record

Time: 49:56

Congratulations. Achievement unlocked – The End of the Line

With the Lich gone, the dead may finally rest.

Please access a Dungeon Interface to unlock class-specific reward.

Time until Wild Dungeon – The Lost Palace of Creeping Death instance closure: 59:56

Odi’s body dissolved to dust as Nivian stood. The tank turned without another word and went back to gathering energy from the corpses.

Everybody watched him leave, Odi’s words echoing in Hiral’s mind. Death energy. Two ranks. There was hope for him, but it wasn’t within easy reach. That first part, especially… Did it mean…?

“The dungeon interface is here,” Yanily said, pointing at the interface crystal on one of the throne’s arms. “Should we?”

Nobody answered. The usual rush of getting achievements and loot seemed muted by the whole situation. They’d won… so why did it kind of feel like they’d lost something too?

“Yeah,” Seena finally said. “Yeah, we should. Yan, could you?”

Hiral looked back at Nivian at the same time Yanily waved his hand over the crystal, and the whole room went dark except for the small sphere of blue light as the tank consumed more flames. There, kneeling alone in the darkness, it didn’t look so much like Nivian was eating the energy as it did like he was holding a candle of vigil while paying respects to the fallen.

The image only lasted a second, light crawling through the roots along the floor again and racing to the throne, where it revealed the familiar chests now arranged in a circle around the party.

“Let’s get to it, then,” Seena said, and Hiral turned away from Nivian.

The man obviously didn’t want to discuss the situation right now, so Hiral would give him some space. There’d be time to figure things out at the Asylum and then back in Fallen Reach after they saved it. His chest was easy enough to find, and he went over to it while Yanily, Seena, and Seeyela each stepped up to their chests at the same time.

Wule, however, picked two of the chests up—his own and Nivian’s—then shrugged at the group and went over to join his brother.

“I’m worried about them,” Seena said, just loud enough for the three around her to hear. “Both of them.”

“Is he really undead?” Yanily asked.

“That’s what it says,” Hiral said.

“You know Nivian,” Seeyela said. “He’ll talk about it when he’s ready. Give it time until then.”

“I know,” Seena said. “I know. Okay, what’ve we got?”

All four of their chests were similarly ornate, but quite small. More items like the ring that gave them bonus attributes? Definitely not something Hiral would say no to. But when he opened the chest, what he found looked more like the broken piece of a mirror.

What could it…?

He lifted it up to look at the glass, and a pair of blue-flame eyes stared back at him so suddenly he almost dropped the shard. It wasn’t his reflection, though. No matter how he angled the strange mirror, he couldn’t see himself. Instead, there was something inside the shard. Something he’d seen before, and he stopped trying to look at it until his View ability kicked in.

Reflection of the Dracolich – Unknown Rank

A reflection of a great beast which can be used as a mount to traverse difficult terrain—or even the sky itself.

Note: The Reflection cannot be summoned while the user is in combat.

Note (2): Any damage to the Reflection will cancel its summons.

Note (3): Due to the size of the Reflection, it can carry up to three passengers.

Note (4): The Reflection can be summoned directly from an Interspatial device.

Note (5): If the Reflection’s mirror is destroyed, the Reflection is lost forever.

Hiral looked again inside the mirror shard, and, yes, that was definitely a Dracolich prowling around in there. Unlike the one they’d fought—and killed—earlier, this one had all its limbs and wings. Without the gruesome injuries, the thing looked far more intimidating.

Is this really something I should summon and then try to… ride?

SCREEEEEEECH! A tremendous cry shattered the silence, and a gust of wind sent Hiral stumbling to the side. His RHC came out on reflex, and he spun to aim it at the new threat—some kind of half-eagle, half-lion monstrosity with pristine white feathers in the front and a golden coat in the back.

This looks familiar…

Then he saw Yanily—with a huge smile on his face—right beside the creature.

“I have a gryphon!” Yanily said, obvious excitement in his voice, though he added, “Whatever a gryphon is.”

“Pretty sure that’s a gryphon, Yan,” Seena said. “And warn us before you whip something like that out!”

“Sorry,” Yanily said, but he didn’t look it at all, reaching up to run his hand down the feathers on the side of the gryphon’s head. “You’re so pretty.”

The large gryphon nuzzled its head up against Yanily’s hand, and the two seemed to hit it off right away.

“That something you can ride, Yan?” Seeyela asked.

“Yes,” Yanily said, pointing at the saddle on the monster’s back.

“I got something similar,” Seeyela said. “Though mine isn’t a gryphon; it’s a Nightmare.”

“The fiery horse thing?” Seena asked.

“Yup,” Seeyela said.

“Which means Seena got a phoenix Reflection,” Hiral reasoned.

“I did,” she said. “How did you know?”

“Because I got a Dracolich. They’re the monsters we got the finishing hit on when we fought them as Mid-Bosses.”

“Do you think they can really fly?” Yanily asked, looking at the saddle. “Can we try it out? We should try it out.”

“Not now, Yan,” Seena said. “Put the gryphon away. We still need to get our achievements and get out of here.”

“Just one…” the spearman started to say.

“No,” Seena said with finality. “Left, Right, what’s in the communal box?”

“More of the currency we got before, all fully charged already,” Left said.

“Oh, I totally forgot about that stuff,” Hiral said, pulling the Reflection of the Dracolich into his Interspatial Ring where it’d be safe, then letting his mind drift to the coins already in there. “Feels like the ones we have are full, too, or close to it. We should be able to exchange them for more stuff once we get back to the Asylum.”

“Good to know,” Seena said.

They split up the six bags, each of the party members taking one into their rings. The other two were set aside for when Wule and Nivian eventually rejoined them. For the moment, they seemed to be deep in quiet conversation.

“Should we wait for them?” Hiral asked.

Seena shook her head and went over to the interface crystal, swiping her hand above it. “Achievement Rewards," she said, and a stream of notification windows appeared in front of Hiral’s eyes.

Achievement: Glutton for Punishment

Reward: Class Modification: (Lost) That all you got?

(Lost) That all you got?: If you take a lethal hit that inflicts more than 25% of your total health in one blow, you will instead be left at 1% remaining health.

Note: This skill offers no protection from follow-up hits, damage-over-time effects, attacks that inflict less than 25% of your total health, or your own recklessness.

Note (2): Cooldown—20 hours

Don’t know if the part about my own recklessness was really necessary, but this is… kind of amazing. I mean, it’s not like I’ve died, so this wouldn’t have activated anyway, but it could really save me. Cooldown isn’t bad, and if we run into more things like that Hulking Behemoth, it could come in handy. Not bad. Next.

Hiral closed the window, and the next one popped up immediately.

Achievement: Undead SMASH!

Reward: Class Ability (Passive): (Lost) Regeneration

(Lost) Regeneration: Passively regenerate 1% health per 30 seconds as long as you have solar energy to power the ability.

Note: Passive healing can be supercharged for a burst of active health restoration (Cooldown: 10 minutes).

Note (2): After using active health restoration, passive Regeneration ceases until cooldown expires.

Two percent per minute isn’t super fast, but definitely better than what I have now. Theoretically, I can go from no health to full in less than an hour. Then again, I’d just rather never be at no health. Another good safety net. Next.

As soon as the notification window vanished, another took its place.

Achievement: The Flametastic Four (Three?)

Reward: Class Ability (Active): (Lost) Shared Strength

(Lost) Shared Strength: You may temporarily transfer the use of one active or passive ability to another party member.

Note: Only abilities earned through achievements may be shared.

Note (2): Only one ability may be shared at a time.

Note (3): Duration of shared ability is 2 minutes per Rank (currently 4 minutes).

Note (4): Only people linked via the Party Interface are eligible recipients of Shared Strength.

Another party ability. Nothing wrong with that. And sharing abilities? Seena is going to love training with that to see what we can do. Hrm, if the others got the same ability, I wonder how many abilities can be shared with one person. This says I can only share one at a time, but could I get five? Okay, I’m going to have fun testing this too.

What else do we have?

The notification window blinked out, and the next blinked open.

Achievement: Scratch that Lich

Reward: Class Modification Upgrade: (Lost) Cycling+ Technique

(Lost) Cycling+ Technique: By focusing on drawing energy into your body in a specific way, benefit from greatly increased solar energy absorption rate, quality of absorbed energy, and efficiency and power of energy-aligned abilities.

Note: (Lost) Cycling+ is further greatly improved by use of energy with a subtype matching your body’s preferred energy.

Note (2): (Lost) Cycling+ can be used to filter incompatible energy types into preferred energy types, though there will be a 30% loss of energy.

Thirty percent loss seems pretty steep. How useful is preferred energy over normal energy? I guess I’ll have to ask Yanily or Seena. Uh, definitely Seena. That part doesn’t do anything for me, but the “greatly” part looks nice.

Nothing flashy, but useful.

Hiral read over the notification one more time to make sure he didn’t miss anything, then closed it and went to the next.

Achievement: Evolution Party

Reward: Class Modification: (Lost) Evolutionary Inspiration

(Lost) Evolutionary Inspiration: When a nearby creature experiences an evolution, you gain a permanent bonus based on that evolution.

Note: Benefits are gained when allies or enemies evolve in your presence.

It doesn’t say exactly what the benefit is, or what it considers an evolution. Obviously, the class evolutions that Wule and Nivian got, but what else? Ah, too bad it isn’t retroactive. Oh, well. Will Rank evolutions count? We’ll find out soon enough once we see how much experience we got from this dungeon.

Looks like just two more achievements left: the one for clearing the dungeon and the one that should unlock the Asylum. We going to get another convenient exit?

With only one way to find out, Hiral closed one notification to bring up the second-to-last window.

Achievement: The End of the Line

Reward: Class Modification: Selected Skill Increase

Please choose one skill from the following list to have its rank increased.

Skill Choices: Terminal, Eloquent, Enraged, Intimidate, Infernal Conjuration, Gourmand, Walk on Water, Internal Injuries (D-Rank), I Bow to No One (slight), Elemental Resistances (10%), Beauty Sleep, Inspirational Growth, (Lost) That all you got?, (Lost) Regeneration, (Lost) Shared Strength

Nice! Another rank increase for my skills, and the three Lost skills I just got are on here too.

Last time, it’d come down to Internal Injuries, Inspirational Growth, and Life of the Party. Since he’d already taken Life of the Party and ruled out Inspirational Growth, that just left Internal Injuries. Except now he had three new Lost skills to choose from, and those seemed too good to ignore. Then again, That all you got? seemed too situational. Maybe an upgrade would raise it above something other than a fatal blow, but maybe not. And, honestly, he didn’t want to get hit that hard either way.

Shared Strength had potential, but they hadn’t even tested which abilities it worked on. Out of all the choices, Regeneration was the overall best pick. Useful in multiple situations, and if it could be shared, it would be even more powerful.

Taking one last look at the options didn’t change Hiral’s mind, and he made his choice.

Class Reward: Class Modification: (Lost) Regeneration+

(Lost) Regeneration+: Passively regenerate 2% health per 15 seconds as long as you have solar energy to power the ability.

While under the effects of passive Regeneration+, deal bonus damage proportional to the amount of health missing from maximum.

Note: Passive healing can be supercharged for a burst of active health restoration (Cooldown: 8 minutes).

Note (2): After using active health restoration, passive Regeneration is reduced to 1% per minute until cooldown expires.

Note (3): Bonus damage increases relative to health lost and Rank.

Hiral blinked as he read and reread the upgraded ability.

Oh, that was sooooo the right choice. Even the Blood Aura would have a tough time hurting me through that. I might even survive the Ghost-Web Venom, though I’d rather not test it. And the damage bonus!

“Somebody looks happy,” Seena said, and Hiral closed the notification window to nod at the party leader. Before he got a chance to say anything, though, the final window sprang to life.

Achievement: On to the next challenge (2)!

Zone Reward: The Asylum is unlocked for you, as is the path leading to it.

Asylum—You’ve earned a rest, enjoy it, but remember—more challenges await.

Hiral closed that without much thought, though it was reassuring to know they’d be able to go to the Asylum as planned.

“And it looks like everybody has their achievements sorted out,” Wule said, approaching with Nivian a few steps back. The tank didn’t seem willing to meet anybody’s eyes, and he stood quietly behind his brother. “Let’s go find the ride to the Asylum.”
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GOODBYE


“Exit Dungeon,” Hiral said after waving his hand over the interface crystal. Like when they’d come in, no blue portal spiraled open to take them out, but instead, two nearby roots took on a yellow glow. With five feet between them as they ran in a straight line to a door opposite where the party had originally come in, it was clearly the path leading them out.

“Might still be some monsters running around,” Seena said. “Stay on your toes.” Then she purposely walked over to Nivian and tapped him on the shoulder. “Keep us safe.”

“Always,” Nivian said, wincing at the otherworldly sound of his own voice. The expression passed from his face in the blink of an eye, though, and he hefted his shield. “Stay behind me,” he added, spinal-whip forming in his right hand as he stalked towards the exit.

Given what he’d done to Ur’Thul, the zone-capping boss, it would be a big mistake for any undead to get in his way.

Still, the others fell in step as usual behind their tank, Hiral drawing his RHCs as he went, with Right and Left on his sides. Seeyela was the other one in the back with them, but they all moved without speaking through the castle hall. The same thick roots lined the floor, walls, and ceiling, but their glow had noticeably dimmed back to the same weak light from the rest of the city. They’d really done it. Really stopped the Urn.

And that crystal seal they’d used, that was the first real clue they had on the Fallen. Hiral glanced back through the open door once more to where it sat on the throne. Left had been right—it did look similar to the crystal of the Emperor’s Greatsword, but there was no way he was going to take some away from sealing the Urn.

Then again, as he stared at the crystal, it reminded him of something else. Something on the tip of his tongue. What was…?

“You coming, Hiral?” Seena asked.

“Yeah, sorry,” Hiral said, turning from the mystery and jogging to catch up with the party. The group had stopped at the top of a flight of stairs, and the roots clearly led down. “Another basement?”

“Would make sense,” Left said. “Odi said the humans built down to escape the Enemy, and the last Discs of Passage we took were all below ground.”

Seena gave Nivian the shoulder tap, and the tank started down the stairs without a word, the party only a few steps behind. Down one flight, two, five, ten… The stairs seemed endless. Down, down, down the party went, the stairs changing in structure from the Lizardmen’s thick blocks to the smaller ones reminiscent of Fallen Reach.

“We’re getting closer,” Hiral said.

“And nothing chasing us for once,” Yanily said.

“You’re trying to jinx us, aren’t you?” Seena said.

“Just enjoying not running for my life,” Yanily answered, and nobody could really argue with that.

A few short minutes later, the seemingly infinite stairs finally ended, and the party breathed a sigh of relief as they started through the level hallway. It didn’t take long after that to spot the familiar pedestal on a circular disc, a long, root-lined passage extending out beyond.

“Looks like we found our ride,” Hiral said, walking ahead as Nivian and Wule stopped to watch the group’s back.

When he got to the interface, he put his hands on it, and the image of Dr. Benza predictably appeared. After not seeing him for so long with the lost dungeons, it was almost like coming back to an old friend.

The image of the doctor shimmered briefly. “Accessing PIMs…. Access complete,” Dr. Benza said, his voice flat. “All zone-dungeon clears detected. Asylum destination unlocked. Would you like to proceed to the Asylum?”

“Hold that thought,” Hiral told Dr. Benza, turning back to make sure everybody was on the Disc of Passage. Seena, Seeyela, Yanily, Left, and Right were with him, but Nivian and Wule still hadn’t walked on. “Guys?”

With the way Wule smiled at him, it felt like a heavy stone settled in his gut.

“What are you waiting for?” Seena asked, but the quiver in her voice spoke volumes. Something was wrong.

“We’re not coming with you,” Wule said, actually taking a step away from the disc.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Seeyela said in her mom-voice. “Get on the disc.”

Wule shook his head. “Wish we could.”

“What’s this all about?” Hiral asked, stepping away from the interface.

Both Nivian and Wule took another step back, like they were trying to keep their distance from the party. What, did they think the others would force them to go? Fallen’s balls, after what Nivian had done to Ur’Thul, could they even do it if they tried?

Why am I even wondering this?

“Wule, Nivian,” Seena said, practically pleading, “explain. Please.”

“It’s like Odi said,” Wule began. “After the Urn was sealed, the undead of the city started going a little crazy. Nivian could feel it. They’re killing each other.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Yanily asked.

“No, it puts a time limit on things,” Wule said. “Since Nivian… turned… he needs death energy to stay sane.”

“Sane?” Seena asked.

“The hunger,” Nivian said, his voice echoing in the passage. “I can’t control it. If we stay with you, I will attack.”

“What about Wule?” Seeyela asked. “It’s okay to put him in danger?”

“Ah, I’m not in danger,” Wule said. “Our evolutions didn’t happen at the same time by coincidence. We’re connected, even more than we were before. I’m the only reason he didn’t immediately attack like the other undead did. I can’t leave his side.”

“We… we can all come back together after we save Fallen Reach,” Seena suggested.

“No, we can’t,” Hiral said, remembering the other things Odi had said. “The undead in the city will consume each other. If Nivian wants to beat the hunger, he has to evolve twice, and he needs the death energy to do that. With the undead already fighting, there’s a time limit now. He has to consume as much as he can, while he can. If he waits to come back, the other undead will be too strong, or maybe there won’t be enough death energy.”

“He’s right,” Wule said, pointing at Hiral. “We have to stay, and you have to go. No, don’t look at me like that. You have to. Fallen Reach—Favela—needs you. And since you don’t need to clear any more dungeons…”

“We can’t just leave you,” Seena said, fighting to hold back tears. “Not here, of all places.”

“It’s not so bad,” Wule said with a shrug.

“Mistress, he speaks the truth,” Li’l Ur said quietly. “I can already sense Nivian’s energy fluctuating. He needs to glut on the other undead, and soon.”

“We’ll be fine,” Wule said. “We’ll take care of each other like we’ve always done. After you save the islands, and after we reach B-Rank, we’ll find each other again.”

“There has to be another way,” Seeyela said.

“There isn’t,” Nivian said, finality in his voice like death itself. Surprisingly, the tank strode forward to the edge of the disc and held out his hand. A huge sack appeared out of nowhere, and he lowered it down. “Food. For the road.”

Despite the situation, Hiral couldn’t help but smile. Nivian and his damn packed lunches.

“I’m not leaving without hugging both of you,” Seena said through a sniffle, and she forced herself to stand straight.

“The hunger…” Nivian started, but Seeyela bamf’d beside him.

“You won’t hurt us,” she said softly. “I don’t care what you say. You never would.”

“Won’t risk it,” Nivian said.

“I know,” Seeyela said, wrapping her arms around his bone-clad chest. “And that’s why we love you.”

The others quickly joined the pair before Nivian could slip away, and they wrapped their arms around each other in a group hug. Wule was the last to come, and they held on for a long time, until a shift in the center signaled Nivian was done.

“I’ll miss you,” he said simply. “Maybe not Yanily.”

“Hey!” Yanily said, but he had tears running down his cheeks.

“We’ll come back for you if you don’t come find us first,” Seena said, also crying.

“Take care of yourselves,” Hiral said, his own cheeks wet. Somehow this was harder than losing Lonil and the others, or even Balyo. Nivian and Wule were standing right in front of them… and they weren’t coming.

“Try not to explode too much,” Wule said, patting Hiral on the shoulder and giving one more hug to the sisters and Yanily. Then he stepped back from the disc. “It’s time.”

“We could stay longer, help out…” Seena offered, but Nivian shook his head.

“Please,” the tank said simply, and there was nothing else to say to that.

“Yan, grab the food, would you?” Seena said. “Hiral… get us moving.”

“You sure?” Hiral asked.

Seena nodded, her lips tight like she couldn’t bring herself to speak again.

Hiral took another look at his two friends, mind racing for something they could do so they wouldn’t have to split up… but there wasn’t anything. Sighing, he turned and went back over to the interface where Dr. Benza waited.

“Dr. Benza, take us to the Asylum,” he said, the words painfully heavy in his mouth.

“Destination selected,” Dr. Benza said, and a dome of soft blue light rose around the circular platform. Then it gently pulled ahead into the wide hallway, gliding so smoothly Hiral couldn’t even feel it moving under his feet.

Without waiting, he rushed back to the edge where the others stood, watching as they pulled away from Nivian and Wule.

The twins waved at the party as they grew smaller and smaller, but it didn’t take nearly long enough for them to vanish from sight.

“Will we ever see them again?” Yanily asked.

“I don’t know, Yan,” Seena said. “I hope so.”


EPILOGUE


The thing that was Picoli perched on the peak of the cliff, staring out over the rocky terrain in the rain. That small voice of the person whose body it was in screamed and railed somewhere in the back of its mind, but it ignored her as usual. She could scream all she wanted, but it wouldn’t change anything.

Her friends would come here if they wanted to get back to their island. Soon, the rains would be forced back, chasing off its brethren, but not it. It was safe in this host body, even with it mangled like it was. That they’d managed to hurt it as much as they had was infuriating. Embarrassing. Demeaning!

It would have its revenge.

They would come.

It would kill them… but only after they showed it how to get up to the city.

Another pair of feet landed on the rock beside it, and a hand gently settled on its shoulder. It lowered its head in deference as was appropriate, not even daring to look at the other.

“Soon,” the other said. “Soon. Then the real fun begins, and the island falls.”

The story continues in Rune Seeker 3!
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Grab Rune Seeker here! (Tap or scan)



THANK YOU FOR READING RUNE SEEKER 2


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Rune Seeker 2 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Also in series:

Rune Seeker

Rune Seeker 2

Rune Seeker 3

Check out the series here:

(tap or scan)
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Looking for more great books?
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The ultimate game of survival will be won in a loincloth! When he accidentally opens a medieval chest that looks like it just fell off the set of Game Of Thrones, Brad Wright is thrust into the wildest adventure of his life. Welcome to Darkworld, a savage survival game where Brad and his sassy Chihuahua, Slash, think they’ve got it all figured out. Brad’s a strategy gamer, after all. Build a shelter, grow crops, forge weapons, and form alliances to escape this nightmare. Do that and they’ll find their way out of the game in one piece. But Darkworld’s creators have a twisted purpose. Game guides are less reliable than a rusty sword. An AI is hell-bent on breaking players. There are trolls, goblins, vampires, and worse, off-key bards. Even if Brad gets past them, he has the butchers to contend with. Sadistic people who paid to carve up players like Thanksgiving turkeys. Brad can’t fail. Dying in the game doesn’t just mean GAME OVER. Fail, and it’s like being flushed down the metaverse’s toilet. Poof! Vanished like a glitchy NPC. What’s worse than being dead? Being erased like you never existed at all. The rules are brutal. The stakes are high. Success is nearly impossible. Victory means more than loot and leveling up. Time to engage full-on warrior mode and unleash your inner hero to become the ultimate survivor in this action-packed LitRPG series perfect for fans of Dungeon Crawler Carl and This Trilogy is Broken! When you start a game with nothing but a loincloth, a dog who cusses like a sailor, and only your wits, there’s one way to go.


Get Brad the Impaler Now!
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After accidentally becoming Lord of Gloomwood Manor, countless enemies seek to kill Drake and take his title. All he wanted was some beer and a pack of donuts. Instead, Drake got abducted, tossed into a fantasy world, and almost ritually executed by a pro-wrestler monk with performance issues. After stabbing his rather idiotic kidnapper to death, he magically inherits the old fart’s massive mansion, servants, mountains of gold, and deadly magic powers... which would be great if it also didn’t paint a giant target on his back. Now that he’s the Lord of Gloomwood Manor, enemies across the world want to claim Drake's life and title. Before that happens, he must learn to use his powerful magic, win his people’s loyalty, and fake being powerful until he actually becomes so powerful no one dares challenge him. The first volume of a humorous adventure fantasy featuring cat girls, battle maids, political machinations, and a habit of setting the worst isekai tropes on fire and tossing them in the garbage.


Get Rise of a Manor Lord Now!
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He doesn't want to destroy the world. Problem is, he's an Apocalypse. Zeke and his friends are enjoying the city when suddenly, the apocalypse begins. Which one? ALL OF THEM. Lucky (or unlucky) enough to be chosen as an apocalypse himself, Zeke sets off to [Devour] his way to the top! It wouldn't be so bad, but his best friend's out to kill him, that rock has a gun, and everything, literally everything, has gone to hell. Zeke just came out here to have a good time, and honestly, he's feeling so attacked right now. Don't miss the start of an epic LitRPG Apocalypse Series that perfectly balances action, comedy, and pure, unadulterated chaos. It's like Chainsaw Man meets Battle Royale!


Get Apocalypse Me Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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