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        Synergy [Book 1 & 2]

    
    
    
    
                A.N.: I intended this story to be a trilogy, but only books 1 and 2 are finished and complete currently. I'm uncertain if and when I'll finish the third book, so it remains unpublished.



Dear Inspector,

Please accept this letter as my formal resignation from being a Player.

Hey! Laugh all you want, but I had to try. With no rules down here, who's to say that I can't resign?

Anyway, my reasons are simple: I'm neither a gamer nor a hero. You got the wrong person for the job. Sure, the pay is decent and I could pretty much live like a king if, you know, I wasn't so busy trying to survive. I have major concerns about the demonic dagger bound to my soul too. Come to think of it, I've never asked to be transported to this fantasy land either and would like you to return me home, thank you very much. I don't want supernatural powers, I don't want to complete quests after quests, and I don't want to be your test subject anymore. What? I'm not whining, you're whining. Stop making excuses and let me leave already.

Thank you for your understanding, and I hope you'll find a better replacement after I'm gone for good.

Sincerely,
Randel, the Mad Painter



What to expect from Synergy:

--> Some GameLit elements are presented subversively. If you want the protagonist to “play the game” properly, this might not be the story for you.
--> No filler chapters; the story's structure is already plotted out. It's going to have six story arcs.
--> Character development happens slowly, over many chapters. Don't expect a perfect protagonist right off the bat.
--> Some romance, but it will never be the main focus.
--> Humor and dark elements in equal measure, but not to the extent that I’d label this story as “Comedy” or “Grimdark”.

... and lots and lots of Author's Notes. See you on the other side of the portal!

            

    
        Chapter 1.1

    
    
    
    
                “Most realistic dream I’ve ever had,” I muttered, watching the six-legged rabbit in the grass. The animal froze when its single eye found me, and for a moment both of us stood still. I wondered whether the rabbit felt just as weirded out as I did. It blinked once before shooting up and away, scrambling back into its burrow.

Well, I hoped that I’d remember the creature’s design when I woke up. I had been stuck on my latest project for a while now, and fresh ideas like this were good for overcoming my artist’s block. I reached into the pockets of the unfamiliar pair of shorts I wore, searching for something to sketch on. I needed to take notes if I didn’t want to forget all of this.

“Wait a minute… ” I mumbled, scratching my head. Perhaps taking notes within the dream wasn’t a good idea. Under different circumstances I’d have said stupid idea, but since this definitely was a dream, I didn’t have to be so harsh on myself. Dreams weren’t always logical. And my pockets were empty anyway.

I stood up and took another look at the grassy plateau, squinting in the afternoon sun. There were many more hills around the one I stood on, with a small river snaking in between them. Although some people might have called this landscape beautiful, I didn’t like it that much. It felt boring and sterile. Artificial, like the default wallpaper on my computer.

My hilltop had some peculiar sights on it, however. A dilapidated wooden shed stood in the middle, serving no particular purpose I could think of. The small group of confused people I had woken up with gathered at one side of the building, while a pair of white-haired, blue-skinned humanoid creatures stood at the other side. Everyone – even the blue figures – wore the same clothes; a simple gray shirt, a pair of beige shorts, and leather hiking boots. Oh, and everyone had a pitch-black metallic collar around the neck too. Even me. This dream was just weird like that.

I ran my fingers around my collar, feeling at its smooth surface. No seams or clamps holding it together; it was as if the metal had been molded directly around my neck. It fit me perfectly, not chafing my skin at all, and its weight felt tolerable. I wondered what it was good for; did it have any practical use, or was it purely cosmetic?

As if on cue, my collar let out a soft hum and a hologram full of colors appeared at half an arm’s length in front of me. The first thing that caught my attention was a full-bodied model of myself in the middle of the screen, staring back at me. Thin frame, messy dark hair, pale face shown in incredible detail; I could make out my green eyes and the stubble on my chin. Even in my dreams I had that sleepy look, I noted with displeasure. I reached out and waved my hand through the hologram, and my miniature mimicked the motion.

“Woah, woah, woah!” the short girl called Imaya exclaimed, hurrying to me. She was the only one from the group who had bothered to introduce herself. “Dude, how did you do that?!”

“Umm … I thought about what the collar was for, I guess?”

A second later she had her own hologram up and running, her eyes widening as she took in the details. There was a whole bunch of brackets, lists, and tables surrounding my miniature. Five buttons – Weapon Skills, Abilities, Equipment, Company, and Quests – occupied the left side of the screen, while on the right side there were five lines called Attributes. My first name was written on the top of the screen alongside a Level 1, while on the bottom there were a bunch of bars. I lost interest quickly though, so with a twist of my will I ordered the collar to end the projection. And then I turned it on again. Then off, and on once again for good measure. Mind-reading technology? Super cool. I wished we had such a thing in real life.

“Wow,” Imaya whispered in awe, touching the hologram to navigate through its screens. “I can’t believe it’s happening. I’ve read so many fictions about this, played so many games! Guys, do you know what has just happened? We’ve been transported into a videogame!”

Her announcement was met with an awkward silence.

“Yes, of course,” the other girl from our group said. “Does anyone have other, hopefully more realistic guesses?”

She looked at me pointedly as her question hung in the air, and I returned the courtesy. Her piercing blue eyes were framed with sandy brown hair that fell down to her shoulders. Tanned skin, lean body, confident pose. She had the air of competent and composed person, up till the point she accidentally activated her collar and let out a startled little yelp.

“This is freaky,” the black guy from behind the girls spoke up. He was almost a head taller than me, with a bald head but an impressive amount of beard. “Someone has kidnapped us, put us into these clothes, and left us in the middle of nowhere with this strange technology that sure as hell doesn’t exist on Earth. I’m not saying I’m freaking out, but yeah, actually, I am.”

“Plus there are those blue elves too!” Imaya pointed out in case we had forgotten. “If this is a trick, it must be a really elaborate one!”

“We should put together what we know,” the last of the group, a blonde-haired pretty guy said. “Before we jump to conclusions, let’s start at the beginning. Does anyone have any memory about how we got here?”

“The last thing I remember is going to sleep in my bed,” Imaya said with barely suppressed excitement. “But I know what this is supposed to be. Another world with game-like rules, possibly a virtual reality! See your collar’s interface? It’s exactly like a UI of an RPG! And those blue elves over there—I bet they are NPC-s!”

That was pretty much enough nerd talk for me, so I stalked away from the group. How strange! Although I had wondered last week whether I should get a gaming console, I wasn’t actually planning to buy one. My subconscious must have been more bothered by it than I had thought, if it had dreamed all this stuff up. Hopefully I wouldn’t be as awful in this dream as I usually was in videogames. I could walk just fine, which was already a promising sign.

I decided to approach the two blue-skinned figures on the other side of the hill. They were standing at the edge of our plateau, watching something at the bottom of the slope. Imaya had called these people elves, and I could see where she was coming from. The graceful movements, the lean body, and the pointed ears of these blue aliens indeed fit some stereotypes. There weren’t exactly like high-elves from a fantasy book, however.

As I got closer, I could see that both of them were about the same height as me. Their silvery-white hair, long for the female and short for the male, clashed with their dark blue skin nicely. Each of them had a pair of ivory horns crowning their head, but their shapes were apparently different for females and males. The man had his horns protrude from his forehead, curving back at the sides of his head. By contrast, the woman’s horns began somewhere behind her pointed ears and circled her head, the tips of her horns almost touching each other at the middle of her forehead.

They noticed me and my blatant stare, which prompted the man to put himself between me and the woman. We watched each other silently, and I found their eyes fascinating too; large, amber-colored irises framed with silvery eyelashes. Their almond-shaped eyes were slightly more angular than human eyes tended to be, which I found captivating.

“Hi,” I said, stopping at a safe distance away from the man. “My name is Randel.”

The following silence was every bit as awkward as I imagined my first encounter with an alien species to be. At least I hadn’t offered a handshake for them to completely ignore. I was just about to apologize if I had offended them somehow, when the man said a few quick lines in a language I didn’t understand.

“Of course,” I said with a sigh. “I should have expected this. Good job, Randel, really good job. Even in your dreams you find ways to screw yourself over, don’t you?”

Truthfully, maintaining the illusion that this was just a dream was getting increasingly difficult—but now was not the time to panic. I had two beautiful otherworldly beings in front of me, and if I didn’t figure out fast how to communicate with them, I might miss my only chance to ask them to model for my next project.

“Alright, here’s the plan,” I said, turning on my collar’s projection. Then turned it off and on once again, because I felt like showing off a bit. I pointed at my name on the top of the screen, then pointed at myself. “Randel.”

The blue elves just looked at the projection warily, uncomprehending. I kept pointing at their collars and mine until I got my point across and the woman opened her own screen. Both of them jumped back in alarm at first, but soon the man activated his collar too, inspecting the projection with wide-eyed wonder. They even turned their screens off and on a few times, and I joined them in doing so. We were off-and-on buddies now.

“Teva’ryn,” the male elf eventually said, pointing at the strange glyphs on the top of his screen. I didn’t recognize the symbols at all, and not just because they looked mirrored from my side.

“Devi’lynn,” the other added, smiling at me. Teva’ryn said a few words to her at that, repeating her name, but she just shrugged and pointed at me. They had surprisingly human gestures, for aliens.

“Ran-dell,” the woman said.

“Randel,” I said, nodding. “So, what do we have here? You were looking at something down the hill.”

I took a few steps toward the ledge, keeping a respectful distance between me and my blue friends. The slope leading up to our hilltop seemed to be very steep all around, I noticed almost immediately. If I fell down, it would prove to be bothersome to climb back—and not only because the lack of purchase on the ground. The dozens of baby-faced gnomes at the bottom of the hill might make it difficult too.

“That’s some fine nightmare fuel right there,” I muttered under my breath, but took a closer look at them anyway. They had small bodies paired with comically large, bulbous heads. Their faces alone might have passed for an innocent – but kinda ugly – baby’s face, if not for the tiny, razor-sharp row of teeth I spotted in their mouths. Their arms and legs were puny like a child’s, but their fingers ended in tiny claws and the skin looked hardened on their feet.

As far as I could see the gnomes had our hill surrounded, lazing around but never wandering too far, as if they expected someone to come down. Looking at their sharp teeth, I felt that this didn’t bode well for us … but first impressions can be deceiving, so I decided to try diplomacy first.

“Hello!” I called down, and from the corner of my eyes saw my blue friends shift in alarm. “Gnomes of the Grassy Hill? Thank you for gathering together on this fine day—”

The closest gnomes broke out in an angry screech, their voices not unlike a baby’s wailing. I winced as the noise grew increasingly worse, more and more monsters adding their voices to the chorus. I backed away from the ledge cautiously, turning to look at Teva’ryn and Devi’lynn.

“I think they already like me,” I shouted over the noise.

From the middle of the plateau Imaya and the three others came rushing over, holding—medieval weapons? The black guy and the pretty boy both held a rusty sword and small wooden shield, while the blonde girl was carrying a short spear and Imaya was clutching a crude bow.

“We found these in the shed,” Imaya informed me excitedly when they arrived. “What’s going on here? What is this noise?”

She looked at Teva’ryn – who had gone visibly alert at the sight of the weapons – but I pointed quickly to the ledge and they walked closer to peer down at the little monsters. I found their various reactions interesting; fear and disgust was the common theme, but there were subtle differences between each person. The blonde girl looked more annoyed than nervous as she noted that the gnomes were spread out in both directions down below, while Imaya’s expression could only be described as horrified fascination.

“So that’s what the quest is referring to,” the black guy said, stepping back after one last, quick look. “This must be some kind of sick joke.”

“Quest?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

“Your collar informs you about it, silly,” Imaya said, tapping her own collar with a finger. “Go on, read it! It’s not too informative, but super exciting.”

I opened my collar’s screen – and resisted flicking it off and on this time – then touched the Quests button on the left. The next screen consisted of only two boxes, displayed under each other.

First contact
Description: Welcome to the world of Nerilia, the land of mythical beasts, ancient relics, and powerful magic! Like every Player before you, you begin your journey with a test. Use your wits, strength, and survival instincts to overcome the odds!Remember, your story shapes you just as much as you shape your own story. Will you be able to Transcend, before you reach your own tale’s end?
Objective: Don’t die.
Reward: You get to live.

Fresh start, fresh little bodies
Description: You woke up on a hill, surrounded by wailer gnomes. They are not friendly.
Objective: Escape from the hill.
Reward: Your very first Ability.

            

    
        Chapter 1.2.1

    
    
    
    
                “Longest dream I’ve ever had,” I muttered sourly. The others had all tried to convince me that I wouldn’t wake up from it. They had freaked out about what to do, then cursed whoever had abducted us, then freaked up some more. It felt all very pointless and annoying, especially when they didn’t let me lie down to the grassy ground to take a nap. They had eventually concocted a plan for getting down the hill, and so here I was, watching the guys – Teva’ryn, Simon, and Pell – chase the six-legged rabbits in the distance. They had already killed three of them, but any extra catch would serve us well as distraction for the gnomes.

“Lift it higher Randel, I almost got it!” Imaya yelled. I pushed the wooden board upwards and she attacked the other end with her dagger, prying the last rusty nail loose. With a sharp splintering sound the board came free, and I tossed it down to our growing pile of wood. Phew! I was getting tired just from dismantling this derelict shed.

“Help with this one too,” Tamara said, and I stifled a groan as I walked over to her. Although she was a bit pushy, I could appreciate her focus on the task at hand. Out of our little group, Pell had taken being kidnapped the hardest; the big guy was a bundle of nervous energy. Simon seemed to be anxious too, though he made a valiant effort to hide it. The girls, however? Tamara was calm and composed, always thinking about the next step ahead. As for Imaya … well, Imaya was actually excited.

Then there were the two Sylven, of course. Apart from the name of their species, I hadn’t learned much about our blue companions yet; my focus had been on explaining our escape plan. Some cultural differences were undeniably present, but fortunately the Sylven were intelligent enough to take them in stride. We only had one minor altercation so far, when Simon tried to hand Devi’lynn a rusty dagger. The Sylven girl wasn’t allowed to hold any tools or weapons, and Teva’ryn had been very insistent on this. He had even forbidden her to help us dismantle the shed.

Needless to say, I was envious down to my bones. Where was my prince to exempt me from work? I hated this masochistic dream with passion. Devi’lynn sat on the grass close by, watching us sweat and struggle, her delicate features set in a way that made me think she was pouting. Seriously, pouting! Who on Earth pouted at the opportunity to skip work? These blue elves were indeed strange creatures.

“I think this’ll be enough,” I said when we took down the last of the easy-to-reach boards.

“I think so too,” Tamara agreed, which took me by surprise. She brushed a lock of blonde hair out of her eyes, then looked up at the sky. “The sun is setting soon, and we don’t want to spend the night on this hill. Not without water. We’re already getting dehydrated.”

Imaya went to gather up our rabbit hunters, while Tamara and I carried the wooden boards closer to the ledge. I peered down cautiously, noting that the angry little mutant babies were no less numerous here than at the other side of the hill. I really did not want to fight those things; in a way, I was glad that Teva’ryn had taken the last of the swords from the shed. There had been only two poorly-made daggers left for me and Devi’lynn after that, which meant that I took one of them, and the other went to Imaya in case she ran out of her grand total of ten arrows. With the crappy weapon as my excuse, no one would expect me to actually fight the gnomes. Or so I hoped.

“Four rabbits!” Simon called out proudly. “We can throw two of them down as bait and keep the other two to eat.”

“They might not be safe to eat,” Pell said, holding out his rabbit carcass awkwardly. “There was some kind of strange phenomenon when we killed them. White mist burst out of them and flew into us.”

“Guys, it’s XP,” Imaya said. “I keep telling you, it’s definitely experience points! You should check out your screens!”

Simon cleared his throat. “In either case, where are the bags?”

Not counting Imaya’s quiver and the weapons, two small burlap sacks were the only items we had found in the shed. A rabbit carcass went into each of those bags, and I volunteered to carry one while Devi’lynn took the other. We got into a rough formation where Simon, Pell, and Teva’ryn took the front, Imaya and Tamara stood at the sides, with Devi’lynn and me as rearguard.

We didn’t delay the inevitable much. First the extra rabbits went over the ledge, then the guys at the front started tossing the boards down. I winced as the screeching and wailing reached almost ear-splitting highs, then jumped in alarm as a white streak of something flew at me. I tried to dodge, but it changed direction and hit me in the chest. I couldn’t even recover from my shock when another streak of white mist found me, then another, coming from the bottom of the hill. I straightened back up slowly, watching with wide eyes. I had been mistaken; the so-called XP streaks weren’t slamming into my chest, but the collar around my neck. I held a hand out in front of me, but the white mist passed through unhindered. It felt … surreal.

“Am I actually dreaming?” I asked Devi’lynn.

The blue-skinned girl clutched her burlap sack tighter, and nodded nervously.

Alright then. I braced myself for the upcoming nightmare. The wait felt excruciating; I saw nothing but the white streaks, so my imagination ran rampant. When Simon and the others finally stopped throwing things over and jumped down the slope, I was almost grateful. Almost. One look at the gnomes with the bashed-in skulls had me instantly nauseous, but I sat down on the ledge and slid down anyway. The better I kept myself on the others’ heels, the less likely I would have to fight the monsters.

I arrived at the bottom of the slope at the same time as Devi’lynn. Teva’ryn stood nearby, covering Devi’lynn’s side by cutting down the gnomes with deadly precision. He made it look easy, fighting on uneven ground with nothing else but a short sword. By comparison Simon and Pell moved far more awkwardly, but they had their wooden shields to protect them against the teeth and claws.

Considering their tiny size and bulbous head, the little monsters were frighteningly quick about closing the distance between us. They hopped over the wooden boards and their fallen comrades with ease, and though they died just as easily, their numbers seemed to be endless. Still, the guys held them back so far—they even started to press forward. I reminded myself to get moving too, pushing off something squishy beneath my feet and falling in behind Imaya.

“I got this, I got this,” she murmured, aiming at a gnome that slipped past Pell. She loosed the arrow just as the gnome was about to jump over a fallen board, hitting the monster squarely on the forehead. She either had some prior experience with bows or just got lucky … but judging by the practiced way she nocked another arrow, it had to be the former. The white mist that erupted from the dead gnome parted seven ways, one streak slamming into each of us.

Congratulations, your level has increased!
Level 2 reached.

With a quick thought I willed the message to disappear, just in time to see Imaya get distracted by her own screen. She stumbled on the board at her feet and hit the ground with a tumble, the arrow in her hand snapping in two and the rest falling out of her quiver.

“Oh no, no, no,” she said, scrambling to gather her arrows. She was still on her knees when a second gnome got past Pell’s shield. It hopped over the recently-shot gnome, lunging toward Imaya. Two rows of pointed teeth glistening with saliva, the gnome opened its maw wide—only to collide with my bag head-first. My swing sent the gnome tumbling down the hill, and I reached down quickly to help Imaya back on her feet. Two other gnomes were running our way, but thankfully Simon intercepted them in time.

Little by little, the point of pressure was shifting; the worst of the horde had been cleared from ahead of us, and the monsters were now coming from the sides. Teva’ryn took one of our flanks while Pell and Simon covered the other, leaving Tamara at the front. She shouted something back to us, but I couldn’t hear her over the constant wail of the monsters. Imaya went after her quickly, her face pale and hands shaking, having given up on shooting her remaining arrows. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but everything was happening so quickly that I barely had the time to feel sure about anything.

I glanced back at Devi’lynn just to see her play tug of war with one of the gnomes that had latched onto her bag. Teva’ryn had his hands full with the tide of gnomes coming from the side, so he wasn’t able to help her. Cursing under my breath, I hopped, stumbled, and tripped over the fallen bodies to reach the Sylven girl, trying not to think about what I was going to do. Clutching my dagger tightly, I tackled the gnome biting into Devi’lynn’s bag and jammed the weapon into its bulbous head. I let go of my weapon immediately after, shocked by the twitching body under my hand, sickened by the amount of blood, and horrified by the wet gurgling sound the gnome let out as it died.

With my attention on the dead body, I noticed the other gnome too late as it came at me from behind. This time it was Devi’lynn’s well-timed swing that sent the gnome flying, making me snap out of my trance. The creatures were closing in from every direction now, separating me and my Sylven companions from the rest of our group. Teva’ryn was fending them off bravely, but he couldn’t be everywhere at once. If we didn’t act now, we’d become surrounded.

“Teva’ryn!” I yelled, hoping that he understood the universal language of running away. I grabbed Devi’lynn by the arm and pulled her after me, straight toward the gnomes in front of us. Reaching into my bag, I drew my final weapon; tonight’s dinner. I chucked the rabbit carcass into the throng of gnomes and as they hungrily snapped at it, I jumped over the little monsters. Well, I would have jumped over them, if only I was a little bit more athletic. My boot connected with the closest gnome’s face mid-jump and I lost my balance, falling to the ground and taking another gnome’s with me. I tumbled down the slope, unable to slow my descent—and frankly, too scared to even try. I just hoped that Teva’ryn and Devi’lynn got through the gnomes in my wake.

A feminine blue hand appeared in my vision when I stopped rolling, gripping my arm firmly and helping me to my feet. I winced as my bruised knees and elbows protested against the motion, but forced myself to start running on Devi’lynn’s side. Teva’ryn was only a few steps behind, swinging his blood-soaked sword at the screeching creatures tailing us. Thankfully, we were the ones with the longer legs. The run down the hill was relatively easy; the adrenaline made up for the fact that I hadn’t run this much in years. The three of us put the hill behind us quickly, jogging to the river to catch up to the rest of the team. As soon as we did, my collar projected yet another message in front of me.

Quest completed: Fresh start, fresh little bodies+1 Feat

Congratulations, your legend has risen!
Legend 1 reached.
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                Simon broke into a laugh right after I finished reading, a sound sharply in contrast with the distant wail of the gnomes and my labored breathing. His laugh had a hysterical edge to it, true, but it was full of relief as well. Relief that I shared too, now that the nightmare was over.

“We did it!” Simon said, dropping his bloody sword to the ground. “Damn that was scary, but we did it!”

“I can’t believe it happened,” Pell mumbled. “I can’t believe we killed those … things.”

“We did a fine job,” Simon said, clapping Pell on the shoulder.

“Guys, we got our first Abilities!” Imaya said, her face still a bit pale but her eyes already glued to the screen of her collar. “Just look at this!”

She closed her eyes for a moment, and when she reopened them they shone with a bright green light that flickered and danced as if her irises were on fire.

“Woah,” she breathed. “It’s kinda like earning your own superpowers.”

Needless to say, everyone opened their collar’s interface right after—even Tamara, though first she complained a bit about doing this too close to the gnomes.

I touched the Abilities panel on my screen, then down to observe the interface in detail. The window was divided into two vertical sections called Abilities and Disabilities. The latter was thankfully empty, but the Abilities box had a small counter stating that my Legend was indeed 1, and that I needed two more Feats for my next Legend. Five buttons were lining up under this message; the first one was titled Spatial Symbiosis, while the other four were grayed out. A sixth, larger button took up the remaining space beneath them, Domain written faintly over it. I tapped the Spatial Symbiosis button, which prompted a pop-up window to appear in the middle of my screen.

Spatial Symbiosis, level 1
Description: You may teleport your bonded weapons back to your hand. You may teleport yourself to your bonded weapons. Cooldown decreases by level.
Cost: ???
Cooldown: 20 seconds
This Ability comes with a unique weapon. Would you like to receive it now?
[Yes / No]

My eyebrows rose in surprise; this Spatial Symbiosis thingy looked really useful. I didn’t care much about the uniqueness of my weapon, but it would be great to have something to defend myself with in case we met more gnomes. Bonus points if I never lost my weapon because I could teleport it back to my hand … however that worked. With the mind-reading piece of technology around my neck, I wasn’t even surprised anymore. I gave the prompt on my screen another once-over, then selected Yes—and my entire body went rigid.

“What’s happening?!” Pell said, followed by alarmed shouts from basically everyone else. Apparently none of us were able to move from the neck below. I could feel my body though, it just wasn’t responding. I twisted my neck to look around, and—ugh. I found Tamara glaring at me. She had seen me touch the screen before we all became frozen, hadn’t she? I knew I was going to get blamed for it, even though I was also a victim. How did this even make sense, anyway? I just wanted to receive my unique weapon!

“Why aren’t you panicking?” Tamara asked on a rather calm tone, her voice almost drowned out by the shouts of the others.

“Pot calling the kettle black,” I told her. She opened her mouth to retort, but stopped herself abruptly. It took me a moment to figure out why; someone began clapping. Considering how none of us could move our hands, it was a really strange sound to hear.

I turned my head, and from the corner of my eyes I saw a figure standing behind me. Clad in pristine white clothing that looked like a cross between a lab coat and a suit, she approached us at a leisurely pace. It was only the feminine curves and the way she walked that hinted at her gender, since her entire head was hidden behind a mask—a plain white mask that had a third eyehole where her nose should have been. Ink-black orbs with red pupils watched us from behind the eyeholes, glinting with malice. The alien woman ceased her slow clap when she reached us, weaving her way in-between our standing bodies, giving each of us a good look. It was only then that I realized why everyone else was so silent; we couldn’t open our mouths anymore.

“Congratulations, everyone,” the woman finally spoke. She had a smooth and measured voice that held a faint echo, which – judging by Teva’ryn’s and Devi’lynn’s reaction – repeated the same sentence on the Sylven tongue. “Color me impressed, but all of you survived. A promising group of Players, I have to say.”

She reached out with a white-gloved hand and patted Devi’lynn’s cheek, making her flinch. The white clad woman chuckled softly at the murderous look in Teva’ryn’s eyes before she moved on, trailing a finger across Pell’s chest. She took a sharp turn and stopped in front of Tamara, who had her eyes closed.

“Clever ones, too,” she said, touching Tamara’s shirt and smoothing out the wrinkles. “Clever, but not too wise. What would you do, Subject Tamara, if you could get rid of your paralysis by a simple meditation technique? Would you try to subdue me?”

Tamara’s eyes snapped open and she moved as if to head-butt the alien woman, only for her head to freeze as well.

“Perhaps not so clever, after all,” our captor said, sighing dramatically behind her mask. She was about to move on to Imaya when another figure in white appeared, popping out of thin air.

“It is time, Inspector,” the man said in a rich baritone, holding out a small black object. “The prototype is ready.”

“Thank you, Assistant,” the woman – apparently an Inspector – took the item and turned to me. “Now, Subject Randel, I believe a new weapon is your due. Before we get into that though, I have a tradition to uphold. I’m going to allow you to ask a question. A single question only, one that I’ll answer honestly and completely. You’re free to speak now.”

I opened my mouth hesitantly, licking my dry lips. My first thought was—why me? Why on earth did I have to be the one to ask that question? I had a feeling the others would be angry with me if I asked the Inspector this, though. Or if I asked whether I was still dreaming. Damn, I wanted to ask that question so badly! But no, I had to ask something that made a difference. Something that no one had asked before; something I wouldn’t be able to learn from any other source. A question that revealed who our captor was.

“Do you truly enjoy your job?”

There was a beat of silence as my question hung in the air—and then the Inspector burst out laughing. I ignored the glares I received from the others, keeping my attention on the alien woman as her laughter subsided into a chuckle.

“Oh, that’s new,” the Inspector said. “How refreshing. You see, Subject Randel, new Players usually ask whether they can go home … to which I tend to answer that technically they could, but it’s not likely to ever happen. Asking whether I enjoy my job, though? Why, Subject Randel, thank you for asking! Your question is flawed in spite of your best intents, but I appreciate the gesture. You see, being an Inspector is not my job, but my vocation. None of my kind has been required to do any jobs in the last five or six thousand of your Earth-years. There’s simply no need to, when we can live our lives as comfortably as we wish. Technological singularity has that side-effect on society, unfortunately.”

She held a pause then, leaning closer. Her three red irises bore into me, measured me, dissected me as if they could see into my very being. Considering the mind-reading collar around my neck, perhaps they indeed could. The woman had to be aware that this was exactly the kind of information I wanted to know—and she was playing along deliberately.

The Assistant in the back coughed politely. “Inspector, the—”

“I know, I know,” the Inspector said with a dejected sigh. “Subject Randel, to answer the spirit of your question … yes, I do enjoy very much what I’m doing. Ageless beings like us need the stimulation, need the challenge to keep our minds sharp—and I find my vocation fulfilling. Now, then!”

She raised the black object in her hand, and I could finally see what it was; a small, curved, obsidian dagger with a round orange gemstone set into the base of its blade. The light within the gemstone pulsed rhythmically—but I couldn’t observe it further, because much to my rising sense of dread, the Inspector pressed the tip of the blade against my chest. I tried to speak, but found my tongue once again subdued. Twisting my head, I looked down at the weapon as tiny, vein-like orange lines spread over the surface of the blade, reaching toward me. I could feel my heart beat frantically within my chest, and the only reason I didn’t tremble in fear was that my body didn't let me. The Inspector pushed the blade a bit harder, cutting through the fabric of my shirt and pricking my skin, drawing blood.

“Be still now, Subject Randel, because I have to be really precise here,” the Inspector said, humor I did not share clear in her voice. Lacking better alternatives, I closed my eyes—but neither the cut on my chest, nor the Inspector’s voice was easy to ignore. “You have to understand that you’re the first to receive such a weapon. As such, I can’t guarantee that the bonding process will be perfect. Stay strong, Subject Randel. This might hurt you a little.”

Then without further delay, she plunged the entire blade into my chest. I wasn’t prepared for the explosion of pain that followed and I screamed within my mind as my body spasmed. I toppled backward and hit the ground hard, the pain in my chest unbearable, liquid fire pouring into my heart and coursing through my veins. I could feel the agony take me over little by little, spreading from my impaled chest, reaching for my limbs, my spine, my neck—

When it reached my head it was finally too much, and I passed out into blissful oblivion.
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                I woke up with a terrible ache in my neck. I knew I shouldn’t have fallen asleep at my desk; I felt groggy, as if I hadn’t got any sleep at all. No wonder, after that odd nightmare I had. For a moment I considered staying prone and going back to sleep, but in the end common sense won and I decided to crawl back to my bed. I sat up slowly, feeling grass beneath my fingers. My eyes snapped open, taking in the night sky with the enormous moon that hung above me, painting my surroundings in unnatural green light.

“Crap.”

Memories of the Inspector and the wailing gnomes flooded me, and the sense of dread returned. The bitter fight for survival, the hopelessness of my situation, the sinking feeling of despair within my chest—my chest! I grabbed my shirt quickly; its front was torn open and crusted with dried blood. But my chest didn’t hurt anymore, and as far as I could see, it was healed … though I had faint scar where the Inspector had stabbed me.

“Ah, crap.”

Quite a bit of time had passed, that much was clear. Although night had fallen, it was far from dark; the moon shone brightly enough to illuminate my surroundings. A small river ran nearby, its shallow water reflecting the light of the campfire at which the others were eating small pieces of rabbit meat. Four humans on one side of the fire and two Sylven on the other, huddling close to the flames. I was a bit farther away from them; someone had propped me up against a tree while I slept, which explained why my neck ached so badly.

I took deep breaths, trying to keep myself calm. I wasn’t a person who got nervous very often, but this situation was a little bit too much. I wasn’t in a dream, after all. It had been easier to pretend that I was, but even my self-delusion had its limits. Reality started to sink in, and I wanted to run away. Only, there was nowhere to run.

I prodded the scar on my chest, my mind racing about the consequences of being transported to another planet. No more morning coffee for a while, which sucked big time. I also needed to get a new toothbrush. There were some other itty-bitty problems about finding enough food to not starve to death, but the others were probably thinking about that part already. Thank goodness that I had others with me, so that I could concentrate on the important stuff.

Imaya was the first to notice that I was awake, her eyes shining because of that Ability of hers. She got up and made her way to me with a small bundle in her hand. I caught the others shooting curious glances in my direction, but they stayed near the campfire.

“Hi there,” Imaya said when she arrived, handing me a slightly charred rabbit leg wrapped in a big leaf. “How are you doing?”

“I’ve been better,” I said. My stomach growled at the sight of the meat.

“There were some debate whether you deserved to eat that,” Imaya said, sitting down next to me. “Because it’s kinda your fault that we had only one rabbit to eat. But then you were the one who got stabbed in the chest, so—there. A bit tasteless, but better than nothing.”

“Thanks,” I said, and took a cautious bite from the meat. Greasy and badly needing some salt, but indeed better than nothing.

“We talked quite a bit while you were out,” Imaya chattered on while I ate. “Walked a lot too. Devi’lynn carried you, that is, her clones did.”

I stopped mid-bite, looking at her. “Clones?”

“Her new Ability!” Imaya said. “You’ll see, it’s awesome. Devi’lynn can create these perfect copies of herself and direct them to do basic tasks. She spared us a lot of effort by carrying you. Anyway, as you can see we’ve been following the river up till now. There’s a forest ahead that we will enter tomorrow. The plan is to stay as close of the river as we can, and walk until we find civilization.”

“If there’s any civilization,” I added.

“Yes, if there’s any. But from what the Inspector said, I think there were other Players before us. Lots of others. We ought to find something.”

I nodded at that, continuing to eat in silence. Unfortunately, Imaya didn’t consider the conversation over and soon started to fidget, looking at me expectantly.

“So … Randel, what is your starter Ability?” she asked. “The Inspector didn’t leave that black dagger behind.”

Oh, right. The dagger—and my Ability. I wiped my greasy fingers into my already dirty shirt, then held out a hand, palms up. If the collar could read my thoughts, perhaps this would work too. I imagined holding the black dagger in my hand and—

“Woah!” Imaya exclaimed as the weapon appeared on my palm. “You can store the weapon in some extraterrestrial space and summon it at will?”

“Uh, what? No, I can teleport it to my hand.”

I dropped the dagger at my feet, then held out my hand once again and concentrated on using my Ability. Nothing happened. I shook my hand a little, but still nothing.

“Umm, are you sure—” Imaya started to say just as the dagger popped into my hand, fingers closing around the hilt. “Ah! Cooldown?”

“I guess,” I said, marveling at my Ability. The second time I had imagined the dagger to arrive with its blade pointing my way, and so it had. Instantaneous teleportation with only a thought. Was this actually magic, or was it just the advanced technology that the Inspector had hinted at? I still had a hard time believing none of this was a dream.

The weapon in my hand was an oddity by itself. The orange gemstone embedded into the black blade wasn’t pulsing as frequently as before, and the vein-like lines were gone too. The hilt was a bit short, the small knob at its end pressing into my palm uncomfortably as I gripped it. The curved edge of the blade had a wicked barb near the end, one that I didn’t remember it had before. Although the design looked good, I wasn’t sure how useful it would be in practice. I’d have been happier with a simpler dagger with a straight blade and a more comfortable grip.

“Hey—!” I jolted in alarm as the black dagger shifted in my hand. Orange lines spread across the black surface, originating from the small gemstone. The blade gradually straightened, molding itself exactly into the shape I had imagined. Similarly, I could feel the handle in my palm stretch a bit, adjusting itself so that I had a better grip on it.

“Awesome,” Imaya whispered. “Randel, have you checked your Equipment tab in your menu? You may find an item description there about your dagger.”

I was tempted to just play around some more with the dagger’s shape first, but after a look at Imaya’s excited face I opened my collar’s interface instead. Imaya scooted closer to peek at my screen. The Equipment tab had a bunch of empty boxes, but on the top the Weapon slot was filled with text.

Soul Eater, demon’s fang
Description: As a powerful weapon created by legendary beings, Soul Eater is a living weapon made of an extremely rare and incredibly durable material. Although the weapon’s true capabilities are still a mystery, one thing is certain: it needs to be constantly fed. Take lives and consume their essence to sustain Soul Eater! Side effects may include hallucination, emotional instability, lowered inhibitions, schizophrenia, mental instability, loss of self.
Perk – Ever-consuming: level 1Soul Eater grows as you feed it. This perk doesn’t have a level cap.
Perk – Free Form: level 1You can change Soul Eater’s shape.
Perk – Autonomous: level 1
Being a living weapon, Soul Eater can make decisions on its own.

“I don’t like the side effects,” I grumbled once I finished reading. “That part about killing stuff seems to be bothersome as well. Can I get a refund for this thing?”

“I don’t think you can return it,” Imaya said. “It’s kinda cool, though. Cool in a dark-and-edgy kind of anti-hero way, but cool nevertheless. Maybe you’re being encouraged to be a villain.”

“What the hell are you talking about,” I mumbled, closing my collar’s screen. I was getting dizzy from all this new stuff.

“Hey, don’t you find this exciting?” Imaya asked, not reading my mood all too well.

I sighed, picking up my half-finished rabbit and prodding it with my dagger’s tip. I then dropped the dagger to the ground, and teleported it back to my hand. The blade didn’t have any grease or dirt on it. I had to give it to Imaya, it was a little bit exciting.

“What—what are you doing?” she asked, watching me split Soul Eater’s blade to have three pointed ends.

“Making a fork.”

I impaled the rabbit leg with my fork-dagger, then twisted the blade’s shape inside the meat so that it wouldn’t come loose.

“B-But that’s your evil weapon!” Imaya protested. “You can’t use it for eating!”

“Sure I can,” I replied, biting into the meat. “Quite convenient too, since I won’t have to clean it afterwards.”

Imaya had no comeback for that. She looked more bothered by my behavior than she had any right to be, but at least she let me eat in peace for a while.
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                “Okay,” Imaya spoke once I finished eating. I got up to have a drink from the river, and she followed me. “I’ve been thinking, and I almost certainly got your measure now. You’re supposed to be our party’s scoundrel. A rogue-type of character, possibly a thief or an assassin.”

“Charming prospects,” I said, stopping at the riverbank. It was a bit muddy, and I was unsure how to go about drinking from the river without getting myself completely soaked. Perhaps I could shape Soul Eater into a ladle or a really big spoon?

“It fits your brooding personality,” Imaya added. “I saw no indication that we can choose our own class, so it must be predetermined what we receive. It may not be a fair system, I know, but this way our group will be diverse, which is the foundation of a well-formed party.”

I sighed, looking away from my flattened and misshapen attempt at a spoon to meet Imaya’s eyes—and for a brief moment, I forgot what I was going to say. Those dark brown orbs were brimming with so much enthusiasm and excitement that I almost changed my mind. What was it that lent her so much zest? Had she forgotten almost dying from the gnomes? She cocked her head in question while I was staring, and I cleared my throat awkwardly.

“First off,” I said, holding up a finger, “I’m not brooding. I may look bored at times—”

“Sleepy, more like.”

“—but that’s just because I have too many brilliant thoughts in my head. I’m so full of ingenious ideas that my body can barely keep up! You couldn’t even begin to understand what a burden this is.”

“That doesn’t even make sense,” Imaya said, frowning. “Wait, did you just indirectly call me stupid?”

“Secondly,” I forged on, “I do believe that you’re forgetting something. You speak as if this world was just a game, when in fact, it is not. Collars and game-interfaces are one thing, but they won’t force me to play along.”

My first goal would be to learn more about this world, of course. Later on I would be able to weigh my options, and see whether it was possible for me to get back home or … well, to start a new life here. It was an uncomfortable thought, one that I didn’t want to dwell on right now. I also had this whole cursed weapon thing going on, which was equally worrying. All things considered, I had no intention to play this weird real-life role playing game on top of everything else.

“Umm … you’re kinda wrong about that,” Imaya said. “Have you seen the counter at the bottom right corner of your screen?”

“I don’t think I have,” I admitted reluctantly. Opening my collar’s interface, I saw 99 days written just above the bottom bars on the right. A tap on the small text prompted a popup to appear.

Inactivity counter: 99 days left
Receive a Disability if the timer reaches zero. Complete any Quest to reset the timer.

“Well, that’s not good,” I said. My laundry list just kept getting longer and longer. “Alright, so maybe I can be forced to do Quests from time to time … but I can’t be forced to take on any of these roles you speak of. Right? Please tell me that I’m right. I admit that I haven’t investigated my collar thoroughly, but I don’t remember reading about classes or whatever.”

“You’re … kinda right?” Imaya said. “Technically there are no classes, as far as I know … but it’s easy to categorize us by our skillset. We have only just started, but it’s already obvious that Pell with his Protective Shell would be better off as a tank, while Simon could use his Pyrokinesis to be a damage dealer. And though they can’t heal as of yet, perhaps Tamara and Devi’lynn would become support Players, providing crowd control and distraction. As for me—”

“So they can’t force me to take one specific role?” I interrupted Imaya’s monologue.

“Strictly speaking no, but—”

“Good,” I said. “Those aliens might be immoral bastards, but at least they don’t keep their slaves on a tight leash.”

“Hey! Don’t talk like that,” Imaya said. “They might be watching us.”

“Creepy stalkers,” I agreed. “Do you think they watch us even when we’re on the toilet?”

“I—uh, there are no toilets here.”

“That just makes them even worse,” I grumbled. “Damn perverts.”

Imaya looked baffled at first, but it wasn’t long before she burst out in laughter.

“I don’t think they’re interested in your bare ass,” she snickered, and I couldn’t keep a straight face any longer. But even as I laughed and joked about it, I was all too aware that Imaya had been saying the truth; the three-eyed woman was called an Inspector, and I had little doubt about what she was inspecting. I didn’t know how much influence she had over what happened to us, but a hill surrounded by hundreds of little gnomes was probably not a natural occurrence. Insulting the Inspector openly wasn’t very wise, not when she held our fates in her hand.

“I’m glad you’re unhurt,” Imaya filled the silence after the laughter had died down. “For a moment back then, I … I mean, it seemed like you wouldn’t make it. And … I didn’t even try to help you.”

I hummed noncommittally, unsure how to react to her sudden change of tone.

“I know I’ve been a burden,” Imaya said. “For all my talk, when I faced those monsters, I—I dunno. I panicked, I guess, and made some mistakes. If you hadn’t been there when I fell to the ground, I—yeah. It would have been bad. So, I’d like to thank you for covering my back … and apologize for not doing the same for you.”

“You’re welcome. And forgiven too, I guess.”

“It won’t happen again,” she said. “I’ll get stronger, I promise.”

“Sure,” I replied. “If that’s what you want, I won’t be stopping you.”

“Huh? You sound like you don’t agree.”

“I’m just wondering what getting stronger means to you. I have a feeling that you are talking about classes and levels once again.”

“In part yes, but also, you know … mentally.”

“That’s not getting stronger, but getting used to the horrors of this world,” I said. “There’s an important difference between the two, I believe. As for the levels, well … whatever this world is, I don’t think it’s a game where we need to hit the maximum level, collect the best loot, and clear all of its dungeons.”

“Yeah, but—”

“We don’t have to become stronger, Imaya. It’s enough if we just stay alive.”

There was a beat of silence, during which Imaya opened and closed her mouth as if unsure how to respond.

“Higher level means higher level opponents, huh?” she murmured. It wasn’t the conclusion that I had been hinting at, but that was alright. I wasn’t here to change the way she thought.

While Imaya stared pensively off to the distance, I took the opportunity to walk a bit further down the riverbank. I had lots of things to consider too. The future was uncertain, and there were so many things that depended on how I adapted to this new environment. I wasn’t exactly a man of many plans, but even so I felt the necessity to stop and think things properly through.

First, however … first I needed to figure out how to make a spoon out of Soul Eater.
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                If Devi’lynn was dreaming, she never wanted to wake up.

This foreign world – Nerilia, according to the device around her neck – was simply wonderful. She was constantly amazed by the cloudless blue sky and the pleasant-warm sun and the clean-and-crisp air. Oh, and the greenery! On the previous day, the grass-covered lands alone were enough to fascinate her. Little had she known that she would see an even greater wonder today; an entire forest!

Devi’lynn had never seen so many trees at one place—the plants of House Lynn’s famous garden could not even compare. This looming-but-calming mass of trees was something straight out of the legends from before the cataclysm. Teva’ryn thought of this as an ill omen, of course, but he probably hadn’t even seen a single tree in all his life. His fear was understandable.

The five Humans weren’t so impressed by the forest, or perhaps they were just hiding it too well. Devi’lynn supposed it was the former. It was always a possibility that she was mistaken, considering that Humans were an alien race, but Devi’lynn didn’t think it likely. Surprisingly, many of the Human characteristics were very similar to that of Sylven. They nodded with their hornless head when they agreed, and shook it otherwise. The expressions on their faces were mostly identifiable. All things considered, they weren’t too different.

That didn’t mean they weren’t strange, though—in fact, the way they behaved would have baffled any Sylven. Most interesting for Devi’lynn was how shameless-but-free their women were. Oh, to think that people back home had called her rebellious! She would have liked to see her father’s reaction if he ever met these Human women … or if he ever heard that not only did the men allow them to hold weapons, but they were actually encouraged to use them! Devi’lynn was envious, and she did not bother to hide it from Teva’ryn.

Just around midday, the bubbly-and-talky woman named Imaya managed to shoot down a bird, and all the others congratulated her. Divided between seven people the animal was barely more than a morsel, but the group decided to cook it for lunch anyway. The Human women argued over eating some kind of blue fruit that they had found on the way – they even tried to ask Devi’lynn’s opinion about it – while the men debated how to prepare the bird. In the end, nobody risked eating the blue fruit and Teva’ryn got down to removing the bird’s feathers. Simon sat next to him with Randel’s magical dagger in hand, eager to start roasting the meat.

With Teva’ryn’s attention turned elsewhere, Devi’lynn was free to explore the area. Not that she couldn’t have done so otherwise, but she tried not to anger Teva’ryn too much. It was only the second day and she already hated how uptight-dutiful the man was. It could have been worse – he respected her boundaries even when they were far-removed from society – and Devi’lynn was thankful for that, but even so she couldn’t help but feel annoyed.

Devi’lynn walked among the trees slowly, resting her hand against their trunk as she passed, enjoying the rugged-hard-uneven feel of the bark. Some of the trunks were so enormous that she couldn’t have clasped her hands together if she hugged them. Eventually she made her way down a short slope, down to the riverbed and its clear-to-drink water. She was just about to inspect a bush on the riverbank that had a beautiful set of orange flowers, when she heard splashing-water. Using the bush as an impromptu cover, she peeked out cautiously from behind it.

As it turned out, she wasn’t the only one who had wandered away from the group; Randel stood in the ankle-deep water, his boots resting on a large stone behind him. He had taken off his torn-and-bloody shirt and was currently submerging it in the water. Devi’lynn watched him curiously as he rubbed the ruined fabric in a vain attempt to get the blood out. Creator, his skin was so pale! Such an odd contrast with his dark-black hair—he looked almost like a reverse-colored Sylven. He definitely hadn’t been in many fights, though; his torso had no muscle definition, his limbs looked thin, and aside from the fresh scar on his chest, his skin was smooth like a woman’s … or was it? His arms and legs were covered with fine body-hair, protecting his soft skin. Devi’lynn knew that some alien races could grow hair from places other than their head, but she hadn’t seen such thing before. Humans fascinated her. They had such variety of colors and shapes among their kind! Their unique skin colors and curious hair made them look captivating-exotic to Devi’lynn’s eyes.

“This is most improper, Lady Devi’lynn,” Teva’ryn spoke up directly behind her, making her jump in fright.

“Hush,” Devi’lynn whispered quickly. “Hush, or he’ll hear us!”

“No matter how puny he is, he is still a male,” Teva’ryn said. “You shouldn’t stare at him so openly.”

“There was nothing open about it until you arrived,” Devi’lynn said sourly, fixing her gaze below Teva’ryn’s chin. “Teva’ryn, I order you to go back to the camp.”

“I apologize Lady Devi’lynn, but I can’t do that,” the man replied. “You don’t know what dangers may lay in this tree-infested place, and you don’t know what that Human is capable of either. Please don’t repeat our earlier argument—you need my protection.”

Protection; the great irony of her situation. Women weren’t allowed to hold dangerous tools with which they might hurt themselves—but women also weren’t supposed to leave their household to be in the wild with monsters lurking about. The fact that with a weapon Devi’lynn would at least have a chance to protect herself didn’t seem to penetrate Teva’ryn’s thick skull. He was holding himself to the letter of the Divine Codex’s law, instead of its spirit.

“Teva’ryn, Devi’lynn?” Randel spoke, having noticed them. He was still half-naked, having laid out his soaked shirt next to his boots. Devi’lynn shot an annoyed look at an entirely unapologetic Teva’ryn, who moved slightly forward to stand between her and the Human man. Randel talked to them as he approached, not bothered by their lack of comprehension in the slightest. Just as he reached them, Randel slapped his hornless forehead – a very odd expression – and gestured with one hand toward Devi’lynn, saying something. He then pointed behind him, at his bare chest, and finally at Devi’lynn again.

“I think he wants something from you, Lady Devi’lynn.”

“You’re a genius, Teva’ryn,” Devi’lynn replied drily. She was racking her brain, trying to figure out what Randel’s objective could be. Something about his shirt, perhaps?

Randel snapped his fingers suddenly, then held out his hand in front of him. His black dagger appeared in his hand a moment later, popping out of thin air. Teva’ryn visibly tensed at the same time, though Randel didn’t hold the weapon as if he wanted to use it. With the tip of the blade pointing upwards, he gestured once again at Devi’lynn, then at the dagger. At the same time the heartbeat-pulsing orange lines on the weapon began to spread, and the blade split itself vertically in two. Finally, Randel pointed at Devi’lynn once again.

“Is he threatening us?” Teva’ryn asked, his hand twitching for the hilt of the sword he no longer carried.

Instead of answering, Devi’lynn closed her eyes to cast her magic. Not the kind of magic that the legends of the Age of Prosperity described, but magic nevertheless. A supernatural ability, bestowed to her by those white-clothed beings that brought them to this beautiful world.

Devi’lynn thought about using her Simulacrum Ability, and she immediately lost control of her body—but only for a moment. Her vision blurred as her body took a step to the right, while at the same time a distortion – an optical illusion, of sorts – stepped to the left. It was over just as quick as it had begun. With a small mental nudge, Devi’lynn told the vacant-eyed copy of herself to wade into the water, and the copy obeyed.

“Awesome,” Randel said the word that Devi’lynn had heard so many times from Imaya’s mouth. He dropped his dagger carelessly and moved closer to the copy, observing it left and right.

In spite of what the Ability’s name suggested, the simulacrums actually had solid bodies and were able to exert a small amount of force on their surroundings. It restricted ten percent of Devi’lynn’s mana whenever she created a copy, but if left unharmed the simulacrums lasted indefinitely—or until Devi’lynn willed them to disappear. Although they were perfect imitations of her image, the copies were easy enough to tell apart from Devi’lynn; they held themselves utterly still, moved like stringed-puppets, and had empty-vacant look on their faces. Even so, it was impressive magic—and judging by Randel’s expression, he thought so too. He said something to them again, taking a brief glance at Devi’lynn before stepping right in front of her copy and grabbing it firmly by the hips. Before Devi’lynn could have time to be surprised by his actions, Teva’ryn was already bearing down on Randel, grabbing at his offending hand—

—only for the Human man to twist his body swiftly out of the way, taking hold of Teva’ryn’s extended arm and using the man’s momentum to pull him off-balance. He pivoted with the same motion and kicked out, hitting the back of Teva’ryn’s knee and making it buckle. Teva’ryn fell into the shallow water and an eyeblink later Randel was behind him, the dagger in his hand poised to strike—but then he stopped himself abruptly, staggering backward. His eyes widened and he dropped his weapon, as if he was surprised by what he had just done.

“I knew it,” Teva’ryn spat as he sprang to his feet, whirling around and spraying water everywhere. Randel held his empty hands up in a placating manner, speaking rapidly. Although he was apologizing by the sounds of it, it did little to quell Teva’ryn’s heated-hot-fury. Seeing this, Devi’lynn jumped into the water and created two more clones in quick succession, forming a line between the two men.

“What are you doing?!” Teva’ryn growled, tossing a lock of wet hair out of his face. He began to circle Devi’lynn to keep Randel in sight.

“Stand down, Teva’ryn,” Devi’lynn said, doing her best to sound stern-commanding. “Can’t you see that this is a misunderstanding? He doesn’t wish to fight, and neither should you.”

“Hah! As if you knew—”

“Enough!” Devi’lynn snapped, raising her chin to glare straight into Teva’ryn’s anger-filled eyes. The broken taboo was enough to break his fury too, and he averted his eyes quickly, awkward-uncomfortable.

“As for you,” Devi’lynn said, taking this opportunity to turn toward Randel. “You were trying to undress my simulacrum, weren’t you? How daring of you. Too bad it wouldn’t have worked anyway.”

She stepped to the fake-Devi’lynn on her right, and tugged at the material that made up its shirt. It didn’t have the texture of a fabric, feeling somewhat rigid-but-malleable to the touch. No matter how much Devi’lynn tugged at it, the fake-shirt wouldn’t budge. When she pinched the material hard enough, the entire simulacrum burst into a puff of smoke.

“See? You won’t get a new shirt like this.”

Randel watched the quickly-dissipating smoke for a moment, before focusing on Devi’lynn. He stared at her in a lost-in-thought manner, his green eyes reflecting the colors of the forest. Now it was Devi’lynn’s turn to avert her gaze—it took her some effort, but she did it just in time before a sullen Teva’ryn arrived to her side.

Randel bent down, picked up a small-smooth rock from the water, and – ignoring Teva’ryn’s disgruntled noises – handed it to Devi’lynn. The green-eyed man then pointed at her with two fingers before moving them apart.

“I think he wants you to do your magic again,” Teva’ryn grumbled.

“Really?” Devi’lynn asked sharply. “And here I thought he wanted me to club you in the head.”

“Now that I think about it, a rock can be used as a weapon,” Teva’ryn said. “I’m going to confiscate—”

“A-ah! I’m doing my magic now!”

Devi’lynn held out her hand with the rock resting on her palm. She created a simulacrum once again, but this time she spiced it up by stepping backward to leave the copy in front of herself. As expected, even the rock had been copied. Randel tried to pluck it out of the simulacrum’s hand, but it was stuck to the palm. When he pulled too hard, the entire simulacrum burst into smoke. Seeing this, Randel nodded to himself. He then pointed with one hand from Devi’lynn to himself, and extended his other hand to her.

“By the Abyss, no,” Teva’ryn said. “Lady Devi’lynn, I see no reason why we should entertain this Human any further.”

“It’s an experiment with my magic,” Devi’lynn said, getting excited. “It can come useful if we learn more about it. Do you think he wants me to lift him up, or is it enough if I just hold his hand?”

“L-Lady Devi’lynn!” Teva’ryn sputtered. “What are you even suggesting? This is highly improper! You can’t just go about touching other men, especially half-naked men! I don’t care if he’s not Sylven, this is—”

He fell silent abruptly as Randel spoke to him, approaching slowly while he held up his hands. Teva’ryn frowned in confusion, and even Devi’lynn had no idea what Randel was trying to explain. The Human man reached out slowly-cautiously, as if soothing a frightened animal. He clasped Teva’ryn’s shoulder, and held him for a moment—then pressed himself closer and slipped his hand around his shoulders, giving him a one-armed hug. Teva’ryn was so stunned by this sudden move, that he almost missed it when Randel beckoned with his other arm for Devi’lynn to join them.

“T-this is scandalous!” Teva’ryn blurted when Devi’lynn stepped closer, grinning from ear-to-ear. “Not with one man but with two?!”

“I think it’s funny,” Devi’lynn said with a laugh, then snaked one arm around Teva’ryn’s water-soaked waist and rested the other across Randel’s bare back. He indeed had silky-smooth skin, she had to conclude. Both men smelled like unwashed peasants though, which made the experience a bit less pleasant.

“I suggest you both take a proper bath after this,” Devi’lynn murmured. “Dipping into the river apparently didn’t help.”

Teva’ryn apologized immediately and tried to pull away, but Devi’lynn held him firmly in place. She concentrated on creating a simulacrum, imagined it copy all three of them, then imagined it copy only herself, but nothing seemed to happen.

“It seems like I can’t create a copy while someone is holding me,” she said after a while. She didn’t let go of the men, though. Strange as it was, she enjoyed this situation quite much. It had been a while since anyone had hugged her, and she hadn’t even realized before how much she missed this feeling. Both men were about the same height – just a little bit taller than her – so she was able to rest her head over their joined shoulders. It felt cozy-nice.

“Randel!” an annoyed voice rang in the distance. Devi’lynn opened his eyes to see Simon coming down to the river, stopping in his tracks when he saw the scene in front of him. The expression on his face was pure disbelief. The three of them disentangled from each other as Simon started to talk rapidly to Randel, incredulity clear in his voice. The black-haired man seemed to be unfazed by it however, handing over his black dagger with a shrug. Simon then stomped away with his prize while Randel waded over the rock to put his boots back on.

Teva’ryn cleared his throat awkwardly, though it wasn’t until Randel was gone that he spoke.

“About what happened earlier,” he said, turning to face Devi’lynn. “Does this mean that you consider me worthy of your courtship?”

“Of course not,” Devi’lynn replied.

“I thought so,” Teva’ryn said with a sigh. “In that case, Lady Devi’lynn, making eye-contact with other men is highly—”

“Improper, yes, yes,” Devi’lynn finished for him.

There was a pregnant pause before Teva’ryn spoke again.

“We might be the only Sylven on this planet, you know.”

“If that were the case, I fail to see why it matters whether I gave you children or not.”

“It’s not just about descendants. It’s about companionship too—and principle. It is the way of our people.”

“My answer would still be no.”

“…as you say, Lady Devi’lynn.”

They followed Randel back to the group, tense-silence stretching between them. Devi’lynn’s blood was boiling, as it so often did after these conversations. The way of their people! Teva’ryn was damned-good at getting under her skin. There were few things Devi’lynn detested more than the way of her people. The way they treated her as if she was made of fragile-glass, the way they practically spoon-fed her all the time. The way she was going to be used for breeding. The way all the other women thought this was perfectly fine, mind-washed but safe inside the comforts of their chambers, hordes of men seeing to their every physical need.

The way the Divine Codex taught men and women to regard each other.

Blasphemous thoughts—but if her soul would be damned to the Abyss because of them, so be it. Freedom was so close, here in the present, that it might just be worth it. Devi’lynn had broken out of the walls of her home, which was something she hadn’t expected to happen before marriage. She had left her people behind—all except one. She needed Teva’ryn for now – she had no delusions about surviving alone – but it wouldn’t be for long. This was her chance to break free. Here, in this world filled with trees, she would look into whoever’s eyes she wanted to.

“Why are they so green, though?” Devi’lynn mused out loud. “Such an oddly-beautiful color…”

            

    
        Chapter 1.5.1

    
    
    
    
                “Eyes,” I told Devi’lynn, pointing at my eyes and blinking a few times.

“Eyes,” Devi’lynn repeated after me, memorizing the word. She then added the Sylven translation for me to learn. “Eyes.”

“Eyes,” I said, nodding. This one wouldn’t be too difficult to remember. “Alright, it’s your turn.”

The Sylven girl held up a finger for a moment, then touched her nose—dainty little nose, with a slight upturn to it. She then looked at me, pausing briefly, then booped me on the nose as well.

“Nose.”

“Nose,” I repeated after her, distracted by her closeness. Only now did I realize that Devi’lynn had the Sylven equivalent of freckles; lighter blue spots on her dark blue skin, splattered across the bridge of her nose and the top of her cheeks. If I had decided to draw a blue-skinned and silver-haired elf with a pair of horns, I never would have thought to add freckles as well … but there they were. They suited her nicely.

I wondered what Sarah would say if she saw me at that moment. Something nasty, most likely. She had never really understood that I could find someone aesthetically pleasing without wanting to sleep with them. Ugh. I shook my head, annoyed at my wandering thoughts. Thinking about Sarah had always been bittersweet—and now that we were separated by who knew how many lightyears, it felt doubly so.

“Randel?” Devi’lynn asked.

“I’m alright,” I said. “Just thinking about the people I’ve left behind.”

There weren’t many of them, truth be told. It would probably take a while till someone noticed that I was missing. I spoke with my parents only three or four times a year these days, and Sarah … well, the last time she had told me that she never wanted to see me again was about two months ago, so she’d be back soon. Perhaps she’d be the one to notice that my apartment was empty. She, or the landlord. Damn, I hoped to see that old dude again. He still owed me a drink for that one time I had managed to beat him in chess.

“Whoa—”

Teva’ryn pushed past me suddenly, watching the trees ahead of us. I followed his gaze and spotted a large, dark shape hanging high up on a branch. A bird with black feathers, larger than any bird I had seen before. I would have compared it to a vulture, but the head on the end of its long neck looked more like a goose’s.

We had a clear view on this upside-down bird as it hung like a bat, and it watched us with its coal-black eyes in turn. It didn’t seem to be afraid of us. Teva’ryn said something quietly, but he spoke too fast for me to catch any word.

“Dinner?” I asked in a hopeful manner. Fortunately the rest of our group noticed that something was up. They came back, loud at first but falling silent quickly upon seeing the bat-goose. Imaya readied her bow but held her fire. Only a single arrow remained from her original ten, so she would have to make it count.

“It might attack us if it feels threatened,” Imaya whispered. “Should I try hitting its head, or its body?”

“The body,” Simon said. “I’m going to throw a fireball after you shoot, just in case you miss.”

“Can you even throw that far?” Imaya asked. “You’ll just burn down the forest.”

“I can control my fire, thank you very much.”

“Only as long as you have Stamina,” Tamara objected. “I wouldn’t rely on something like that. I could trap the bird with my Gravity Orb instead.”

“But that would make my arrow go awry,” Imaya said. “We’ll need to time it right—”

Teva’ryn interrupted her by stepping forward and thrusting his left hand upwards. A translucent streak of blue substance sprang forth as an extension of his arm, moving almost too fast for my eyes to follow. The black bird let out a strangled honk as Teva’ryn’s phantom hand struck like a viper, closing around the bird’s neck. The goose opened its enormous wings to fly away—but Teva’ryn pulled his phantom limb back in, making the goose crash to the ground. Teva’ryn sprang forward and swung his sword once, twice, three times, beheading the animal. White mist erupted from the animal’s headless body, parting into seven tiny streaks before getting absorbed by our collars.

“I guess that works too,” Imaya broke the shocked silence. Teva’ryn tossed the severed head away and proceeded to wipe his bloody sword clean on a leafy plant.

Everyone felt just as hungry as I did, so we concluded the day’s journey at that point in order to cook the bird. A closer inspection of the animal revealed talons on its feet similar to an eagle’s, and a beak full of pointed little teeth. Sharp things on both end that I was glad we had avoided. We dragged the bird to a clear spot by the river and Teva’ryn sat down to defeather it.

Preparing the camp for the night was routine by this point. Simon picked rocks from the river, Pell and Tamara wandered off to gather firewood, and I collected some of the large-leaved plants with Imaya and Devi’lynn. They weren’t as soft as a feather bed, but they beat sleeping on the ground.

When we were done setting up the camp, I offered Soul Eater as a skewer and Simon roasted the meat with the help of his pyromancy. The result was a bland but filling meal. I wouldn’t have minded a more varied menu, but beggars couldn’t be choosers; we didn’t even have a cooking pot, let alone seasonings. In fact, none of us dared to eat any of the mushrooms or berries because we feared they might be poisonous. Tamara had voiced quite a lot of her concerns about ingesting alien stuff too; according to her, our immune system might not be able to handle the new viruses and bacteria that this alien planet would throw at us. If that was the case, a world of suffering awaited us before our untimely demise.

It had been a nice little speech for scaring the crap out of everyone, but for my part, I placed my trust in the competency of our captors. Surely they hadn’t abducted us just to see us drop dead from some exotic bacteria that we happened to breathe in. The Inspector had mentioned initiating other Players before us, so this wasn’t even their first rodeo. Not that this would make me eat those purple mushrooms and forest crawlies anytime soon, of course. I preferred starving a little before entering full survival mode.

We had debated the reason of our abduction a lot, dissecting what the Inspector told us. The winning theory was that we were test subjects in this world; much like lab rats, but with an entire planet as our labyrinth. Our opinions about what the three-eyed aliens were testing differed, however. Imaya claimed that it was the game interface, while Simon thought it was about how various people adapted to this world. Personally, I was leaning toward Imaya’s explanation. It seemed to be more fitting, considering that the Inspector had called Soul Eater a prototype.

            

    
        Chapter 1.5.2

    
    
    
    
                Having finished eating, I teleported Soul Eater out of the remnants of the bird and shrunk it down a bit. From sword to dagger—where all that excess material went was anyone’s guess. There seemed to be no costs or repercussions for shaping the black metal as many times as I wanted, but perhaps I just hadn’t hit the limit yet. The description of the item talked about feeding the weapon, which implied some kind of energy conservation shenanigans going on. I put these thoughts aside for now; figuring out how to leverage Soul Eater as a free energy source could wait. I had been trudging through the forest all day, so now that my belly was full and a pleasantly warm fire warmed my feet, I just wanted to relax a bit.

I turned Soul Eater over in my hand and nudged it with my mind. Following my thoughts, the end of the blade split in two and the forked tips swelled to form miniature feet. I made the weapon’s handguard longer, then twisted them to create arms with tiny fists. The pommel grew larger too, and I did my best to add as many details to the head as I was able to. Indistinct face and a tad too long neck aside, gemstone-bellied Soul Eater looked surprisingly good for a stickman.

I admired my creation, willing it to move its arms and legs around. It made me shiver a little. The gemstone in the blade glowed like an eye in the dark, holding the colors of fresh honey and the rising sun. Warm hues that contrasted the obsidian blade beautifully. I ran my thumb over the gemstone’s surface, smooth and tough and cold like the rest of the weapon. Tiny veins spread out from it whenever I willed the black metal to change, the veins’ inner light pulsing softly as they pumped their orange blood. A bit creepy perhaps, but a wonder to behold.

“You’re being creepy,” Imaya told me.

“But a wonder to behold,” I said, spreading my arms wide. Imaya scooted a bit farther away from me.

“That’s, um, well, if you say so,” she mercilessly mumbled. “A-Anyway, why were you petting your dagger as if you’re up to something nefarious?”

“It’s just my nightly routine as a budding villain,” I replied. “I’m preparing for world domination.”

I set Soul Eater down on its legs and tried to make it stand on its own. The poor thing didn’t have any sense of balance, so I had to make its legs stubbier and form spikes on the bottom of its feet. Now it could stand alright, but its legs were stuck in the ground—not exactly ideal for walking. In the end I dismissed the spikes and elongated the limbs, having Soul Eater get down to all fours. The figurine looked less like a human and more like some sort of demon, especially when I twisted its neck so that the head looked forward. Narrowing my eyes in concentration, I made the skeletal turtle crawl toward Imaya. I wasn’t able to move more than one limb at a time, not if I wanted to maintain the illusion that my creation was actually using its legs to move.

“Ooh, that’s kinda cute,” Imaya said, poking my Eater of Souls as it struggled to reach her. She got too careless however, because I split the pommel wide like a maw and chomped down on her finger. Imaya let out a startled squeak and yanked her hand aside, flinging Soul Eater into the campfire.

“That’s quite enough, Randel,” Tamara said, shaking ashes and burning ember angrily off her boots. “Would it hurt you to take things seriously for once?”

I bit my tongue to stop myself from talking back. It would have been either a flippant or a dismissive reply, neither of which we needed right now.

“Sorry, it’s my fault too,” Imaya spoke quietly.

Nobody had anything to add after that, and so a sombre silence settled upon us. Tamara always did a good job at souring the mood—though if I was being honest, the mood hadn’t been so great to begin with. In some ways, nights like this were worse than the days full of walking; now that we could rest, we also had the time to think. The absurdity of our new reality weighted on us all the heavier.

To have something to distract myself with, I teleported Soul Eater back to my hand. It arrived with the stickman’s neck between my thumb and index finger. I had already experimented a bunch and found out that as long as one of my hands had any way to touch the handle, I was able to teleport the weapon to me. The reverse stood true as well; if something covered Soul Eater, I couldn’t shift myself to the weapon.

Jumping through space to Soul Eater was a wild experience. It didn’t actually involve any extraordinary sensations such as feeling my soul getting tugged across space-time continuum, but the phenomenon had taken me some time to get used to. Teleportation happened from one moment to the next, disorientating me if I wasn’t careful. Not only did everything around me change as abruptly as a cut in a movie, but I also tended to arrive in a different body posture than I originally started at. I had eventually figured out that I could determine which pose I wanted to land in; I just had to picture it in my head.

But even if being able to teleport made me the coolest kid in the neighborhood, a couple of things about it kept bugging me. Not sciencey things, unfortunately, though I supposed someone smarter than me would have found problems about moving all my atoms instantaneously through space as well. For me however, the biggest conundrum was that my clothes always came along with me. This made little sense, since Soul Eater got rid of the filth and dirt whenever I shifted it into my hand—so where was my free shower and instantaneous disinfection? I had been led to believe that the bond between me and Soul Eater was symmetrical, whereas it clearly wasn’t. At first I had thought that perhaps clothes were a special case for teleportation, but dressing Soul Eater up in strips of my shirt’s sleeve didn’t work either.

Other experiments along this vein had proven to be failures too. Clothes and small objects tagged along with me upon teleportation, but larger stuff like a screaming Imaya or an entire tree resisted my Ability no matter how close I hugged them. Disappointing, really. As if this wasn’t enough, the others then vetoed all of my attempts at figuring out the range of my teleportation. According to them, staying behind to have a nap while they trudged on with my dagger was not an acceptable method. Too risky, they said. It might not work, they added. But no matter how long they listed their logical reasons, I could not be tricked; I knew that deep within their hearts, they were just envious and mean. They couldn’t have free nap times, so they made sure that I wouldn’t get any either.

I spun Soul Eater around my fingers, manipulating the metal’s shape in an almost subconscious manner. It amazed me how surreal everything was. Just what had I been thinking about? Testing how teleportation worked? Bending metal with my mind? Taking magic for granted? It felt so … unbelievable. Fantastical. Everything had escalated so quickly. One day I was stressing about meeting my project’s deadline, the next day I was stressing about ending up dead. Well, alright, stressing might have been a slightly strong word. I wasn’t a fan of constant fear and paranoia, so I tried not to worry about impeding monster attacks and such. I was quite good at it, actually; not thinking about stuff was one of my many talents.

I looked at the six faces around the campfire, people with all kinds of skin, eye, and hair color. Such a ragtag sorry bunch we were, huddling close to each other in our increasingly dirty, uniform clothes. Still, if I considered all that we had been through … I honestly believed that we were holding on remarkably well. Not just physically, but mentally too. Everyone had their own way of coping with this sudden change of lifestyle, or at the very least, everyone had the will to push forward.

The two Sylven were difficult to judge, but they definitely didn’t seem to be on the verge of breaking down. Devi’lynn was constantly curious about our surroundings and my language, while Teva’ryn tended to be stoic and silent. Imaya buried herself in the game-like aspect of our adventure, while Simon took up the mantle of leadership and micromanaged everything. It was Tamara and Pell who took things the hardest, in my opinion. Tamara regularly lashed out on us for every small reason, the business end of her sharp sentences finding me quite often. As for Pell, he just appeared to be restless all the time. Whenever we were up and walking, he kept pushing ahead as if a safe haven was lying just around the corner.

I wondered if the stress would get worse as the days went on, or if the everyday challenges would eventually toughen us up … with the exception of Teva’ryn, of course, because he already looked tough enough to wrestle a bear and bathe in the blood of our enemies.

“Oh man,” Pell whispered, sighing dejectedly. “This sucks so, so much.”

“Hmm?” Simon grunted, gazing into the fire. Pell was doing the same actually; tired eyes watching the flames as if they held all the answers for our troubles. It had taken him a while to speak again.

“I wish I could have said goodbye,” Pell said. “My parents are going to think that I finally had enough and left them.”

“You weren’t in good terms with them?” Simon asked.

“It’s complicated,” Pell said with a pained smile. “My father is disabled, my mother has drinking problems. Unemployed, both of them. I love them, but … yeah, looking after them isn’t easy. We argue a lot.”

“I think I know what you mean,” Simon said. “Believe it or not, I’m in a similar situation with my brother. I’m not sure if I feel guilty or relieved for leaving him behind.”

Pell didn’t have anything to add to that.

“Family is a messy thing, isn’t it?” Imaya asked, looking at her feet. “I argue a lot with my dad too. I wonder if he misses me, now that I’m gone.”

“Interesting,” Tamara murmured. When Imaya looked at her sharply, she corrected herself quickly. “I mean, it’s interesting that all of us have problems in our private lives.”

“Really?” Imaya asked. “Even you, Tamara?”

“I’m going through a divorce from my husband.”

“Oh,” Imaya said, eyes widening. “I didn’t think—I mean, you look so young … um, sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Tamara said. “The important thing is that I’m not all that averse to getting away from my old life. Just like you guys, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Huh, you might be right,” Imaya said. “That’s an interesting coincidence.”

A moment of pause passed, then four pairs of expectant eyes turned my way. I sighed.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “I live alone, and I’m perfectly fine in my cozy little apartment.”

“No arguments either?” Tamara prompted.

“Well … my neighbor got really mad at me once because my cat snuck into her bathroom.”

“Right,” Tamara said, shooting me a flat look. “Forget I asked anything.”

“I know it sounds bad, but it really wasn’t my fault,” I said. “Nosy is just curious by nature.”

Tamara decided to ignore me, turning to Pell to inquire about his life instead. Mission accomplished! Seeing that the conversation shifted toward Pell’s and Simon’s families, I stayed only a few more minutes before excusing myself to turn in for the night—though I knew that sleep wouldn’t come so easily. I lay down on a pile of leaves anyway, arms tucked beneath my head, looking at the moonlit canopy above me. Perhaps it was just in my head, but the moon’s usual green light seemed to be tinged with yellow tonight.

I desperately wanted to believe that this strange connection between me and the others was nothing more than a coincidence. Family issues were quite common, after all. So what if none of us had been fully content with the life we led on Earth? It was our human nature never to be satisfied with only what we had. It was a reasonable happenstance that we all had something common … except, no matter how much I wanted to, I wasn’t able to fully convince myself. Doubt crept in through the cracks, and it dragged along some burning questions.

The first question was why. Why did those three-eyed aliens pick their test subjects according to this vague criteria? What purpose did it serve that we had troublesome families on Earth? I had thought that the Inspector wanted only to test the collars and the prototype weapon, but now it seemed like the experiments had a social aspect too.

The second question concerned me even more than the first. How? How did those three-eyed aliens choose the five of us out of every human on Earth? Were they spying on thousands from afar, grouping those together who met their criteria? Perhaps they were indeed able to peer into our lives from outer space, using their alien technology. If I wanted to be pessimistic about it, however? I would have said that they didn’t need to bother observing us from afar.

All we knew was that the aliens had abducted at least five of us from Earth. If they were able to get five of us, why couldn’t they get fifty? Five hundred? Five thousand? These aliens had mind-reading collars available. It made me wonder which was the more likely; spying on humans from afar until they found five eligible specimen, or collaring a few thousand of them and scanning their brains for quick results. The latter would have implied that the scale of these experiments was greater than we had thought.

This revelation led me to the final and most terrifying question of who else? Who else was taken along with the five of us? What if Pell didn’t actually leave his family behind? What if Simon’s brother was still sleeping in a facility nearby? What if—

“What if I’ve watched too many sci-fi movies,” I mumbled, turning to my side. I shifted Soul Eater to my hand, gripping it tight to stop my fingers from trembling. I took a deep breath, then reminded myself that my deductions could be on a completely wrong track. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. Even so, my heart clenched in despair as my traitorous mind continued to imagine Sarah strapped to an operating table, masked figures with malevolent trios of eyes bustling around her.

Sleep wouldn’t come easy indeed.

            

    
        Chapter 1.6.1

    
    
    
    
                “Roots,” I said, holding up Soul Eater for Devi’lynn to see. I had split the dagger’s blade into smaller and smaller branches while shaping the weapon’s hilt to resemble a flower.

“Roots?” Devi’lynn asked, furrowing her brow. “This weapon?”

I could see that she didn’t understand it, which was a shame. My roots were really good-looking roots; they even had little gnarls and twists at certain sections to look more authentic. I had to admit though that the petals of the flower looked a bit misshapen, because I couldn’t extend the material at Soul Eater’s pommel any better. Was that the reason she didn’t recognize my ingenious illustration? Perhaps, or perhaps plants like this didn’t even exist on Ylvasil. Ever since she had confessed that they had no words for vine, I had been wondering what their planet looked like.

I stopped walking for a moment, looking at the vegetation around us; there had to be something here that I could uproot. The trees of this forest didn’t grow too close to each other, leaving plenty of space for a thriving undergrowth. Thankfully, it wasn’t quite a jungle, but it came close with the warm, humid weather and those big leafy plants that grew everywhere. I tugged at the thick stalk of some weed by the water, hoping it would come out of the wet earth with its root intact. But just as I managed to pull the weed out, someone yelled on the other side of the small river.

“Guys, we found something!” Pell said, pointing at something on the ground.

“What the—is that a footprint?” Imaya exclaimed as she hurried up to him. Devi’lynn waded across the water to take a look too, with an ever watchful Teva’ryn at her heels. I walked after them slowly, thinking about what this discovery meant. Finding footprints was good news; it implied that we weren’t alone. Depending on who those footprints belonged to, much of our problems would be solved. Unless—

I stopped short when I saw the footprint in the mud. Whoever had walked through here, they had done so bare-footed. Quite understandable, since the local stores probably did not sell any shoes of this size; the footprint was about the size of a car.

“That’s a footstep alright,” I mumbled.

“Foot…?” Devi’lynn asked on my right.

“Foot,” I said, pointing at my feet. I then stomped once, adding, “step.”

“Randel, would you stop doing that?” Tamara spoke. “You’ve been doing this all day, and it’s grating on our nerves. It’s not like teaching her a few random words will matter anyway.”

“She’s learning extremely fast, though,” I said. “She remembers more than twice as many words as I do."

“Some kind of racial ability or something?” Imaya chimed in. “Language-learning? Super-intelligence?”

“Dunno,” I said with a shrug. By this point, I’d learned not to question Imaya’s odd remarks. “Teva’ryn doesn’t seem to catch on this fast, though he hasn’t been all that interested in learning our language so far.”

“Let’s just focus on the issue at hand, okay?” Simon said with an edge in his voice. “There’s a giant nearby, and you keep talking about languages.”

“There isn’t much we can do about the giant,” Tamara said. “The plan is the same as always. Stay close to the river where it’s easier to walk, run if something tries to eat us. A giant can be easily spotted from afar.”

“Nicely put,” Simon said. “We should also keep an eye out for broken branches and trampled plants. Stay close to each other, and—”

“Not going to work,” Tamara interrupted him. “I fail to see how grouping up would help us spot the giant. Not only that, but we haven’t eaten all day—we’ll starve if we don’t find something soon. I suggest we split up so that we have better chances at finding something edible.”

“That’s a recipe for disaster,” Pell said. “I don’t want us to split up.”

“We don’t have to split up completely,” Simon said. “We could go in pairs.”

“Ooh!” Imaya raised her hand. “Since we’re an odd number, can I go with the Sylven? I want to teach them some words too!”

“Sure,” Simon said. “Tamara’s Gravity Orb goes well with my fire, so the two of us will take the river’s right side. Pell and Randel can take the left. Imaya, watch out for more footprints along the river. We’ll regroup with you before nightfall.”

“Got it!” Imaya enthused.

“Sounds like a plan,” Tamara agreed, though the sour expression on her face contrasted her words.

After explaining our revolutionary plan to Devi’lynn, I followed Pell deeper into the woods. To be honest, I had no idea how the two of us were expected to find anything to eat. Pell was carrying a wooden shield and a short sword, hardly the best equipment for chasing down animals. I had Soul Eater, which I could perhaps throw to catch a bird unawares—ah, but who was I kidding? I would cut myself sooner than my prey if I tried flinging Soul Eater around.

The forest seemed to be tame enough as of yet, and I really hoped it would stay that way. The giant footprint was a bad sign of course, but I was glad we didn’t have to fight our way though man-eating plants and packs of wolves. I also appreciated the rather diminished presence of bugs and insects, which made our journey – and our nights on the ground – much more tolerable. Ecology didn’t belong to my areas of expertise sadly, so I was left wondering whether our surroundings could be considered normal—or fabricated.

Pell and I walked in silence for a while, threading over fallen leaves, broken branches, and patches of purple-blue mushrooms. When we reached the edge of a grass-covered clearing Pell stopped walking, shielding his eyes from the sun as he scanned the open space ahead of us.

“I still believe it was a bad decision to split up,” he said. “What happens if something attacks us out there?”

“I throw my dagger as far as I can, teleport myself to it, then run like hell,” I replied.

“Man, you’re not reassuring at all,” Pell said, though I could see that he was grinning. “But you do realize that I have the longer legs, right? Magic tricks or not, I’m sure I can outrun you.”

“Ouch, you’re right,” I said, stepping out from the cover of the trees. “Why didn’t I think of this earlier? If I happen to survive today, I’m pairing up with Imaya the next time.”

Pell followed me silently as I led the way. The waist-high grass concerned me a bit, because I couldn’t see where I was stepping. I supposed that if we were predestined to fight monsters, it would be in this clearing. It felt like an area of importance amidst the monotony of the forest.

“You know Randel, I think this carefree attitude of yours is just a mask,” Pell spoke when we were halfway through the clearing.

“Hmm?”

I glanced back over my shoulder, frowning. I had a suspicion what kind of conversation Pell was leading up to, and I didn’t like it one bit.

“Sorry to be blunt,” Pell added with an apologetic smile. He took a few quick steps, catching up to me so that we walked side by side. “This thought just struck me suddenly. After you went to sleep last night, the four of us bounced a few ideas off each other. Have you realized that we all have different looks, ethnicity, and personality?”

“Yeah. I guess the aliens wanted a varied pool of test subjects.”

“Right! See, I knew you had an observant side under that nonchalance,” Pell said, grinning at me. I was fairly sure he didn’t intend his comment to be as patronising as it actually sounded, so I let it slide.

“I’m trying,” I said, my eyes on the yellowish-green grass ahead of us. “So, is this about yesterday’s discovery?”

“I was just about to get to that,” Pell said. “Don’t worry Randel, I ain’t going to ask, but we’re quite sure that something’s up with your family too. We all seem to share similar family backgrounds—and the big mystery here is why.”

“I see. So what’s your theory?”

“They want us all to get along.”

“Really?” I asked, genuinely surprised. I had expected to hear this reasoning from Imaya, not him.

“Sounds kind of ridiculous, I know,” he said. “Personally, I think the Inspector wouldn’t mind much if we all went our separate ways. We’d have lower chance of survival in that case, but that’s just part of this … test. Oh man, that felt so weird to say. Anyway, I think they wanted to compensate for throwing together so many different people.”

“Interesting idea,” was all I said.

“What I’m trying to say is that if you got to know us a little better, I think you’d find many things we have in common,” Pell said. “It’s only the five of us, and we will have to rely on each other a lot. So, uh … I’m not asking you to open up all of a sudden, but I think you should consider being a bit less withdrawn, if you can.”

“Withdrawn?” I repeated. “I think I talk quite a lot.”

“Well, that’s another thing,” Pell said, rubbing his bald head. “You talk to the Sylven, but not to us. Not unless we ask something from you, or you feel like cracking a joke. It’s not a big deal, but … well, at first I had thought you were just shy, but you’re clearly not. It’s like you aren’t even interested in getting to know us.”

“Hey,” I said, raising a finger. “First off, it’s not that I’m completely uninterested. I may look standoffish at times, but that’s just because I have too many astute thoughts in my head. I’m so full of ingenious ideas that I barely have time for anything else!”

Pell lifted an eyebrow at that. “If you say so.”

“Secondly,” I moved on, “you have to admit that getting to know an alien species is more fascinating than stuff like, I don’t know, what you guys did for a living on Earth. In fact, it’s me who’s been wondering why you act so distant with the Sylven.”

“I found them intriguing too, at first,” Pell admitted. “It got old fast when it turned out that we can’t communicate with them properly. I think the others feel the same way.”

“But that’s exactly what I’m working on,” I said, throwing up my hands for emphasis. “Except somebody finds my work irritating.”

“Tamara is frustrated with our situation, not you,” Pell said. “She’s constantly thinking about how to survive the next day, while you’re only engaged with the Sylven. Just imagine how that looks for her.”

“Well…” I scrunched up my face, thinking. “Alright, you win. What did you do for a living on Earth?”

“Wow man, you change religions fast,” Pell said, grinning. “I’m a mechanical engineer. And if my guess is correct, you are some kind of—hey, you hear that?”

Both of us froze immediately, focusing on the noise coming from our right. We had arrived to the other side of the clearing, and the sounds were coming from deeper in the woods. Branches rustling, water splashing, and … a series of grunts and oinks. Getting increasingly sure that we weren’t about to stumble upon a giant, Pell and I edged silently closer to the origin of the noise.
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                We made our way past a cluster of tall trees to find the river curving sharply in front of us, its riverbank wide and muddy at the bend. From the cover of the trees we had a nice view on a group of boar-like creatures drinking on the other side of the water. Although they seemed to be smaller than boars from Earth, the tusks jutting out their mouths were as long as my forearm. To make up for the weight of their enormous appendages, the bodies of these little boars were stocky to the point where I couldn’t really tell whether they had necks. The coarse hair that covered their body was brownish-gray, though it was difficult to tell from all the mud.

“Is that the mother swine?” Pell whispered, pointing somewhere. Not far from the animals, the bushes rustled softly before Tamara’s head popped out of the leaves.

“That’s just rude,” I remarked. “Pell, there’s no need to insult each other.”

“Eh? What I meant is that these are piglets. I think I saw something larger over there—oh no. Those two are going to try killing the piggies, aren’t they?”

“Probably,” I said, watching Simon as he moved past Tamara, stalking closer to the riverbank. I wondered why the boars weren’t more alert. Subpar senses, or no natural predators in this region? Whatever the case, Tamara and Simon could sneak relatively close to the ten or so drinking animals.

Chances were good that the piglets would flee under attack, but even if they didn’t, killing them wouldn’t be more difficult than the gnomes had been. Not with the Abilities we now possessed. I didn’t see the larger swine Pell had mentioned, but I supposed it was worth a shot to hunt these boars either way. We had to take risks from time to time if we wanted to eat.

Quest received: Piggy hunt

I blinked the message away quickly, my eyes following Tamara as she held up her hand. A glossy gray orb materialized between her fingers, which she promptly tossed at the boars. The orb would have fallen short of its target, if it didn’t turn completely white mid-flight to sail forward on its previous trajectory, unhindered by gravity. When the closest piglets noticed the flying object, it was already too late for them. The orb stopped in the air, its surface changed to black, and everything on the riverbank began to gravitate toward it. Leaves, small branches, bits of dirt, even some water—the orb lifted them all up like a miniature black hole, except it didn’t absorb anything. The effect caught three of the squealing boars too, slamming them together around the small orb.

The rest of the herd was already bolting away when Simon rushed in, clutching his sword. His other hand held a small fireball as he ran, the orange flames licking his palm without hurting him. He flung his fire at the Gravity Orb and hit all three boars at once. It would have been a frightening display of the combined power of Simon’s and Tamara’s Abilities, if not for that small trickle of water that the orb kept picking up from the river, soaking the pigs. As it currently stood, the fireball hadn’t been enough to hurt the animals seriously—they were actually closer to drowning than catching fire. If Tamara could keep her orb going – maintaining it had something to do with mana costs – the three piglets would be dead soon anyway.

“Oh no,” Pell gasped as a large shape burst through the undergrowth a bit farther down the river, letting out a deafening squeal. “That’s a really angry momma pig.”

The swine that appeared was more than just angry. Built like a rhinoceros and around the same size too, it sported two enormous tusks that jutted forward like a pair of spears. The beast turned its massive head to the drowning piglets, then toward Simon who stood out in the open—and charged immediately.

Simon turned to run, but after a few steps he had to realize that he wouldn’t be able to escape. With a fierce shout he summoned another fireball and flung it back at the charging beast, only for the Gravity Orb to suck it in. But Tamara’s Ability affected the enraged boar too; when the beast moved into the orb’s range, it lost its footing as the altered gravity lifted it up. The boar’s momentum remained though, making it careen through the air in a wide arc, flying just barely over Simon. The boar slammed into the ground with an explosion of mud, and Simon didn’t hesitate to throw another fireball at the beast’s back. The flames didn’t do anything to the boar’s thick hide, however.

There was a heartbeat of tense silence, during which Simon conjured another fireball into his hand. He took a cautious step toward the prone beast—which then abruptly moved, getting back to its feet. Simon threw the fireball once again, which caused about as much damage as the previous one.

“Well, he’s dead,” I spoke, feeling sick.

“He’s not dead yet,” Pell said, then pressed his hands against the tree we were hiding behind. Pieces of the bark burst free to reattach themselves alongside his arms, while at the same time the ground beneath us shook as the earth floated up to cover his legs.

“Umm—”

I didn’t know what to say, but I sure as hell didn’t like where this was going. As cool as Pell’s Protective Shell was, I doubted it could withstand getting trampled over by a rhino.

Down on the other side of the river, the beast had already turned around to watch Simon menacingly. Our nascent pyromancer was backing up slowly, moving closer to the Gravity Orb behind him.

“We’re helping him,” Pell spoke decisively as the bark finished covering his chest. Without waiting for me to answer, he jumped down to the water and broke into a run, wading across the river as fast as his long legs allowed.

“What happened to our plan to run away?” I called out, but jumped after Pell anyway. I could teleport to my dagger, after all. Oh, I could teleport to it just fine. It had to be enough, right? I had no idea how we were going to save Simon, but I wouldn’t be pulped into the ground … or impaled by an enormous tusk. Definitely none of those things. I just had to teleport in time.

The boar charged again, and this time Simon did try to run. He jumped straight into the Gravity Orb’s zone, which lifted him up and out of the boar’s way in the very last moment. It had the unfortunate side effect of submerging him in a bubble of water, though. The boar flew off once again and Tamara dismissed her orb soon after, letting the entire ball of muddy water splash to the ground. At first I thought Simon had been buried alive, but then I heard his sputtering cry and saw him stumble to his feet, covered in mud from head to toe.

“Run!” Pell yelled as the boar stomped its feet, eyeing Simon like a bull would the matador. A transparent blue hand shot past me a second later, grabbing Simon and yanking him back so hard that he fell into the mud once again. I glanced behind me to see Teva’ryn standing at the other side of the phantom arm, his feet skidding across the ground as he pulled himself and Simon closer to each other. Imaya and Devi’lynn were running up to us too, not far behind the Sylven man. Their presence gave me a bit of hope; perhaps the boar would cease attacking once it saw that we outnumbered it.

“Any plans?” I murmured as the others lined up next to me and Pell. Teva’ryn said something I didn’t understand, after which Devi’lynn created three clones in quick succession. Simon groaned miserably while he tried to crawl away from the boar, but apart from him none of us moved. We stared down the boar and it stared back at us. It reminded me of a certain upside-down goose, except this creature looked way scarier—especially from this close. The beast’s beady eyes oozed hatred, its jaw dribbled saliva, snorting and heaving heavy breaths, enormous tusks fixed right at us. Contrary to my hopes, the boar wasn’t intimidated by our numbers. Intent on avenging its piglets, it seemed to be ready to trample us to the ground.

And its dirty-yellow tusks seemed to be glowing.

“Guys, something is—” Imaya spoke, but the boar cut her off with a shrill cry. Its tusks got rapidly brighter and brighter, turning white-hot as if they were heating up from the inside. Before I realized what was going on, the boar fired a glowing energy bullet from the tip of its tusk that whizzed over our heads, barely missing Teva’ryn. The boar then stomped its feet and fired again, this time from its other tusk. I ducked behind Pell by reflex, but the big guy didn’t have anyone to hide behind; he cried out as the bullet hit him, stumbling into me and then falling sideways.

Everyone burst into motion at once. Pell was rolling on the ground, howling in pain and struggling to remove his smoking shield from his arm. The boar fired again, this time narrowly missing Imaya while she ran for the bushes. Teva’ryn, the best fighter of our group was retreating too—the boar’s fourth shot grazed his side as he launched a phantom-hand at the nearest tree. The only one pressing the offensive was Devi’lynn, sending her copies one by one to the boar. The bullets popped the clones like balloons, but each of them was able to block a single bullet—which happened to be the only reason I wasn’t dead yet. This thought finally jolted me into action. I flung Soul Eater toward the trees—and botched it terribly. My traitorous fingers had released the handle too late, and so the dagger landed only a couple of steps ahead of me.

I teleported to Soul Eater anyway, too panicked to think properly. Another mistake; I arrived in a crouch, my vision shifting so fast that it made me dizzy. I didn’t gain any time compared to running, and I had put my teleportation on cooldown. While I was trying to get my bearings, a Devi’lynn-clone jumped in to cover me and burst into smoke a heartbeat later. I saw Teva’ryn – standing at the treeline already – extend his phantom-limb back to grab Devi’lynn. The Sylven girl yelled furiously as Teva’ryn yanked her to the ground and started to pull her in, extracting her from the line of fire.

With Devi’lynn and her clones gone, I was the only one standing in the open.

For an embarrassingly long moment, I debated throwing myself to the ground next to Simon and Pell. That moment passed quickly, however; I had hesitated for too long. The boar aimed its glowing-hot tusks at me and me alone. I looked into the beast’s wild eyes, saw the crack of discharged energy at the tip of its horn, watched the buzzing bullet close in on me. We then moved our hand in the very last moment, blocking the bullet with our dagger’s blade. The boar fired another shot right after, this time from its other tusk, but we batted the bullet aside just as easily. Our body had nimble and precise fingers, with better reflexes and higher depth perception than an average human could boast of.

The third shot came, and we parried it with Soul Eater before going on the offensive. Instead of running, we decided on a leisurely walk to maintain the accuracy of our hand. We moved toward the beast, blocking each bullet of condensed essence with minimal effort. Seeing the ineffectiveness of its attacks, the creature stomped irritably and ceased firing. As expected, it then decided to charge at us.

We flipped the dagger in our hand and grabbed its blade, shaping it quickly for optimal balance. When the beast closed half of the distance between us we threw the weapon, quick and precise. From this distance, it was impossible to miss; the blade spun in the air once before it sank into the boar’s left eye. Not enough to stop the boar’s charge, naturally, so we teleported ourselves to sit on the beast’s head and twist the dagger deeper into its eye socket. This finally did the trick; the boar came to an abrupt halt that threw me off its head, and I hit the ground in a roll that momentarily knocked the air out of my lungs.

I lay on my back, my arms aching. Something felt off … maybe? I felt numb. With hazy eyes, I watched the trees above me sway in the gentle breeze. Serene and beautiful. I was glad to be alive. Now, if only that annoying message didn’t obscure my vision…

Weapon Skill discovered: Dagger Throw

A high-pitched wail sounded near me, and I jolted in panic. I tried to shake off my stupor, tried to get on my feet. Why wasn’t that freakish boar dead already?! I turned to the animal as it writhed in pain, thrashing wildly with Soul Eater still lodged in its eye. Before the boar could have any funny thoughts about starting to shoot at me blindly, I focused on changing Soul Eater’s shape. Extending it, branching it, pushing it in multiple directions, causing as much internal damage as I could. Eventually, after what felt like ages, the struggle came to an end; with a final jerk of its head, the boar sunk to the ground and fell still.

Quest completed: Piggy hunt
+1 Feat

I half-expected the usual white mist to erupt from the gigantic boar, but no such thing happened this time. Apparently I still didn’t understand this world as much as I had thought—which hadn’t been very much to begin with. No matter. With the boar defeated and me in one piece, I felt … relieved? No, not exactly relieved. It was a sense of satisfaction that I felt, something like … satiated hunger.

Congratulations, your level has increased!
Level 5 reached.

“What the heck, Randel?” Imaya spoke behind me, making me jump. “Have you just thrown the dagger into its eye?”

I frowned as I tried to think back what had just happened, massaging my sore shoulder. The rest of the team was emerging from their covers too, regarding me and the dead boar with strange looks.

“Got lucky, I guess.”

“Lucky?” Imaya asked. “You parried like all the shots the boar fired at you! How? Are you secretly a ninja or something?”

“Of course not,” I said, rolling my eyes. “If I were secretly a ninja, you wouldn’t know about it. No, I’m openly a ninja.”

“Really?”

“Ugh, no. I don’t know how I did it, okay? Must have been the adrenaline rush. It can happen in these life-and-death situations, can it not?”

“Perhaps, but—oh no, Pell!” Imaya exclaimed, running past me. “I’m not done with you, Mister Openly-Ninja! I’ll get your secrets later!”

Tamara followed Imaya without a word, helping Simon up to his feet and checking on Pell’s wound. Meanwhile, Teva’ryn stopped beside me and inclined his horned head, a gesture that looked like a nod of thanks—or perhaps even approval. Hopefully he wouldn’t overestimate me just because I got a little lucky. The last thing I needed was people counting on me during a fight.

Devi’lynn grinned at me as she came closer, her face and hair streaked with dirt but not bothered by it the slightest.

“Good,” she said. “We fight good.”

I averted my eyes from her, looking at the dead boar instead. Soul Eater was still in the beast’s eye socket, blood dripping from the wound. Good fight? The only good fights were the ones I didn’t partake in. Taking a deep breath to compose myself, I teleported Soul Eater to my hand. The blade was spotlessly clean of course, looking more like a piece of art than a killer’s weapon. The smooth obsidian surface of the twisting and branching weapon reminded me of an abstract sculpture.

“Roots,” Devi’lynn said, pointing at Soul Eater. I blinked, not understanding her at first. I looked at Soul Eater again, and — in spite of everything that had happened — felt a smile tugging at my lips.

“Roots,” I agreed. “Now, where were we?”
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                The group camped not too far from the slain boar and its three suffocated piglets, spending the night recuperating from the encounter. Pell’s arm looked bad – he had lost a lot of blood too – and Simon had bruises all over. Randel was tired too, or so he claimed, and they needed time to process the dead animals anyway. So while Tamara understood why the group decided to take a rest, she didn’t like the decision. The air must have been heavy with the smell of blood, which could attract all sorts of predators.

The only one who seemed to share Tamara’s concerns was Teva’ryn, standing watch during the night with her. The two of them took turns using Randel’s knife on the dead boars, slicing off the meat and cutting the hide into strips. It was a grueling work, but Tamara didn’t mind. She was too restless to sleep. Dawn came much too soon – the days were shorter on this planet – and the group continued their tired journey.

There were three things in their miserable situation for which they could consider themselves lucky. The first was Simon’s Ability, with which they could light a fire any time. The second was Randel’s dagger; not only could he shape it into any form they required, he could remove dirt and bacteria from it easily. Their circumstances were far from hygienic, but Tamara shuddered to think how they would have fared if they had to cut the meat with rusty swords and spearheads.

The third advantage was Devi’lynn’s clones, able to carry the tusks, meat, and hide of the dead boars without much effort. Devi’lynn constantly had to pay attention to the clones though, so some of the baggage might need to be discarded if they proved to be too cumbersome to carry—but for now, the group hoped to find a village or settlement to sell the goods. It wasn’t unreasonable to assume that the enormous, magic-shooting tusks might be worth something. The difficulty lay in finding civilization, however; it annoyed Tamara more than she cared to admit how unconcerned everyone seemed to be by this vital detail. The group was too full of idiots to actually worry that there might be no civilization on this planet at all.

“Hey, Imaya,” Randel said, “could you tell me more about these Weapon Skills? I got one yesterday when I threw my dagger.”

Imaya perked up at the sudden question, ever-eager in the face of an opportunity for discussing game mechanics.

“Oh, that’s right! You were sleeping on the first day when we talked about this! You really don’t know anything about Skills?”

“I don’t, aside from what’s written in thee description. It says that Dagger Throw consumes some of my stamina, so I’ve been wary of testing it. I don’t want to tire myself out in the middle of our journey.”

“It’s not that kind of stamina, you dummy!” Imaya said, chuckling. “What do you think that green bar at the bottom of your screen is?”

“Hmm. This green on the left is my stamina, and the blue on the right is my mana?”

“That’s right. Mana is for Abilities, and stamina is for Weapon Skills. Both of them are resources that recharge over time.”

“I see. So Abilities usually consume mana?”

“Yes, but—argh, why is this even a question?! How could a noob like you kill that mini-boss like this?!”

“I too wonder about that every day.”

“It happened only yesterday.”

“Yeah, but I’ve been wondering about it since then.”

There was a pause in the conversation behind Tamara, during which she imagined how good it would feel to tie those two up and gag them.

“Okay, so a Weapon Skill is basically a perfectly executed set of movements,” Imaya continued. “Much like your Ability, you just have to think about the Weapon Skill to use it. Your collar will then take control of your body and do the job for you. Each Skill has a level, which can probably be increased by practicing the Skills against real opponents. With the help of Weapon Skills, any Player can become a martial artist!”

“Sounds convenient.”

“Yes, it’s awesome! I already have a Weapon Skill called Headshot, and Tamara received one too while fighting the gnomes! Right, Tamara?”

“I did,” Tamara replied surly. She had used her Spear Thrust only once, and never again; it reminded her too much of her encounter with the Inspector. She hated that feeling of losing control over her own body.

“I bet Teva’ryn has dozens of Weapon Skills by now,” Imaya said with a wistful sigh.

“Yeah, well, this is nice and all,” Randel said, “but there must be dozens of different throwing techniques out there. Which one will I use with this Dagger Throw?”

“Whichever technique you imagine,” Imaya replied. “It’s really easy to use, just try it out! You’ll understand it better that way.”

Tamara whirled around immediately.

“Would you refrain from throwing sharp objects—”

But Randel was already standing with his feet apart, aiming at a tree off the side. He held his dagger horizontally, bent his elbow, then let the weapon go with a tiny flick of his wrist. The dagger flopped to the ground with a dull thud.

“Disappointing,” he mumbled.

“It didn’t work?” Imaya asked, tilting her head curiously. “Perhaps you didn’t imagine it strongly enough. What did you think of?”

“Throwing the dagger like a boomerang, then catching it when it came back to me.”

“Huh? But how would that be possible?”

“Dunno,” Randel said with a shrug. “But you said it worked with whatever technique I imagined. I feel cheated now.”

While Imaya broke into a tirade about how to use Weapon Skills properly, Tamara studied Randel with a frown on her face. She always had a hard time telling how much of what he said was serious. On the surface it looked like he was just messing around, but if she looked at his actions closely, wasn’t he constantly testing the limits of what they were given? Like this morning, when he tried to convince Pell to use his Protective Shell on the carcass of the butchered boar. This kind of behavior didn’t fit Tamara’s theory about Randel collaborating with the Inspector, however. Why would he try to undermine their system? Unless … that was what the Players were actually here for, weren’t they?

Randel’s dagger was made of the same black metal as the collar around Tamara’s neck, and both items were controlled by mere thoughts. Originally Tamara had surmised that only this mind-reading technology was being tested, but now that she thought about it, the so-called Abilities must have been at their trial run too. The three-eyed aliens had to be interested in the various ways these differing superpowers interacted within their world. This also explained why Randel was doing all sorts of weird things with his dagger; he was testing the edge cases.

As to what to do with this revelation, Tamara had yet to decide. Due to the mind-reading collars she had a distinct disadvantage keeping this knowledge up her sleeve, but she’d try to figure out a plan anyway.

The next few days passed by in a relatively uneventful manner. No predators, no magical beasts, no giants. Even the weather kept its mild and warm nature, which made their trek all the easier. The others were complaining about having to eat unseasoned meat all the time, but Tamara just felt thankful that they had something to eat at all.

The monotonicity of following the river day by day was broken on a sunny morning.

“Guys, we found something!”

The shout came from Pell, who had been walking on the front with Simon. He had his wounded arm bandaged in his shirt while he held his short sword in his other hand. He looked impressive, all in all—especially with how he showed no sign of pain in spite of his injuries.

“Another footprint?” Imaya asked, hurrying closer.

“No, this is something much better,” Pell said, pointing ahead. Across the river in front of them, there was a wide, moss-covered wooden bridge—and on both sides of the bridge a small dirt road meandered between the trees.

Tamara stared in shock at the scene in front of her. Would it be really that easy? Were they about to find other people?

“Hoofprints and wheel tracks,” Pell observed as the excited group reached the road. “Someone has been through here recently.”

“We might not be able to catch up to them,” Simon said, “but let’s follow their trail anyway.”

As they resumed walking with renewed energy, Tamara found herself to be both relieved and anxious. She hadn’t expected to find other people so soon, and certainly not like this. Could this be some kind of trick by the Inspector? Why were there other people on this planet—people, who had built a random bridge in the middle of the forest? The Inspector had subtly hinted at other Players coming to this planet before them, but … just a handful of humans wouldn’t build a bridge so far out in the wilderness. And the bridge looked old. Just how long had the three-eyed aliens been kidnapping people? The obvious explanation was that the humans transported here began to populate the planet. Tamara didn’t know how many humans had been abducted so far, but she found it difficult to believe that all of those disappearances went unnoticed over the years.

“What the—everyone, take cover!” Simon hissed, jolting Tamara alert. She didn’t need to be told a second time to get off the road and hide behind the trees, though it didn’t really matter because Devi’lynn’s bumbling clones stuck out like a sore thumb. Tamara had half a mind to tell her to dismiss her clones, but she didn’t want to risk raising her voice now.

“What is it?” Imaya whispered, peering at the road nervously.

“There’s a camp ahead,” Simon whispered back. “Come, I think we can sneak closer.”

Pell decided to stay with the Sylven, so it was Tamara, Imaya, and Randel who followed Simon closer to the supposed campsite. The ground by the road had a slight elevation that the four of them climbed, hiding in the shadows of the trees around them. From atop the high ground they had a relatively good look on the clearing below them. Multiple wooden carts and wagons formed a line along the perimeter, with strange bull-like creatures tied up next to them. The beasts of burden were not the strangest thing about the camp, though—it was the figures bustling around the carts.

It was certain even at first glance that they weren’t human, though they did have humanoid bodies. Two arms, two legs, one head—like normal, albeit quite lanky humans. Their legs ended in circular hooves however, their long arms seemed to be able to bend in both directions at the elbow, and they had two faces on the opposite sides of their hairless head. The aliens wore simple clothes over their gray skin, uniform in design. No matter how long Tamara looked, she couldn’t decide what gender these creatures were; their torso had a slight curve on both sides that could have been either muscle or breasts, and their faces were plain and featureless. The most off-putting thing about them was how they moved; they didn’t have to turn around, since they had eyes on both sides and could move their limbs in either directions.

“They are perfectly symmetrical,” Randel whispered in awe. “Even their clothes are made that way.”

Taking a second look at the aliens, Tamara saw that Randel was right. Not only did the physique of the aliens look as if they were mirrored, but even the way they had set their camp up was symmetrical, with a large campfire at the center.

“Alright, that’s enough staring at them,” Simon murmured. “Let’s head back before they spot us.”

“We don’t go down to meet them?” Randel asked.

“Of course we don’t,” Simon whispered. “We head back to the river to avoid these guys.”

“What? Why would we do that?” Randel whispered. “We have stuff to sell, and these guys might be interested to buy it.”

“We don’t know if its a hostile species or not,” Simon said. “They are freakish aliens who could be bandits just as easily as merchants. They—argh, enough said. We’ll talk once we have retreated safely.”

He took one last glance at the camp below, then started descending the way they had come from. Tamara followed Simon quietly, deep in thought. Retreating was certainly the safest option, as judging by the size of the camp there must have been more than twenty of those symmetrical beings down there. Supernatural Abilities or not, Tamara and the others would be in trouble if those aliens turned on them.

“No.”

Tamara looked back over her shoulder and saw that Randel still hadn’t moved from atop his perch.

“What?” Simon whispered irritably.

“You can head back, but I’m going down to meet them,” Randel said. He tossed his black weapon down the slope, which came to a stop at Imaya’s feet. “Take my dagger, but don’t touch the handle. Don’t cover it up with anything either, or I’ll come back from the grave to haunt you.”

“Ooh, I see,” Imaya whispered, picking up the weapon gingerly. “You can use it as an emergency exit!”

Simon frowned in displeasure, but in the end he didn’t argue. Randel took this as a sign that he was free to go, so he turned around to climb down on the other side of the slope. Seeing this, Tamara clenched her hands into fists until they hurt. This was the worst possible outcome they could have achieved; Randel was now separated from the group, free to plot behind their back. Tamara couldn’t even speak up, because arguing here would just alert the aliens down in their camp.

“Come on, let’s go,” Simon said, grabbing her arm.

“I’m going too,” Tamara blurted, slapping Simon’s hand away. She then tossed her spear to the ground – if it came to a fight, that piece of stick wouldn’t help her anyway – and walked back up.

“What?” Simon asked, bewildered.

Tamara broke into a run to catch up to Randel. She could still hear him nearby, cursing under his breath as he slipped while climbing down the other side.

“Tamara!” Simon hissed at her as she reached the top. “Tamara, what are you doing?!”

Before she had the chance to change her mind, Tamara jumped off the ledge. She summoned her Gravity Orb just as she began to fall, switching it to no-gravity mode without delay. She clutched her Orb tightly and glided down at a sedate pace, overtaking Randel at the bottom of the elevation. By now the symmetrical aliens had already spotted them, but Tamara spared a quick, triumphant look backward—and noted with satisfaction the genuine look of surprise on Randel’s face.

“That was quite the entrance,” Randel said when he caught up. “Are you sure about this, though?”

“Absolutely,” Tamara replied, showing none of the uncertainty she felt at that moment. The two of them stopped at the edge of the camp, waiting patiently for the aliens to approach them first. With each moment, Tamara became increasingly more certain that the strange beings weren’t outright hostile. None of them wore any weapons, medieval or otherwise, and the way they watched them was neither defensive nor aggressive—they looked simply curious. Not only that, but Randel acted nonchalantly too. If Tamara’s suspicions were correct and Randel knew more than he let on, it was quite likely that he knew these aliens wouldn’t hurt them.

            

    
        Chapter 1.7.2

    
    
    
    
                After a bit of waiting, one of the aliens came forward with an odd, bounding gait. It was incredibly difficult to distinguish the aliens from each other, but this one had a wide nose and a slightly more muscular build than the rest, so Tamara supposed he was a male. A pair of gray eyes regarded them from below a hairless brow, the expression on the alien’s face calm and serene. He stopped a couple of steps away from Tamara, then bowed his head.

“Greetings, Reapers. My name is Nikanonakin, leader of this caravan. What can I help you with?”

There was a moment of pause, during which Tamara and Randel looked at each other. This wasn’t how Tamara had imagined this encounter would go, and by the looks of it, neither had Randel.

“Hello,” Randel spoke. “My name is Randel, and she is Tamara. So … you can speak our language?”

“Naturally,” the alien said, gray lips curling up in a faint smile. “Everyone present can speak Terran.”

Terran? Tamara’s eyes widened at the implication. It seemed like there really were more than a few human Players on this planet.

“Excuse me,” Tamara said, her heart beating faster, “But could you tell us where we are, Mr Niko—um, Nika—”

“Just call me Non, please.”

“Thank you, Non,” Tamara said. “Could you please tell us where we are? All we know is that this world is called Nerilia.”

“You’re newborn, aren’t you?” Non asked. “You stand currently at the westernmost border of the Terran Empire, in the Whispering Woods. There is—Randel, good sir, may I ask what you’re doing?”

“Oh! Sorry,” Randel said, then stopped edging sideways. By now he was about halfway between Tamara and Non, tilting his head to the side. “I was just trying to see whether your, you know, other mouth is moving too while you speak.”

“I can move both at will,” Non said, and this time it sounded as if two people were speaking at once.

“I see,” Randel said. “So you control both of your sides. Sorry if it sounds rude but you don’t have split personalities for your two halves, do you?”

“Every Bolob is their own person, and I’m no exception from this.”

“That’s really cool,” Randel said. “So how do you sleep, if you don’t mind me asking? Do you—”

“Randel, stop,” Tamara cut in quickly, afraid that the aliens would get offended. “Non, I apologize if Randel insulted you. As you already noted, we’re new to this world, and there’re many things we don’t know. There are seven of us, and we might have a few items to trade for information and basic supplies, if you’re interested.”

Non looked from Randel to Tamara, wrinkling his brow.

“You’re an odd pair, if you forgive me for saying this. I doubt you have anything worth trading with us, but I would never refuse to enlighten a Reaper on the ways of our world. May I invite you for a drink? There’s herbal tea brewing at the campfire, consumable by your species too.”

Tamara bit her lip in worry, hesitating. Although Non had been acting civil and polite so far, to trust him so much was—

“Sure,” Randel said. “Thanks, Non, we’d love to have some tea.”

“This way, then,” Non said, then started walking backward—technically forward, since he didn’t have a back. “Will the rest of your group join us?”

He spoke with the face that was looking in Tamara’s direction even as his body walked the other way, distracting Tamara so much that she almost forgot the question.

“I’m afraid they won’t come,” Randel replied. “They are keeping watch in case something happens to us.”

“A reasonable precaution,” Non said. “I promise that none of us will hurt you unduly, but you were right to be cautious. There are many who do not tolerate your kind.”

“They don’t tolerate humans?” Randel asked back.

“Reapers,” Non corrected. “Powerful beings from faraway places, defying the laws of our world. They often leave death in their wake, collecting the souls of the fallen.”

“That doesn’t apply to us,” Tamara said. “I don’t intend to become a killer.”

“Oh, most Reapers don’t,” Non said. “And yet, they pursue their Quests inevitably.”

There was nothing Tamara could say to that. So far her own Quests have been quite reasonable, but she didn’t have enough data to tell how destructive Quests generally were. She knew however, that having an inactivity counter wouldn’t compel her to change her morals.

Non led them toward the campfire while the other gray-skinned aliens bustled around the camp, barely sparing a look at the two newcomers. Walking death-machines or not, it seemed like Reapers didn’t bother the Bolob too much—which in turn bothered Tamara all the more. Did they have some kind of magic like that mutant boar had? Were they really that unconcerned by whatever Abilities she might have possessed? Their confidence had disturbing implications.

“Have you seen their fingers?” Randel whispered to Tamara. “Even those can bend in both directions!”

“Fascinating,” Tamara replied flatly.

“I need to take notes so badly now,” Randel mumbled. “I’m going to forget all these cool details.”

They arrived to the campfire, and Non went on to grab a few metallic mugs. Another Bolob came over – this one looking more feminine with her thick lips and colorful clothes – and arranged two small benches by the fire, facing each other.

“Greetings, humans,” she said, inclining her bald head. “My name is Kritatirk. Please don’t mind my presence—I’m just here to make us even.”

Kritatirk offered no further explanation, just waited patently while Non brought four steaming mugs over. With a forced smile Tamara accepted her own mug, though she had no intention of drinking from it. She sat down with Randel on one of the benches, and the two Bolob took seat on the other.

“You must be full of questions, aren’t you?” Non spoke. “Before we begin though, know that we have only till nightfall. My caravan will continue its journey tonight.”

“Can we come with you until we reach the nearest settlement?” Randel immediately asked. “It would help our group tremendously. Traversing this forest can be dangerous.”

“The Whispering Woods is one of the safest places on this planet,” Non countered. “Not many large predators or magical creatures live here, so far away from the Cores. It is a good place for newborn Reapers like you, believe me. On that note—please give me a second, I’ll fetch the posters.”

“There’s no need for that,” Kritatirk said, holding up two rolls of brownish paper. “I’ve brought them already.”

“Ah, good thinking! Thank you, Tat.”

Non took the posters from Kritatirk, then handed them over to Randel. Hand-written with ink, the texts were on their language. One of the papers reported strange mana-activity deep within the woods, with five gold coins as the reward for investigating it. The other poster was even more ominous, talking about enormous footprints on the ground and disappearing cattle on the farmlands that bordered the woods. The reward was fifty gold coins for killing what was presumed to be a cyclops.

Quest received: Oddity in the woods
Quest received: The stalking giant

“Those posters are from the Bountyhouse of the nearest city, Fortram,” Non told them, unbothered by their flashing collars. “In the future, if you find yourself in search of souls to reap, I can recommend the Bountyhouse as a starting point. The Terran Empire had built up a wonderfully efficient system to support your needs.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not in a hurry to go reaping souls,” Randel said. “In fact, it occurs to my humble person that this cyclops and this oddity in the forest are things I’d rather not reap at all. Can’t we join your caravan, at least until we get to a village or town or something?”

The brief silence on the Bolob’s part didn’t bode well.

“I’d appreciate if you didn’t,” Non stiffly replied. “We don’t mind your company for today, but we wouldn’t want to get caught up in one of your Quests.”

“Is it really that bad?” Randel asked, groaning. “We’ve just completed one yesterday! Surely we don’t need to worry about Quests for a while now.”

“Perhaps, or perhaps not,” Non said, not budging. There was a tangible tension in the air now.

“In which direction is this human city you spoke of?” Tamara asked, changing the subject before Randel had the chance to say something regrettable.

“It’s the way we come from,” Non replied, relaxing a bit. “It’s not strictly a human city, though. Other species intermingle as well.”

Tamara nodded at that. “How many people should we expect to find in Fortram, then?”

“Numbering over a hundred thousand,” Non said. “Fortram is a large city, as it is the western frontier of the Terran Empire. The uninhabited lands on the West attract adventurers and Reapers alike.”

“I take this Terran Empire is quite large, then?” Tamara said, clutching her mug tighter. A hundred thousand wasn’t too many by Earth-standards, but considering this was supposedly only the edge of an empire, it sounded impressive.

“Quite large indeed,” Kritatirk spoke up suddenly, startling Tamara. “Most of these lands were Bolob territory, in the past. But humans proliferate quickly, spreading everywhere like—”

“Thank you, Tat, that’s enough” Non cut her off with a chiding tone. “Tamara, Randel, please forgive Kritatirk’s outburst. There are some of us who take our ideologies – in this case, the act of preservation – a tad farther than it is strictly necessary. Kritatirk is still young, and they had an unfortunate encounter with humans recently.”

“It’s alright,” Randel said. “They didn’t offend us.”

“They?” Tamara asked, keeping her eyes on Kritatirk. The fuming Bolob woman was clenching her hands and looked rather angry, but refrained from talking again.

“Bolob are genderless,” Randel said.

“I like the term androgynous better,” Non said, “though essentially, you’re correct. Our way of reproduction is different than what you humans experience.”

“Why is it different?” Randel asked, leaning forward a bit. “Do you need others to reproduce, or can you do it on your own?”

Tamara certainly did not want to know the details, but it was too late to stop Non from answering.

“We tend to swap seeds, though it’s not strictly necessary,” the gray-skinned alien said in a straightforward manner. “In any case, we rarely do it these days. Reproducing conflicts with our magic and our ideology too much.”

“Ah, so you have magic,” Tamara said, eager to talk about something other than how Bolob had sex.

“Everyone does,” Non replied. “The form of magic varies from species to species, but everyone born in Nerilia has the aptitude. If the two of you had an offspring right now, the child would possess magical capabilities too.”

Tamara frowned. “Good thing we won’t have any offspring, then.”

“Not right now, at least,” Randel said.

“Not ever.”

“Not with that attitude,” Randel shook his head disapprovingly. “See, Tat, even us humans don’t proliferate that quickly. Some people are just way too picky about their partners.”

“It is Kritatirk for you, not Tat,” the other Bolob said grumpily.

“How interesting,” Non told Randel. “I knew that humans preferred to find partners from the opposite sex, but I’ve never truly thought about how much effort they put into it. Does it take long to find the right partner to copulate with?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Randel replied. “Actually finding someone might not be difficult, especially if you’re good-looking, but finding the right one? Pretty damn hard, I tell you. Some humans never even find the right partner in their entire life!”

“Ah, but you humans are so short-lived,” Non said. “Do you think your search would be easier if you lived longer?”

“Perhaps, but there’s also our physical age to consider too. Aged humans are not that sexually active, though they can still find partners, of course.”

Tamara sat slack-jawed, listening in disbelief as Randel talked about how messy relationships between humans could be. Even Kritatirk was listening to Randel’s speech with interest. Just what was going on? This wasn’t supposed to happen. They were here to negotiate with these aliens, to trade magic-tusks and boar-hide for water flasks, bedrolls, new clothes, backpacks, and not … whatever Randel was doing!

Perhaps this was his revenge against Tamara, because her presence hindered him from scheming behind the group’s back. He might be planning to waste this precious chance with the Bolob. He had already done something similar before, when the Inspector allowed him to ask a single question. Tamara didn’t know what Randel’s ulterior motives were here, but he could be leaving some hidden message for the Bolob, cleverly disguised as small talk.

Or, perhaps … it could also be that Randel really was just an idiot.

“—but that’s the thing! Who says the compliment matters too. Say it to a person you barely know, and they’d think that you’re a creep or a weirdo.”

“Really?” Kritatirk asked. “So if I told Tamara that her mammaries are larger than an average human’s, she would get insulted? Even if it’s objectively true, and I intended it as a praise?”

“Oh, she would definitely get mad,” Randel said, nodding vehemently. “Besides, you shouldn’t compare her to an average human, but to an average woman. That’s an important difference, especially if you talk about her breasts. You see—”

Yes, it could also be that he was just an idiot. Tamara crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at Randel. Whatever his intentions, he needed to be stopped; hidden schemes or not, if it was up to him, he’d discuss human breasts with the Bolob all day long. Not on Tamara’s watch, however. She would wait for Randel to butter up the Bolob, then squeeze as much information out of the aliens as she could. Their future depended on this.

“—but you shouldn’t do that either! She’d say that you’re just objectifying her. Just look at her; she doesn’t seem like the type who appreciates that kind of talk. What you should say instead—”

Their future, and her dignity.

“Would you stop talking about me already?!”
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                “Well then, this is good-bye,” I said. The rest of my group was already down the road, shouldering the roughly-sewn backpacks that the Bolob had given us.

“It is,” Non said.

“Thank you for helping us.”

“Don’t be so odd,” Non said, smiling. “You’ve thanked us already.”

“It bears repeating, I think,” I said. “Thank you too, Tat. I hope we’re even now?”

“We are,” Tat said. “Thank you for enlightening me about human mating rituals.”

“It was my pleasure,” I said, thinking about the rich variety of expressions on Tamara’s face as she had listened to us talk. My hands were itching to sketch some of those down while they were fresh in my memory.

With a final wave to Non and Tat, I turned to join the others. Simon wanted to put some distance between us and our newfound bald friends. According to him the Bolob was suspiciously generous, so it wasn’t out of question that they’d try to get everything back. I didn’t share his concerns, but I agreed that something was afoot. Non had said that the boar tusks were barely worth anything, but in hindsight they might had been a bit too eager to take those worthless tusks off our hands.

Luckily Tamara had been with me, so we still got more out of the deal than I expected. She had asked for many things that I hadn’t even thought about, such as bandages for Pell’s wound and flintstones so that we could light fires without Simon too. We had gotten our hands on sleeping bags too, and I had received a nifty dark-green cloak, a belt I could tuck Soul Eater into, and a new shirt to replace the bloody one I wore. However, all of my new possessions were overshadowed by one other set of items that Non had given me; paper and ink. I could barely wait to try them out. Soon we arrived back to the place where we had found the bridge, and after some deliberation we took a sharp turn off the road, settling down behind a row of dense bushes to get ready for the night. The others debated a bit whether we should light a fire, but in the end convenience won over caution.

I volunteered for the first watch. I wasn’t sleepy yet, just sore all over; the only time I walked this much was on Sarah’s trekking trips, and even those rarely lasted this long. My legs hurt from walking several days without a pause, and my shoulder was still aching from that one time I threw Soul Eater. But even if I was physically worn-out, I doubted that I would be able to fall asleep. Perhaps it was the tea Non had given me, or the shorter days compared to Earth … or perhaps I just had too much on my mind lately.

The others went to sleep in short order, save for Devi’lynn who sat down by the small campfire. To pass some time, I busied myself by slicing up one of those fist-sized blue fruits that grew in this area. Non had assured me that they were edible, with the exception of the hard rim that would be too tough for my teeth anyway. Even with Soul Eater’s help it was tricky to cut through the round and glossy surface of the fruit. The segmented inside was soft on the other hand, reminding me of an orange—though it tasted more sweet than sour. I gave half of the fruit to Devi’lynn, munching on my part in thoughtful silence.

“Randel?” Devi’lynn asked quietly once she finished her portion. I reached for another fruit from the stack I had collected.

“Yes?”

“You leader?” Devi’lynn asked. “Lead the group?”

I stopped cutting up the fruit to look at her with a raised eyebrow.

“I’m not the leader. Simon is the leader.”

“No,” Devi’lynn said, shaking her head. “Be leader. Why no you?”

I blinked in surprise, then glanced quickly at the prone bodies on the other side of the fire. They all seemed to be asleep, even the ever-watchful Teva’ryn.

“Are you telling me that I should be the leader? Why?”

“You,” Devi’lynn nodded. “You strong, and brave. Why no leader?”

I suppressed an amused smile. As if being strong would qualify someone to lead! Well, Devi’lynn was working with a limited vocabulary, so perhaps I could cut her some slack.

“I’m not strong,” I said. “Teva’ryn could wipe the floor with me.”

Thankfully, whatever Devi’lynn intended to say was beyond her vocabulary and she dropped the matter, muttering something about Teva’ryn that I didn’t catch. I was able to eat about two slices of the fruit before she interrupted me again, holding out another fruit to me. The skin on her hand was a shade darker than the fruit, but her fingernails were almost the same hue, with a similar glossy sheen as they reflected the flickering light of the campfire. Lit by those warm colors, her hand looked almost more purple than blue.

“Cut, please,” Devi said when I didn’t move to take the fruit from her. Still not moving, I eyed the expectant expression on her face a bit before teleporting Soul Eater to my hand.

“I’m not your mother,” I told her, flipping the dagger in my hand and holding it out for her to take. “Cut it up yourself.”

Devi’lynn’s silvery eyelashes fluttered as she looked down at Soul Eater, amber eyes going wide in surprise. Now it was her time to glance at Teva’ryn, making sure that he was sleeping. Then slowly, almost timidly, she reached out and grabbed the dagger’s handle. She took the weapon from me, holding it almost reverently, with a smile so brilliant that my breath caught for a moment. Eyes brimming with excitement, she grabbed the blue fruit and pointed the dagger at it—and I teleported Soul Eater back to me quickly.

“Hey!” Devi’lynn exclaimed indignantly, forgetting to keep her voice low.

“I guess I’ll be your mother, this once,” I whispered, scooting closer to her. “See, the rind of that fruit is quite hard. You are going to cut yourself if you hold it like that.”

I gave her the dagger once again, then placed the fruit between us. Guiding her hands in position, I showed her how to slice the fruit up without cutting her own fingers. Devi’lynn attacked the poor fruit vigorously, chopping it up into tiny sheds in no time. Her intention to eat was completely forgotten. She snatched a second fruit and minced it up as well.

“Awesome,” she said, admiring her work. She glanced at me, then got to her feet and stood a bit aside to give the dagger a few test swings. I couldn’t help but grin at her obvious excitement. I closed my eyes to fix a sword’s image in my head, making Soul Eater change its shape in Devi’lynn’s hand. The material wasn’t able to extend enough to match what I had in mind, so I had to improvise a little; I shaped the blade thin – similar to a rapier – while adding an elaborate hand guard to it much to Devi’lynn’s delight.

“I am warrior!” she whispered with glee, posing with the thin sword. “Fear my weapon!”

“Now all you need is an opponent,” I said, smiling. Devi’lynn jumped forward suddenly, the air distorting behind her as she left a clone behind. She then whirled around, gasping as if the clone’s presence surprised her.

“Enemy!”

The clone swung its sword-wielding arm at her clumsily, which Devi’lynn dodged with a nimble step. She lunged forward quickly, thrusting the point of the rapier into her copy’s head. The clone puffed into a smoke, and I clapped – quietly, of course – as Devi’lynn turned to me with a triumphant salute. She then summoned two more clones, and the next round of play-fight began. For a few minutes I watched Devi’lynn hop around the camp, but it seemed obvious that she wasn’t going to finish playing with Soul Eater anytime soon.

I took a moment to make the edge of the blade blunter, then turned my attention to my backpack. I took out the thick roll of yellowish paper that Non had given me, along with the thin wooden board to pin the paper on. I tore off a piece of paper carefully, then took out the bottle of black ink and the simple pen from my bag.

It had been a while since I did any traditional art, so I knew I’d be a bit rusty. The new and unfamiliar equipment alongside with the much too small board didn’t help matters either. Still, when I dipped my pen into the ink I’d have wagered that I felt just as excited as Devi’lynn did.

From warming up I sketched a couple of Tamara-expressions, nothing too elaborate, just a few lines. I had to be conservative with the paper, so I tried to keep the drawings small. Quite soon I moved on to Non and Tat, but this time I was less concerned with drawing them accurately and tried to focus on their unique physique instead. Admittedly, on a sheet of paper it was difficult to capture how flexible their bodies were and how unaffected they had been by directions, but I did my best. The laser-shooting boar came next, and I changed drawing style once again. I went for a more cartoonish look this time, to emphasise the way the beast had etched itself into my memory; enormous, frothing, with a pair of beady eyes that overflowed with anger and fury.

Time flew by, and I found myself completing a quick sketch of a six-legged rabbit too. By now I had gotten the hang of my new instrument, so I decided it was time for something more challenging. I looked up at Devi’lynn—only to find her nowhere.

“What’s this called?” her accented voice spoke behind me. The black blade of Soul Eater appeared next to my head, pointing at my drawing.

“Rabbit,” I told her, pushing the sword gently aside.

“I know rabbit,” Devi’lynn said, readjusting Soul Eater to point at the ink and the pen. “What’s this called?”

“Now I understand why he wouldn’t let you hold any weapon,” I grumbled, pushing the sword away once again.

“What?”

“Drawing,” I said with a sigh. “It’s called drawing.”

“Drawing,” she repeated. “A woman-job.”

“Eh?” I eloquently asked, looking up at her.

“Why do woman-job?” she asked, tone insistent.

Great. She barely knew more than a handful words, and even she was criticizing my career choices. Some things I just couldn’t escape even after leaving Earth.

“Because I like it,” I said with a frown. “And because I’m good at it.”

“Good drawing,” Devi’lynn agreed with a nod. “And … like? You say like?”

“That’s what I said.”

“But—”

“Guys?” Imaya mumbled, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. “Is it morning yet?”

Devi’lynn fumbled to hide the sword behind her back, but it was already in my hand by the time Imaya looked up.

“Not yet, but soon,” I replied, peeking up at the sky through the canopy. The leaves were bathed in a soft, warm light—the light of the moon. It had a distinctly different color from what I saw on the first night. According to Non, it took seven days for the moon to change its hue from deep amber to dark green, flooding the world with mana in the process. In another seven days the moon would return to amber, thus completing a cycle—a measurement of time people around here used instead of weeks. I had no idea how it mapped to Earth-time, considering that the days on Nerilia were shorter … but Tamara had probably done the maths already, so I just had to ask her.

Imaya had enough sleep apparently, because she climbed out of her bag and came over to munch on Devi’lynn’s minced fruit. The magic of the night was over. I packed my drawing equipment away, feeling a profound sense of satisfaction. Finding some familiarity in this foreign world had put me in a good mood, as well as helped me digest everything that happened. Having crazy teleportation superpowers, shaping my dagger with my mind, talking with all sorts of strange beings, fighting for my life … it had almost been too much. Too new, too alien. I needed something familiar to cling onto, to center myself, to believe that everything would be fine again. My ink-stained fingers were all the proof I needed, to know that not all was lost.
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                Morning came, and we continued our journey after filling up our flasks from the river. Our small group maintained a hopeful atmosphere, now that we were well-equipped and had a clear destination in mind. We were definitely better off than previously, all thanks to me. But selfless as I was, I didn’t bother to point this out to Simon as he lectured me about the importance of teamwork.

“In an efficient team, individuals don’t just follow what they think to be the best,” he ranted. “You’ve been lucky this time, but your one-sided decision could have put the entire team in danger. And yes, I know it’s hypocritical for me to say this after what happened with the boars—but I learned from that lesson, while you obviously didn’t.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Problem is, you assume that we’re a team—but I don’t remember agreeing to be part of it.”

“Obviously we are a team,” Simon replied. “We are in this together.”

“You ate from the bird that I shot,” Imaya chimed in from behind. “That makes us a team.”

I massaged my temples, trying to soothe my oncoming headache.

“Fine, we’re together by necessity,” I said. “That doesn’t mean it was wrong to contact the Bolob. I didn’t ask any of you to follow me there.”

“Yet Tamara clearly did,” Simon said. “Your actions split the team in two, which could have ended in a disaster. It’s not only Tamara’s safety I’m talking about; there was no guarantee that those aliens couldn’t track you back to the group even if you teleported away.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, shrugging. Simon wasn’t leaving it at that though, and he grabbed my shoulder to stop me. When I turned to him with an annoyed sigh, I was surprised that he looked genuinely concerned.

“Look, I don’t claim to be the perfect leader,” he quietly told me, his blue eyes flashing to Tamara and Pell up ahead. “Regardless, someone needs to make decisions in emergencies. In any other situation, if you have a different opinion, we can discuss it together. But no more sudden decisions, okay?”

I held his gaze briefly, before nodding. “Alright. I won’t apologize for what I did, but discussing plans together makes sense. I’ll try to be more careful next time.”

“Make sure you do,” he said. He studied my face a moment longer, then strode off to catch up with Tamara and Pell. I followed him slowly, ignoring Imaya when she asked about what happened.

I didn’t know where to put Simon’s actions. Was this some kind of power-play, reminding me that he was in charge? Or was he actually worried about the team as a whole? I didn’t know, but in the grand scheme of things, it might not have mattered that much. We weren’t far from our destination, and once we reached the city, I would go on my own merry way. I had no serious problems with the others, but I wasn’t a team player.

“Whatcha thinking about?” Imaya asked from beside me, cocking her head.

“What you guys will do once you’re down to four.”

“Four?”

“Simon, Tamara, Pell, and you.”

“Huh? Don’t worry Randel, we won’t let you die!” she said, hitting me on the back so reassuringly that I stumbled.

“You know what I’m talking about,” I said, glaring at her. “When we reach Fortram, Teva’ryn and Devi’lynn will probably be off to find other Sylven. As for me—”

“You’ll need us to complete Quests,” Imaya said, crossing her arms. “Or are you implying that you’re too good to stay with us? Getting overconfident after that boar, huh?”

“Not really,” I said, perhaps a bit too defensively. “I’m just not exactly a fan of this party up and do Quests thing. I don’t like being told what to do.”

“Nobody is telling you what to do,” Imaya said.

“That’s true for now,” I replied, scratching my head. I already regretted bringing up this topic. “But eventually I’d have to do something that I don’t want to. Take one for the team, make compromises, yadda, yadda.”

I glanced behind us, where Devi’lynn was in the middle of explaining something to Teva’ryn with her burden-clones in tow. She was doing chopping motions with her arms as she talked, while Teva’ryn listened to her in a rather deadpan manner.

I hadn’t forgotten what the Sylven girl had told me last night. If I was the one leading this group, I might not have to compromise that much. Even so, I saw that as a horrible idea. Aside from not being someone who anyone looked up to, I wanted nothing with the responsibilities of being in charge. Was I a lone wolf for thinking so? I hadn’t looked at myself that way in the past, but back then I hadn’t been forced into any life and death situations either. Preferring to eat my lunch alone hardly made me a loner.

“You’re getting ahead of yourself,” Imaya interrupted my thoughts. “You didn’t need to make any compromises so far. Why decide to quit now? Is it something that Simon said?”

“That’s part of it,” I said, shrugging. “But fine, let’s say that I stay with the team and so does everybody else. What is our endgame?”

“Endgame, huh?” Imaya mused, not replying right away. She hopped up to a rock beside the road, balancing on one leg. Our surroundings had visibly changed in the last couple of hours; we were still deep within the Western Woods, but the landscape became more cragged, with small hills, outcroppings, and the occasional cave entrance dotting the way. I wasn’t sure how to feel about those seemingly empty caves, but Fortram was said to be built on top of a small mountain. Climbing slopes was to be expected if we wanted to reach the city—though I certainly wasn’t happy about that.
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                I stopped walking when I noticed that Imaya stood on her rock still, bow in hand, aiming with an imaginary arrow off to the distance.

“It feels like a story, doesn’t it?” she asked, loosing her arrow. “It feels like we can end up anywhere.”

“I hope I’ll end up home in my bed,” I said.

“How boring!” Imaya said. She gestured at the two Sylven who passed us by, looking at her strangely. “Don’t you see, Randel? This is an entirely new world with entirely new opportunities! A new start for all of us! We could really end up anywhere.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m so afraid of,” I said, thinking about early graves and stuff. “But go on, Imaya, tell me where you think we’ll end up.”

“Well,” she said, jumping down to the road with a little flourish, “we know too little about this world of Players to tell for sure. What I do know however, is that I’m the main character.”

I couldn’t smother my laugh at her bold claim. “Wow, who would have thought?”

“Surprising, I know,” she replied airily, then walked past me. “But you see, it is entirely possible from my perspective that you guys are just a bunch of AI-controlled NPC-s. Worry not, though! No matter what your brain is made of, I like you all anyway. We make a great team!”

“Uh—”

“Like every protagonist in the beginning of their story, I’m the weakest member of the group. You all received awesome powers, while all I got is an enhanced vision. But after the training arc you’ll all realize my true potential! I’ll be as strong and capable as any of you. You won’t be in the limelight for long, Randel!”

“Um—”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t told the others about your evil weapon,” she said, winking conspiratorially. “It’s our secret for now. I hope you’re prepared though, because I feel it will be the center of some drama. I’m almost certain it will form a vital plot point!”

“What—”

“Yes, yes, I know that I haven’t answered your question yet. Our endgame. Well, I think we might be down a few members by that point, but a team of four or five sounds just about right. We can become famous adventurers down the line, working flawlessly together and clearing Quests one by one.”

I opened and closed my mouth uselessly, trying to process everything she had just said. I had so many questions, and I was so afraid to ask them. It felt strange to be on the receiving end of this, for once.

“That’s it?” I finally said. “We’d be adventuring together, doing Quests and stuff … forever?

“Umm, yes,” Imaya said. “Maybe also figure out a way to go home, I guess? There might be a win condition.”

“That didn’t sound half as convincing as the rest,” I pointed out, smiling.

“I didn’t try to be convincing,” Imaya said, crossing her arms. My smile froze on my face as I realized that we were once again back at the topic of our curious family situations. But before I could have replied to Imaya, Pell started to yell.

“Guys, we found something!”

The big guy was standing on a hill up ahead, pointing over the trees.

“Another footprint?!” Imaya shouted back, skipping forward to catch up to him. I followed her with a resigned sigh, not sure whether I felt happy or not that our conversation was interrupted at this point. I might need to continue this with Imaya later on.

“This is something better than footprints,” Pell said, pulling Imaya up by her arm. “We have found Fortram.”

Not bothering to climb up the rocky slope, I flung my dagger up and teleported myself to it. I dropped to one knee as I landed, but it was still a considerably smooth arrival; my practice sessions were paying off. The rest of the team was already standing on the top of the small hill, peering at the grayish-black speck that perched atop a distant mountain. Damn, the city lay much farther away than I had hoped! I could barely make out the concentric rings of the city walls and the tall towers of the innermost district. The midday sun painted sharp shadows all over the city, playing with the shapes of the buildings. It almost looked as if—

“They are moving!” Imaya exclaimed, jumping up and down in excitement. Her pupils were aglow with light, greenish smoke trailing down the corner of her eyes as she watched the city.

“What are moving?” Simon asked, furrowing his brow.

“The city walls—no, the entire city! It is rotating around the city center!”

I squinted at Fortram once again, trying to see—

“Eek!” Imaya yelped, bumping into me as she backpedaled abruptly. The ground underneath us shifted in the very next moment, so much so that I could barely stay on my feet. Not everyone was as lucky; Devi’lynn tripped backward and tumbled down the small hill even as Teva’ryn dove after her to catch her.

“Earthquake!” Pell shouted over the rumble. The ground beneath us still hadn’t stopped shifting, groaning ominously.

“N-No,” Imaya stuttered, looking down with wide, glowing eyes. “This isn’t an earthquake, this is a—”

Her sentence turned into a shriek as the earth beneath us rose, the entire small hill lifting upwards seemingly by itself. For a brief moment I saw Tamara run to Pell with her anti-gravity ball, then I was tumbling down the slope, scraping my knees and elbows all over. A well-timed kick ensured that our body came out of the roll briefly, flipping us over. We stabbed our dagger deep into the thing beneath us, arresting our momentum. I hung in the air hopelessly, clutching the dagger with all my might while the creature I was hanging onto rose higher and higher, lifting me above the treeline. Something wet splattered against my shoulder, and I noted that it was some sticky blue ichor, dripping from the wound Soul Eater had carved into the skin of the giant.

Quest received: Huge trouble

“Run!” Imaya shouted down below, and I desperately wished I could.

“Back to the road!” I heard Simon. “There was a cave entrance by the—”

The rest was drowned out as the enormous creature let out a deafening noise; an elongated chittering cry. From my vantage point I had a terrifying view over the forest as it came to life, small rocks and boulders responding to the cry. The monsters I had mistaken for rocks rose to their feet, tearing thin insectoid limbs out of the earth—eight legs for each.

“Camouflaged giant spiders,” I groaned. “On a second thought, I really-really want to go home now.”

The nightmare didn’t end here, however. The monsters down below rose even higher, their spider-like limbs leaving the ground as a pair of human legs was revealed beneath them. Gigantic, naked human lower bodies, to be more precise—with the entire upper body swallowed up by the lumpy spider caricature that could be considered their body. No eyes, mouth, or even any head that I could discern from this distance. The spider-giants came in differing sizes, though none of them was as tall as the one that I was clinging onto. The one that – quite inconveniently – started to sway on its feet.

I spent the next couple of seconds holding on for dear life, but it became increasingly clear that I was losing the battle. My legs found no purchase as I dangled in a dizzying distance up in the air, and I wasn’t strong enough to pull myself up. To top it off, Soul Eater was coming loose even after I twisted the blade to latch onto the giant’s flesh better. All in all, I saw only one way out.

Taking a deep breath, I pulled my legs up, tore Soul Eater out, then pushed myself off the giant. I twisted in the air, and for a moment I froze in fear. I was so high up, and I was falling. What the hell was I doing? The wind tore at my clothes, sharp and cold, and the ground was coming at me rapidly, tall trees with branches like spikes ready to catch me—but then my eyes found the rest of my group running down below, and I flung Soul Eater in their general direction.

I had to time it right. When Soul Eater disappeared among the trees, I waited for just a little bit longer before teleporting myself to it. I felt solid ground beneath my feet, and I let out the breath I had been holding. I was uninjured; teleporting to the Soul Eater had rendered the momentum of my fall to nothing. I looked back quickly, noting that the mega-giant towering above me had trouble moving. Another small relief, that one. It seemed to me that the giant’s legs were too weak to support the spider-bulk on its top.

I wasn’t planning to find out whether that was actually true, however. A small part of me hoped that these giants wouldn’t try to eat us – we were barely a morsel for them, after all – but somehow I had a hard time believing that they awakened just to have a friendly chat with us. I located the road winding among the trees, then started running. Eighteen seconds. With my Spatial Symbiosis Ability at level two, that was how often I could use my teleportation. It wasn’t much, I lamented as I climbed over an upturned tree, but it had to be enough to catch up to the others.
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                Teva’ryn was no Survivor of Hundred Battles, but he had gone through his fair share of fights. He had fought against the Highlanders ever since he had grown into manhood, and he had faced hordes of Zzartok during the Great Breach. Yet for all that, he had never felt so helpless as here on this foreign-strange planet.

Eight segmented limbs, each segment as large as a tree. A bulbous-uneven body as large as a castle, fused to a massive pair of legs by thick pulsing veins. A gaping orifice where the two body parts met, just above its crotch, with multiple rows of man-sized teeth glinting inside. What was Teva’ryn supposed to do against such a monstrosity? An army wouldn’t have been enough to fell such a creature. The only choice was not to face it at all.

Teva’ryn looked back as he ran, making sure that Devi’lynn was following him still. She had left the clones with the excess baggage behind, but had no trouble keeping up the pace. For once, Teva’ryn was glad that Devi’lynn had an athletic-fit body instead of the Sylven ideal; she obviously knew how to run, which increased her chances of survival significantly. By contrast, the Humans were lagging behind with their slower and clumsier bodies.

“Watch out!” Devi’lynn yelled, and Teva’ryn ducked his head as a small black object sailed past him. Randel popped into existence in front of him, stumbling a bit as he landed.

“Ahead, not good!” Randel said between gasps of breath.

The ground shook in the very next moment, and a quick look back told Teva’ryn that the titanic being had fallen to its knees. Its insect-like appendages were able to touch the ground now, smashing trees aside as they reached for the retreating group. Thankfully, their length wouldn’t be enough. The group had put enough distance between them and the creature that it wouldn’t be able to catch them anymore, not unless it fell over to flatten-squash them with its upper body.

“Ahead!” Randel shouted again, and Teva’ryn slowed down just in time as another monster appeared, bursting out from the cover of the trees. This creature was much smaller than the first – about three times of Teva’ryn’s height – but moved surprisingly fast for something of its size. The monster swung its segmented limbs at Teva’ryn, but he ducked underneath them—then decided to go on the offensive. Calling on his magic, he thrust his left arm forward to shoot a barely-visible hand out of his palm, connecting to the monster’s knee. Teva’ryn then ordered his phantasm-arm to reel itself in; since he was much lighter than his opponent, this move launched him toward the monster. He swiped his shoddy sword at the creature’s shin, and when he passed the leg he made a backhanded slash against the back of its knee as well. His sword didn’t cut too deep – it wasn’t sharp enough and Teva’ryn was afraid of breaking it – but the attack was effective nonetheless. The creature stumbled, crying out with a painful-sharp chittering sound.

Weapon Skill discovered: Hamstring

Ignoring the contraption’s message, Teva’ryn got ready to dodge the retaliation—which never came. The monster was targeting Devi’lynn’s clones instead as she sent them charging forward one by one. The Humans used this opportunity to rush past the two of them, heading deeper into the woods. Teva’ryn made his own escape too, keeping an eye on the woman in case she decided to be foolish-bold. It turned out that he was looking in the wrong direction, however.

“Teva’ryn, back!” he heard Randel’s shout, and jumped aside just in time to avoid getting stomped into the ground by a third monstrosity. The creature stepped over Teva’ryn with its enormous legs, heading toward—

“Lady Devi’lynn!” Teva’ryn yelled in panic. The woman was bogged down by her crippled opponent, still creating her simulacrums. The third monster shrieked, knocking over a tree as it barreled toward the defenseless woman. Teva’ryn reacted almost by instinct. He thrust his left arm forward, launching a phantasm-arm at Devi’lynn. The woman was behind the monster unfortunately, so the arm hit the charging creature’s leg instead. Fine, then. If Teva’ryn could hinder the monster just for a heartbeat, if he could give Devi’lyn just one more moment to escape, it would be all worth it. Teva’ryn dropped his sword and extended his other arm in the opposite direction, shooting a second phantasm-arm at the tree behind him. Time seemed to slow as he waited for the monster to step on its other leg, then—

He reeled his arms in.

White-hot pain bloomed behind Teva’ryn’s eyes immediately as both of his shoulders were dislocated at once, and he nearly blanked out immediately. Whether he held on for a single heartbeat or five, he wasn’t even sure; the next thing he knew was him lying on the ground, looking at the monster’s back with dazed eyes. He couldn’t feel either of his arms, but that was anticipated. He couldn’t see Devi’lynn either, which was more worrisome. A splash of orange-and-red flames hit the monster’s side. Someone shouted his name. Had they managed to escape, then? Someone was lifting him up, the dull-throbbing agony in his shoulders intensifying. He found himself supported by Tamara on one side and Imaya on the other. The pain was too much when he tried to take a step, and he fell to his knees.

That was when he saw Devi’lynn ahead of them, creating new simulacrums still. The sight gave Teva’ryn a second wind, and he rose to his feet with the help of the Human women. They started to run. To hinder the monsters, Simon was throwing flames and Tamara was throwing her magical orb at them. The trees slowed down the bulbous creatures too. Even so, the monsters were closing in.

Tamara shouted something that Teva’ryn didn’t understand. Another monstrosity arose from among the cursed mass of trees, standing in their way. Randel met the creature head-on, his black weapon shaped like a sleek sword. The monster tried to squash him with its foremost insect-limb, but he pivoted out of the way and struck, leaving a deep gash on the creature’s pale-gray appendage. He did so without flinching; Teva’ryn recognized it as the dead-certain look of someone who knew they would win. Randel darted under the monster before it could have retaliated and jumped up onto its foot. This put him in striking range of the knee, and so he didn’t hesitate to plunge his sword straight into the monster’s flesh.

As the monster chittered in pain, Randel yanked the sword out with a shower of blue blood and jumped off the foot, stabbing at the ankle next. The creature had enough of it however; it opened its gaping maw wide and bent its knees, falling forward. Randel reacted by flinging his sword aside, slamming the blade into the tree in front of Teva’ryn. The monster collapsed on itself to crush Randel, but the Human man just popped out of existence and reappeared at his sword. Randel blinked then, seemingly surprised that his weapon got wedged into the wood. He yanked at the sword with one hand first and then with two, failing to pull it out of the tree-trunk. He gave up soon enough and freed his weapon instead by shrinking it down to a dagger. Wiping the sweat off his brow, he then looked up to match Teva’ryn’s and the two women’s staring eyes.

“What?” he asked in his Human tongue, then said a few short sentences—probably to remind them to keep running. The monster Randel had crippled was unable to stand back up, leaning its grotesque-bulbous body against the trees to gain some support. Even so, it attempted to crawl toward the group.

Teva’ryn clenched his jaw against the pain as he extracted himself from the women and started to jog. It was his arms and chest that throbbed with dull-numb agony, not his feet. Running didn’t alleviate his pain of course, but then he wasn’t expecting to run for much longer anyway. The group was on its last legs; Randel was practically shaking from exhaustion and the others weren’t faring much better either.

“Heads up!” Devi’lynn yelled, startling Teva’ryn. She was holding his sword, pointing it forward. “To the cave, Teva’ryn!”

With one last lingering look at the weapon in Devi’lynn’s hand, Teva’ryn adjusted his course. Now was not the time to reprimand the woman. As they got closer to the rock formation Devi’lynn had indicated, Teva’ryn could see that there was indeed a cave; a large gap in the stone extending so deep that its end faded into distant-darkness. Imaya was already standing by the entrance, covering their retreat with her bow. A futile gesture, since arrows were unlikely to do much against the lumbering creatures. The rest of the Humans entered the cave in short order, then – seeing that Teva’ryn wouldn’t go in without her – Devi’lynn sent one last simulacrum at the approaching creatures before following the others.

The closest monstrosities were almost upon them when Teva’ryn stepped into the cave with Imaya in tow. The stone-corridor was dark, even moreso after the creatures behind them blocked the entrance, trying to reach in with their segmented limbs. The flame-globe in Simon’s hand was their only light source—until everyone’s collar came alive with light.

Quest completed: Huge trouble+1 Feat

Congratulations, your level has increased!
Level 4 reached.

Teva’ryn willed the messages to disappear, walking further down the cave. He stepped over Randel – who was sprawled out on the ground – then sat down by the wall and summoned the main page of his collar. His image sat in the middle of the eldritch-projection, looking haggard-tired, just like himself. The magic-picture had a light-red tint at his arms and shoulders, while his chest area was painted yellow. With the damaged muscles he couldn’t do much, but relocating his shoulders would at least lessen the pain.

Before Teva’ryn could ask Devi’lynn to help him, Pell approached him, placing his shoddy sword at his feet. The black-skinned Human then pointed at his shoulders, asking something. It wasn’t hard to figure out that he wanted to help, and after some deliberation Teva’ryn accepted his offer.
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                What followed was a wagonload of pain and quite a bit of yelling, but in the end Teva’ryn had to admit that Pell knew his way around dislocated shoulders—even the Sylven kind. He slumped back to the wall when they were done, watching the now yellow-orange shoulders on his collar’s projection. He couldn’t rest for long however, because his eyes landed on Devi’lynn. She was looking at her contraption’s display too, sitting next to Randel who groaned on the ground miserably.

“What are you doing, Lady Devi’lynn?” Teva’ryn asked as he moved closer, wincing when he jostled his still-tender shoulders.

“Reading what my collar says,” Devi’lynn said. “The reward for running away was experience points, according to this description. That’s why I received a level, I think.”

“I received one too,” Teva’ryn said, then glanced down at Randel. “What has happened to him?”

“He said he’s going to die.”

“Die?” Teva’ryn asked, perplexed. The Human didn’t look injured at all. “Die from what?”

“I believe he is exaggerating,” Devi’lynn said. “He is just exhausted.”

“Strange. Why does he want to look weaker than he actually is?”

“Humans are strange,” Devi’lynn replied, smiling for some reason.

Teva’ryn sighed, sitting down on Devi’lynn’s other side. He took his flask out of his backpack, then raised it to his lips carefully. The motion sent a jolt of pain up to his shoulder, but he took a sip of water nevertheless. Devi’lynn didn’t offer to help him drink, and he wondered whether he should ask. Their relationship was ambiguous-vague in certain aspects. As a woman, Devi’lynn would have been required to do his bidding—were she not the First Daughter of Gramoro’lynn, head of House Lynn. A simple guardsman like Teva’ryn couldn’t give orders to noblewomen, particularly not to a noble belonging to Ylvasil’s foremost House. Exceptions existed, however. In emergencies where a woman’s life was at risk, even the lowliest soldier would have authority over her to ensure her safety. And what was being transported to another world, if not the highest-rated emergency?

A sudden noise made Teva’ryn snap his head up. One of the monstrosities was lurking outside still, digging at the ground with its segmented limbs and clawing away the dirt little by little. The stone proved to be too tough for the creature however, and it gave up soon enough.

“We’ll have to explore the rest of the cave,” Teva’ryn murmured as he watched the creature settle down in front of the entrance. He turned, squinting at the darkness on the other end. It made him more uneasy than he dared to admit; they had no torches, no natural light, just the pale glow of their magical contraptions. Only the knowledge that they weren’t on Ylvasil kept him calm. This world might not have any of the horrors of his home-world.

If Devi’lynn was afraid of the dark, she showed none of it. She was talking with Randel in hushed tones, gesturing at the projection of her collar. Teva’ryn leaned closer to see what her contraption showed; two small boxes displayed side by side with some written text inside of them.

Injury TransferTransfer wounds and injuries from one person to another. Direct skin contact required. Efficiency increases by level.

Instant Portals
Open two tears in space in front of you, connected together. Diameter increases by level.

“Lady Devi’lynn, may I ask what this is?”

The woman froze at his question, cutting off her explanation to Randel.

“It’s not only a level that I’ve received,” she said with some reluctance. “My Legend became two, which means I get to choose a new Ability.”

Teva’ryn’s jaw dropped upon hearing her words. She? The woman had already obtained her third Feat? How—ah, but of course. It must have been the beast Randel killed that earned her a Feat. Devi’lynn’s simulacrums had been blocking the projectiles, which perhaps counted as a heroic deed. Teva’ryn hadn’t done much during that fight, so he was one Feat behind her. Which meant—

He glanced at the Humans. None of them were looking at their contraption right now; they talked among themselves, eating and drinking from the limited amount of supplies they had in their bags. If they had received any new magics, they were hiding their excitement very well.

“What about him?” Teva’ryn asked, nodding at Randel. The man was lying on his back, peeking up at Teva’ryn with half-closed eyelids. “He must have earned a Legend too.”

“He did,” Devi’lynn said. “He told me that he doesn’t want to choose a new Ability.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not sure,” Devi’lynn said, shrugging in a very unladylike manner. “He said something about painful choices. Maybe he wants to take a rest first?”

If Randel was afraid of the strange magics of this world, Teva’ryn could sympathize. Sometimes he wasn’t sure how far he trusted his collar either. It gave them power, that was true. Without the so-called Abilities, they all would have perished already. But even so, Teva’ryn couldn’t help but think that relying on their new magics might be like making a pact with the Wicked. As tempting as the promise of power was, it would not come without consequences. Because for all the boons their collar had given them, it was still a collar. A symbol of slaves and the oppressed.

And yet, and yet—Teva’ryn’s arms ached. He needed them in order to fight, needed them in order to protect Devi’lynn. The solution was, quite ironically, within an arm’s reach.

“Be as it may, I’m glad you received a new Ability,” Teva’ryn told Devi’lynn. “You ought to be able to heal me with that Injury Transfer.”

“Perhaps,” Devi’lynn said stiffly. “I was in the middle of discussing with Randel which Ability to pick.”

“Discussing? The choice is obvious,” Teva’ryn said. “It is Injury Transfer we need; you could distribute my injuries among the less competent members of the group, bringing me back to fighting shape.”

“No.”

“What?” Teva’ryn asked, taken aback. “Lady Devi’lynn, I know it sounds cruel, but right now we need—”

“No, Randel is right,” Devi’lynn said, defiant-resolute. “This choice isn’t about what we need right now; it is about what I want to become.”

“You listen to that pale-skinned man too much,” Teva’ryn said, fighting to keep his rising irritation off his face. He saw now that pretending to be unaware of Devi’lynn’s little frivolity last night was a mistake. Tacitly ignoring that she had carried his sword during their escape was another one. Teva’ryn had hoped that her childish fascination for swords would lessen if he gave her this much, but it had only encouraged her to stray even further from the way of their people. Still, these things could be easily rectified by paying more attention to her. The worst mistake lay not in allowing her access to real weapons, but in letting her keep Randel’s company. Human culture to Devi’lynn’s rebelliousness was like fuel to fire.

Teva’ryn watched as Devi’lynn clenched her hands into fists, taking a deep breath before speaking.

“Randel is—”

“—a terrible influence on you, Lady Devi’lynn,” Teva’ryn cut her off, his raised voice echoing in the cavern. “For Creator’s sake, what would it take for you to remember your place? We all have our duties in life, and you can’t perform yours if you get yourself hurt.”

Devi’lynn jolted as if she was slapped, and for a fleeting moment Teva’ryn thought he had finally got his point across. But when she looked up, her deep-amber eyes were narrowed with hatred as she met Teva’ryn’s gaze. The flagrant-insolent woman huffed, and slammed her hand through the projected text of Instant Portals.

“What are you doing?!” Teva’ryn cried out, watching impotently as the panels of light disappeared. “What— Why— Haven’t you been listening to me, woman?! You’ve just doomed us all!”

“You’re the one not listening to me,” Devi’lynn said, rising to her feet to look down on him. “How many times have I told you that I don’t need your protection?”

“I’m the only one with sufficient training,” Teva’ryn said, getting to his feet as well. “None of the Humans have any idea how to hold a sword properly—even you should be able to see that much, woman!”

“If you are such an expert, why did you get injured?”

“Oh, so that’s how you thank me, after I saved your—”

“You saved nothing,” Devi’lynn sneered. “The monster was charging at my simulacrum, not me.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Teva’ryn retorted. “I saw you create copies of—”

“You saw my simulacrum create more simulacrums,” Devi’lynn said. “By then, I was already far from the monster. Face it, Teva’ryn; if you trusted me to protect myself, you would still be able to use your arms.”

“And if you trusted your fellow Sylven more than that pathetic excuse of a man, we wouldn’t even have this conversation!”

“Then I won’t be your fellow Sylven any longer,” Devi’lynn said, her voice firm. “I, Devi’lynn of House Lynn, First Daughter of Gramoro’lynn, exile myself from my House and kin. Let it be known that my name henceforth is Devi, of no House.”

Teva’ryn blinked, his anger faltering. Self-inflected exile was extremely rare, even more so than suicide. What was Devi’lynn thinking? Her entire motion was senseless, of course; women never went into exile. They were too precious for that.

“Don’t be daft, Lady Devi’lynn. You can’t exile yourself.”

“I can and I did. As the highest ranking noble around here, I had this right. My name is Devi now, Teva’ryn.”

“So you decided to join the Humans,” Teva’ryn said, clenching his jaw. He glanced down at Randel, who was lying on his side and watching them with amusement. “I’m sorry Lady Devi’lynn, but I cannot allow that to happen.”

“Then stop me,” Devi’lynn said hotly, then jumped backward, hopping over Randel. Teva’ryn tensed as she crouched down, picking up Randel’s cursed dagger, which she raised—revealing a blade that was shaped like a strange-petaled flower, all curves and no edges.

“Randel!” Devi’lynn yelled, giving a swing to the weapon as if to straighten the blade out.

“Oh, sorry,” Randel apologized. The dark blade moved in the pale light of their collars, shapes distorting as the weapon reformed itself.

“Now,” Devi’lynn said, raising the weapon once again. “Teva’ryn, I challenge you to—Randel!”

Devi’lynn shook the black item that looked like an overly-large spoon.

“What?” Randel asked. “Me speak no good Sylven. Me think you want to make dinner?”

“Lies!” Devi’lynn exclaimed. “You know full well what happened! Give me a sword!”

Seeing that Randel still feigned ignorance, Devi’lynn crouched down and began to beat him with the spoon.

“Ouch! Hey!”

Teva’ryn watched the entire scene unfold before him, standing utterly still.

“Gwah! Mercy!” Randel cried as Devi’lynn hit his head. He shifted the spoon to his hand, but Devi’lynn just continued to shower him with light punches.

Ridiculous. That was all Teva’ryn could think about, his earlier anger forgotten. This entire situation was ridiculous. Just what exactly had he been fighting for? How had he come this close to hurting a woman, when his intention had been to protect her? Teva’ryn watched as Devi’lynn, with a smile on her face, started a tugging-match over the spoon in Randel’s hand. The Human man had diffused the entire argument just like that—effortlessly. Teva’ryn had nothing else left to say. He wasn’t above admitting defeat. Stepping around the bickering pair, he headed deeper into the dark cave.

“Teva’ryn!” Devi’lynn called out.

“Do whatever you want, woman,” he spoke over his shoulder, without stopping. He needed some space to think, needed some time to be alone. Fortunately the cave extended deeper still; it almost looked like a man-made tunnel.

Teva’ryn didn’t believe in Fate, but if he had, he imagined it would be laughing at him right now. Back on Ylvasil, his chances of finding himself a woman had been close to none. It was simply improbable as a mere guardsman, and stepping upwards in the ranks would have taken him a lifetime.

Yet one day he was thrown onto another world, a place unlike any of the worlds Ylvasil’s portals opened to. He didn’t arrive alone either; he found himself in the company of a Sylven woman. What were the odds? One in ten that his Sylven companion would be a woman. One to several millions that he would be brought here instead of someone else. Quite the coincidence, truly.

And so, in spite of the dangerous situation they had found themselves in, Teva’ryn had felt hope for the first time in many years.

That hope quickly diminished the more Teva’ryn learned about Devi’lynn. For all his luck up until that point, he managed to get paired up with the most infuriating woman on the entire world. He had heard about the eccentric First Daughter of House Lynn before, of course; the fact that she was still unmarried and well within her breeding age birthed many gossips across Ylvasil. Yet the tales didn’t do her justice. She was disobedient, rebellious, insolent, and with barely any regard of Sylven customs and traditions. She didn’t have any redeeming qualities at all; even her looks were completely disappointing with the distinct lack of soft, pliable flesh on her bones. How would she be able to bear children with such a slender body? Teva’ryn had always tried not to judge a book by its thickness, but in this particular case even the contents of the volume were unappealing.

Had he really been considering taking Devi’lynn as his wife? He was already fed up with the woman; living the rest of his life with her would be pure torture! The only upside of marrying her was her wealth and status, and the promise that one of their sons would be the future head of House Lynn. None of that mattered now, not unless they found their way back home. Even then it wouldn’t have been a tempting offer, since money and fame weren’t what motivated Teva’ryn.

No, the more he thought about it, the less sensible he found the idea of courting Devi’lynn. Even if his chances of finding a wife were disturbingly small, it simply wasn’t worth it. Not even he was that desperate.

Sighing tiredly, Teva’ryn tucked his hair carefully behind his horns. He would need to get a haircut soon. Not only did the length of his hair began to bother him, but it was also against the regulations. Long hair was a liability in combat—and of course he would fight, sore arms or not. He would help the group if it was within his power. He wouldn’t put Devi’lynn above himself, not anymore, but that didn’t mean he would abandon her. If she wanted to behave foolish-bold, she was free to do so.

With no small amount of relief, Teva’ryn decided that Devi’lynn—no, Devi wasn’t his problem anymore.

He jolted as the illumination around him suddenly became brighter. He had wandered quite far from the group while thinking, the idle chatter of the Humans sounding like a soft murmur from where he stood. The dark tunnel extended ahead of him deeper still, dark gray rocks mixed with dirt on all sides. It took him a moment to realize what had caused the change in light; the contraption around his neck was now displaying another window, one with a single line of text written on it.

You have entered the Dungeon: Swellers of the Deep

            

    
        Chapter 1.11.1

    
    
    
    
                Soul Eater, demon’s fang
Description: As a powerful weapon created by legendary beings, Soul Eater is a living weapon made of an extremely rare and incredibly durable material. Although the weapon’s true capabilities are still a mystery, one thing is certain: it needs to be constantly fed. Take lives and consume their essence to sustain Soul Eater! Side effects may include hallucination, emotional instability, lowered inhibitions, schizophrenia, mental instability, loss of self.
Perk – Ever-consuming: level 2Soul Eater grows as you feed it. This perk doesn’t have a level cap.
Perk – Free Form: level 3You can change Soul Eater’s shape.
Perk – Autonomous: level 4
Being a living weapon, Soul Eater can make decisions on its own.

“Living weapon, is it?” I muttered. There was a small locket icon next to the Weapon slot, which indicated that I couldn’t unequip the item.

After last day’s events, one thing became obvious; I was either actually a badass ninja, or Soul Eater’s Autonomous perk worked more subtly than I had thought. My heart leaned toward me being a ninja, but perhaps I had just been listening to Imaya a bit too much. Soul Eater’s Autonomous perk had reached level 4 and I still didn’t know what it did, which started to worry me.

Shaking my head, I closed the Equipment panel and stared at the 3D image of myself on the main screen, slouching by the cavern’s wall. The dark green cloak on my shoulders would have looked much cooler if they weren’t so dirty from rolling around on the floor. With my tangled hair and the stubble on my chin, I looked like a homeless hobo with a hangover.

“What is Randel doing?” Imaya asked, her head appearing on the other side of my screen.

“Randel is being deep and philosophical,” I replied. “Sorry, you wouldn’t understand. He has so many brilliant thoughts in his head—”

“Yeah, dude,” Imaya cut me off. “You’re a genius, I know the drill. Listen, I’ve been thinking some more about which Ability you should pick, but I gotta ask first about the attributes you’re focusing on.”

That was the problem with Imaya; after seeing Devi’s miniature portals, it didn’t take long for her to zone in on me. No matter how many times I had told her that I wasn’t choosing an Ability right away, she remained undeterred in her quest to help me.

“Ah, yes, focusing on attributes,” I said. “I’m focusing on my attributes like a hawk on its prey.”

There was a moment of awkward silence while Imaya stared blankly at me.

“Huh?”

“What do you mean by attributes?” I tiredly asked. “I’m not that familiar with these gamer terms.”

“Oh, you know, stats? Those five little numbers on your main screen?”

Humming thoughtfully, I looked at the small list on the right side of my screen.

Attributes[+] Tenacity: 0
[+] Strength: 0[+] Dexterity: 0
[+] Magic: 0[+] Spirit: 0
Unspent attribute points: 5

“Ah, yes, those attributes,” I said, nodding knowingly. “I have no idea what those attributes are good for.”

Imaya swayed as if she was about to faint.

“Y-Y-You really don’t know what they are? Really?!”

Her voice was shrill enough to echo in the cave several times. I scratched my head, thinking about what to say.

“Uh, no, I really don’t know what they are,” I admitted. “This small list has kinda slipped my attention.”

“What?!” Imaya said. “Why haven’t you noticed it? It’s right there, on your main page!”

I shrugged. “Well, what can I say? Whenever I looked at the screen, I always got distracted by how good-looking my image in the middle was.”

“Argh!” Imaya groaned, pulling at her hair. “Unbelievable! How could a noob like you kill that boar?! Are you telling me that you have four unspent points still?!”

“No, of course I don’t,” I said, pointing at the projection. “See, it says here that I have five.”

“What?! How can you be level five already, when we are all level four? How?! Tell me, you cheater!”

She punctuated her outrage by reaching through my screen and shaking me by my shoulders. I endured it in a very valiant manner, noting absently that the rest of the group were watching us. It was annoying, but hey—at least Imaya wasn’t beating my head with a spoon yet.

“What am I going to do with you, Randel?” she asked, releasing me. “You don’t make any sense!”

She began pacing left and right, muttering under her breath. I used this happy little respite to poke my finger at one of my attributes, prompting a popup to appear.

TenacityIncreases the maximum amount of your Stamina Points and enhances your SP regeneration.
Increases your poise while using Weapon Skills.

It benefited only Weapon Skills, which wasn’t good news. I had never used Weapon Skills—and if it was up to me, I would never use them in the future either. Hoping to find something good for my aching muscles, I dismissed the window and clicked on Strength.

Strength
Increases the power of your strength-based Weapon Skills.

Attributes were seriously disappointing.

“What are you doing?” Imaya asked. “Oh, reading their description. Good! Well, they aren’t really descriptive, but I can fill you in on the rest. I’ve been experimenting with Spirit a bit, you know. Our collar doesn’t indicate how much mana we have, but from the mana consumption of my Arcane Sight I calculated that we started with a hundred points of mana. After placing one point on Spirit this number went up to 110, but my second point on it boosted up only to 119, which led me to believe that some diminishing returns effect is in place. As for mana regeneration—”

She went on and on, explaining stuff about her attributes while I nodded along as if I was listening. I really liked the way the light of her collar illuminated Imaya’s face from below, painting eerie shadows over her eyes. She kind of looked like a member of an evil cult, conspiring secretly and preparing to do some demon-summoning rituals. If I could get her to wear the hood of my cloak and have Teva’ryn loom behind her with his ivory horns, it would make for the perfect portrait.

“—so unless your new Ability consumes a lot of mana, I’d go for Dexterity as the primary and Spirit as the secondary attribute.”

“Cool,” I said, then closed my screen. Now that looked even better! With less light, the shadows on Imaya’s face grew even darker.

“Huh?” Imaya said, squinting at me. “Randel, why did you dismiss your window? Please don’t tell me you already assigned those points. You can’t undo them if you choose incorrectly!”

“Nah, I didn’t choose anything,” I said. “In fact, I’m not planning to choose any attribute ever.”

Imaya gaped like a fish. “B-But—”

“No one has told me that I had to play this game properly,” I said, then turned my head at the sound of approaching footsteps. “Ah, Simon, perfect timing! Are we ready to depart?”

“Hey, don’t change the subject!” Imaya said.

“Yes, we’ve decided,” Simon said, nodding solemnly. “The plan remains; we’ll face this Dungeon. We have to risk it, even if we don’t precisely know what it entails.”

“Monsters and traps, probably,” Imaya said, and I breathed a quiet sigh that she was so easily distracted. “Don’t worry Simon, I’ll be super-focused on spotting any danger. My Arcane Sight will truly shine here!”

“We’re playing into the Inspector’s hands by going deeper in,” I reminded them. Dungeons were typical for role-playing games, places where the game’s master could artificially set any kind of obstacle in front of the players. It didn’t seem to be a wise choice to give that opportunity to our Inspector.

“I understand your concern,” Simon said. “But this seems to be our safest option for now. If this cave proves to be too dangerous, we can still decide to turn back and face the spider giants instead.”

Truthfully, I didn’t expect any other answer. Not long after Teva’ryn had discovered the Dungeon, we found a slab of stone at the side of the tunnel with a crude map of this Dungeon carved into it. According to that conveniently-placed tourist guide, Swellers of the Deep was a cave system consisting of eight entrance corridors, all of them converging at a hub in the middle. The structure of the Dungeon resembled a spider quite blatantly.

This had sparked some debate about what we should do, of course. I would have rather faced the giants than some unknown threat deep inside a cave, but sadly I was the only one thinking so. The second option was to move deeper into the Dungeon until we reached the spider’s body, so to speak, then escape through one of the seven other tunnels that led there. This was the most popular plan by far, with Simon, Pell, Tamara, and Teva’ryn supporting it. The third idea came from Imaya, which was to clear the Dungeon and hope for an escape portal to pop up at the end—a plan that was quickly dismissed by everyone other than Devi. Yeah, I had made a mistake there by telling her that Imaya’s plan would involve lots more fighting.

“We can do this,” Imaya said. “This is a controlled environment. It cannot be more dangerous than those high-level monsters outside!”

“Don’t jinx it, please,” Simon said with a frown. “And Randel, tell your blue chick to stop swinging that sword around and follow us.”

He was in a bad mood. He was always in a bad mood, I mused as I watched him leave. To be fair, we were jumping from one danger to the next so I could understand the sentiment—I missed my comfy bed too. It still didn’t explain why Simon treated our Sylven companions as if they weren’t part of our group, just an appendage tagging along.

            

    
        Chapter 1.11.2

    
    
    
    
                Imaya followed Simon back to the others and I walked over to Devi. The Sylven girl was standing next to a pair of shimmering circles that floated at chest-height in the air, about the size of a large frying pan, give or take. The portals had a glowing edge so it was easy to spot them, but their insides were completely see-through—more precisely, one portal showed what I would have seen through the other. It was as if someone had torn two holes in the air, then swapped their places. Fun stuff at first glance, full of possibilities at second glance.

“Hi, Devi,” I greeted the Sylven girl as I got closer. “How is it going?”

She looked up when she heard her name, beaming at me. After her argument with Teva’ryn, she had decided that I should call her by her nickname—which apparently delighted her to no end. I had no objections about calling her simply Devi, though I suspected that in their culture it was an overly familiar way to call a person. Something that must have needled Teva’ryn a lot, considering that he was always calling her Miss Devi’lynn.

“Hi Randel,” Devi said. “I test poor-tall. Look!”

She raised Soul Eater – shaped like a sleek sword, the orange gemstone embedded at the crossguard shining in the dark – and brought it down on the top of the portal with a powerful swing. The two-dimensional hole in space withstood the strike without trouble, and Devi then did the same to the inside of her portal with much the same results.

“Strong,” Devi said. “And look!”

She created a clone and made it lean forward, putting its head through the portal. Devi then walked to the second, the one that had the clone’s head poking through, and grabbed her copy’s head. With a mental command she then began to close the portal, and even made the clone struggle a bit. The shrinking portals cut into the clone’s neck eventually, bursting it into smoke.

“Sharp too,” Devi said with a sharp grin. “Poor-tall can cut you up well.”

Faking shock, I backed away from her—only to hit my head in the tunnel’s wall for real. Ouch! Who had placed the ceiling so low?! I clutched my head in pain, waiting for Devi to stop laughing.

“This Dungeon is a death trap,” I mumbled.

“I apologize,” Devi said, covering her mouth. “I want not to scare you to death.”

“I’m still alive,” I huffed.

“Only barely!”

“…only barely,” I agreed, trying but failing to hide my smile.

The two of us then went after the rest of the group, walking in silence behind them for the next few minutes. The cave tunnel led us steadily downwards, sometimes steep and narrow, other times wide and open. As time went by, anticipation slowly turned into confusion; Imaya had warned us that dungeons were dangerous, but there was a distinct lack of traps and spider monsters.

I was about to strike up a conversation with Devi when the front of our group came to an abrupt halt. Simon summoned a fireball into his hand and Imaya’s eyes flared with green light. They murmured something that I couldn’t hear, then advanced slowly.

“Is it alright?” Devi whispered to me, her grip on Soul Eater tightening. “Can I carry your sword?”

“Sure,” I said, remembering only then that I hadn’t taken it back. “I’d prefer if you had it, actually.”

My eyes lingered on Soul Eater’s orange gemstone, watching as the light within pulsed with my heartbeat. In the darkness of the cave, it looked even more sinister than before. If Soul Eater was indeed influencing how I thought – or how I fought – I wanted to see whether it could affect me when someone else was holding it. Devi nodded her thanks, and in that very moment Imaya yelped, letting loose an arrow over Simon’s head. The projectile disappeared in the dark, pinging sharply when it struck stone.

“M-My bad,” Imaya said. “It’s just a statue. Go on, guys! The tunnel ends there, I think, but I can’t see past the corner.”

Her voice wasn’t very reassuring, but we soon got to see what got her so upset; the tunnel led through an archway, one that was shaped like the top half of the spider-giants outside. Basically like a giant spider; bulbous body at the ceiling, segmented limbs carved into the tunnel’s walls. Without the humanoid legs, we got a good view on the gaping circular maw full of teeth, situated at the underside of the creature.

“Keep going,” Simon said, passing under the archway. “Even if we find more of these monsters, they won’t be as large as the ones outside. This place would be too small for them.”

As if the Dungeon wanted to prove him wrong, the tunnel began to widen quickly before coming to an end. We arrived into a large cavern with a chasm in the middle, which extended so far down below that our collars’ meager light didn’t reach its bottom. Water could be heard trickling down below, though Pell’s string of curses made that difficult to notice. The chasm even had a small suspension bridge leading across, or at least leading somewhere, since the other end of it disappeared in the gloom. A pair of wooden poles stood tall where the bridge began, carved spider monsters adorning their top.

Now, I wasn’t exactly a paranoid person, but even I had seen enough action movies to have a bad feeling about crossing this bridge. I could imagine the Inspector rubbing her hands together evilly while she watched us on her monitor, her finger hovering over a button that collapsed the entire bridge. Figuratively speaking, of course. Her finger couldn’t hover over the button if she kept rubbing her hands together.

“I can see the other side,” Imaya said, gazing over the chasm with her magic sight. “It’s not far, and the bridge doesn’t seem to be too badly-built.”

“Could still be a trap,” Tamara said. “Do your eyes pick up anything suspicious?”

“Huh, well, dunno,” Imaya said, shrugging helplessly. “I see glowing lines everywhere within the walls. That archway had a lot of them, but this bridge doesn’t have any. I think it’s some kind of mana flow within the stone. Is that suspicious?”

“It sure as hell ain’t reassuring,” Pell said. “Why haven’t you told us about them earlier?”

“They aren’t that unusual!” Imaya protested. “Lots of things have mana in them, even outside this cave! Like all the trees, for example.”

No one knew what to do with this revelation.

“Alright,” Simon said, adjusting the shield on his arm before turning to us. “We’ll cross this bridge one by one, just in case it couldn’t hold us all up. I’ll go—”

“I go first,” Devi said, surprising Simon. The Sylven girl’s body then became distorted, splitting into two as she created a clone. Simon stood aside as the clone approached the bridge with stiff steps, heading across. It didn’t enjoy the benefit of the collar as a light source, so it disappeared in the dark soon enough. The rest of us waited with bated breaths, listening to the dull footsteps on the wooden boards.

“What is it?” Pell whispered when the footsteps suddenly stopped.

“Beats me,” Devi said in a way that reminded me of … well, myself.

“Did your clone fall?” Pell tried again.

“I know not where it is,” Devi said. “I see not what it can see, feel not what it can feel. But I can do this.”

She held out a hand, and a small shining portal appeared above her palm. I looked across the bridge, noting the glint of light in the distance; the pair of this portal.

“Let me see,” I said, pushing past Pell to peek through. The portal on the other side was quite close to the ground, which made it even more difficult to see anything. Still, it looked like the tunnel was continuing after the bridge. I walked around the two-dimensional tear in space to look at it from the other direction—and came face-to-face with Devi’s clone, lying on the ground.

“It looks as if its dead,” Imaya commented.

“It’s unhurt,” I said. “It would have disappeared if something harmed it in any way. Probably just fell over once the bridge has ended.”

“Ah, alright,” Imaya said. “What now? Who goes next?”

“I will,” I said, then held a hand out to Devi. “But first, my weapon please.”

I found the disappointed look on her face quite endearing, but to her credit, it lasted only a second before she caught on and tossed Soul Eater through the portal.

“You’ll get it back soon,” I assured her, then teleported myself to my sword. Take that, you suspicious-looking bridge! I sprung to my feet quickly, watching out for spike pits, poison darts, balls of flames and whatnot. When I saw that no such thing tried to murder me, I crouched back down and gave the others a thumbs up—just in time for the cave to begin to rumble. Only, the noise wasn’t coming from my side…

“It’s—”

“Oh hell no!”

“Run!”

There was a flash of light across the bridge as Simon threw a fire ball, and in that brief brightness I saw a tall shape lumbering out of the tunnel on its long, segmented legs.

“Damn,” I said, cursing myself for my stupidity. Stone statues coming to life; the second oldest cliché after collapsing bridges. Worse yet, we had fallen for the same trick twice now; mistaking the giant for a hill had been kind of understandable, but we didn’t have any excuse this time.

“And now comes the bridge,” I whispered as the others screamed and shouted in panic. I wracked my brain for a way to help them, a way to divert this disaster, but came up absolutely empty. Neither of my new Abilities would have been able to turn this situation around. The others ran heedlessly across the bridge, the wobbling lights of their collars getting closer to me. Teva’ryn had a pretty good headstart and Devi wasn’t far behind either, but the others were bunched up much too close to each other—with a large stone-spider on their tail. They barely got midway across the bridge when their combined weight was too much for the structure and the entire bridge collapsed.

I stood still, watching helplessly as the others realized they were about to fall. Teva’ryn reacted first, launching two luminescent-blue arms at the ledge beneath my feet. Imaya, Simon, Pell, and Tamara screamed as they slammed into each other, Tamara’s Gravity Orb suspending them in the air. The stone creature wasn’t as fortunate as them and it plummeted into the dark, its eight long legs flailing wildly. As for Devi—

Devi didn’t fall either. She was dangling off a pair of shimmering rings that floated above her, holding onto the portals’ edges. I let out the breath I had been holding. Teva’ryn grunted from below, holding onto the remnants of the bridge as he climbed up, and I hurried over to help him. Injured shoulders or not, he was everyone’s best chance to get out of this alive.

“Teva’ryn, please—”

“I know,” he said, taking in the scene behind him with a grim expression. He set his feet steadily apart and shot a phantom limb at the ball of floating humans. I had been certain that he’d try to save Devi first, so this move surprised me a bit. Had he come to the same conclusion as I had, then?

“My orb is on anti-grav mode now!” Tamara yelled from amid the tangle of arms and legs. “Pull us just a little!”

I doubted Teva’ryn understood her, but he knew what to do anyway. He pulled the others in, the translucent hand clutching what seemed to be Imaya’s right foot. When the four of them were safely above solid ground, Tamara canceled her Ability and they landed in an unruly, groaning heap. After that it took only a few seconds for Tamara to stand up and throw her Gravity Orb at Devi, making her float too. Teva’ryn wasted no time pulling the Sylven girl in, who landed on her feet nimbly when she arrived.

“You were wrong, Teva’ryn,” Devi said. “Had I chosen the other Ability, I’d be dead now.”

Teva’ryn nodded stiffly, looking at Devi’s hands—which, upon closer inspection, were dripping something dark to the ground.

“It’s fine,” she told me, grinning proudly. “Poor-tall do not cut deep. I grab more with right hand, so my sword-hand is good still.”

To demonstrate this, she picked up Soul Eater and smeared her blood all over the handle. Perhaps this was just the lingering shock from her near-death, but she seemed to be more pumped up than ever. I exchanged a worried glance with Teva’ryn. Not giving us any time to rest, Devi turned to lead the way further down the tunnel.

“And she calls me weird,” I muttered as I followed the droplets of blood in her wake.

            

    
        Chapter 1.12.1

    
    
    
    
                Arcane Sight, level 3
Description: Enhance your vision. Efficiency increases by level.
Cost: 1 mana point per 10 seconds

Imaya watched the infuriatingly short description, trudging along the tunnel behind Simon. When she judged that enough time had passed since the last use, she turned her Arcane Sight on. Her mana immediately dropped by 1, but in turn darkness receded from before her. Greenish-white lines trailed along the uneven sides of the tunnel, a glittering spiderweb that was almost invisible to her eyes. No cause for concern, though; these power-lines weren’t as congregated as they had been inside the spider-golem. Imaya looked past Simon’s shoulder, down the dark tunnel ahead of them, but she couldn’t see any hidden traps there either. Before her 10 seconds was up, she turned her Arcane Sight off.

A cheesy tactic, but it was the best they could afford at the moment. With Imaya’s current mana regeneration at about 2 MP per minute, it took her just under an hour to regenerate her entire mana pool—meanwhile, she could deplete it completely within 20 minutes of continuous Arcane Sight. When she reached level 5 she would put the new attribute point to Spirit, which would bump her mana regen up to about 2.2 MP/m. She still hadn’t given up on building her character to be a Dex/Magic/Spirit hybrid archer, but she had to accept that right now, placing points on either Dexterity or Magic was near useless. She hadn’t been able to measure how much her Weapon Skills had improved with that 1 point she currently had on Dexterity, but a slightly better aim mattered less to her than the extra minutes on her Arcane Sight. Being able to see better improved her aim too, after all.

After some twisted logic, even her Weapon Skills were affected by how well she could see her target. It didn’t make any logical sense; if her body moved on its own during the Skill, why would it matter what she saw? But that was the way things worked here, so Imaya had to accept it. Perhaps one day, after they reached the city, she would be able to have a new pair of glasses made for her. Even a medieval, sword-and-sorcery themed world had to have a solution for short-sighted people, right? It sucked that her glasses had been taken when she was transported to this world, but hopefully she’d only have to endure this a little bit longer. What kind of isekai protagonist would she be, if she kept having mundane problems like impaired vision?

Imaya turned on her Arcane Sight once more, counting the seconds. The tunnel ahead of them got slightly wider and—

“Simon, wait!” Imaya hurriedly said, her fingers trembling a bit as she pulled out an arrow out of her quiver. The entire party stopped cold as Imaya drew her bow, aiming at the watermelon-sized hairless spider that hung from the ceiling a few steps ahead. Precision Shot! Imaya felt the system move her body, adjusting her aim before loosing the projectile. The arrow hit the headless spider, which let out a muffled squeak as it dropped to the ground. Simon jumped back with an alarmed shout, stepping on Imaya’s foot.

“Ouch!”

“Sorry! Sorry—die!”

The last part was addressed to the twitching monster as Simon chucked a fireball at it.

“My arrow!” Imaya cried, but it was too late. The flames engulfed the monster, burning the arrow embedded in its back. The spider died with a final screech, white XP streaks erupting from its body and flying into everyone. Since her collar was already turned on, Imaya saw the experience bar at the bottom of her screen move up a smidge.

“Sorry,” Simon said again, his eyes fixated on the charred monster. “But hey, you still have lots of arrows left. And the monster is dead.”

“It would have died anyway,” Imaya complained, shaking her sore foot.

She needed to reuse as many arrows as she could; having lost her extra quiver while running from the giants, she had only 14 arrows remaining. It wasn’t nearly as much ammunition as she would have liked. What kind of archer would she be, if she ran out of arrows before the end of this dungeon? Sure, she had a dagger too … but using it meant getting uncomfortably close to whatever was attempting to kill her.

“What was that thing?” Pell asked, peeking at the spider over Imaya’s head. Although slightly charred, the lumpy body with the circular mouth and pointy teeth was unmistakable.

“It’s like those giants outside, minus the human body,” Imaya said. “Probably a baby-version of these spider creatures. It jumps on you from above, eats your head, then grows up to be a giant.”

Pell looked as if he was about to throw up.

“Everyone, pay extra attention to the ceiling,” Simon said, prodding the dead spider tentatively with his sword. “We cannot be far from the main cavern. Hopefully we won’t find too many of these things.”

“Maybe we should turn back now,” Tamara said. “If those giants had once been human, it means a lot of people have died here already.”

“They might not have been Players,” Simon pointed out.

“Let’s just move on,” Pell said. “The sooner we get through this cave, the better. Turning back now wouldn’t solve our problems.”

Tamara scrutinized Pell’s face for a moment, then nodded. “If you say so.”

Imaya kept silent during their conversation, knowing that her opinion represented the minority. She doubted it would be easy to just turn back and leave, now that they entered the Dungeon. But even if this place was a trap arranged by the Inspector, it wouldn’t be a death trap. It was more like a test, Imaya believed, an adventure from which they would come back stronger. Yes, their near-death experience on the bridge had been scary, but luckily Tamara and Teva’ryn had been there to save the day. And if Imaya had realized sooner that the archway would come to life, they might have figured out a less dangerous way to deal with the spider-golem.

She wouldn’t be fooled again. The group marched on, and Imaya kept scanning their surroundings periodically. Simon in front of her helped when her sight was switched off, lighting his palm on fire to peek at suspicious spots. It was a tricky business; sometimes the ceiling was so low that they had to duck their head to get through, other times it was so high up that their collar’s projection couldn’t illuminate it properly.

They found only one other spider along the way, and it was kinda easy to spot. Simon threw a fireball at the critter, taking it out without trouble. At that point, Imaya had to admit that this wasn’t how she imagined her first dungeon-delving experience to go. They had been walking an awful lot, the tunnel just going on and on and on, with barely any enemies in sight. At the moment their biggest threat was running out of water and dying of thirst—

—until they found themselves on the bank of an underground river.

“Woah,” Imaya said, spending some more mana on her Arcane Sight to take in the enormous cavern that their tunnel opened onto. Flat stones were jutting out of the water, providing a safe if somewhat slippery way across. And on the other side of the rushing water—

“An underground ghost town!” Imaya whispered excitedly. The others probably couldn’t see more than the outline of the closest houses, but the entire cavern was filled with them no matter where she looked. The rough stone buildings were stacked upon each other, partly integrated into the walls of the cavern with narrow steps and pathways snaking everywhere in-between. Barely any of the houses had windows, and the doorways were small, as if they had been built for children. Yet people had undeniably lived in these featureless buildings once, as evidenced by the wreckage everywhere. These were homes that their occupants had left in a hurry, leaving unhinged wooden doors and discarded stone weapons behind.

“Creepy as hell,” Simon said, lifting the ball of flame in his hand higher.

Cautiously, they crossed the river one by one. The plan was to explore the area first, rest by the river second. They needed to refill their water flasks badly, but safety came first—now for real. The team’s record of being prudent and circumspect was kind of tarnished by this point, but that didn’t stop them from trying!

Most of the streets looked too narrow for them to follow, but what seemed to be the main avenue was wide enough for three people to walk side by side. Smashed pottery and broken furniture littered the smooth surface of the road. Imaya peeked into one or two of the houses through their tiny doors, finding them in no better condition. Their current state aside, the rooms could have passed for an average – if somewhat poor – human home. The only strange thing that stuck out to her was the lack of lamps or torches within the homes. Come to think of it, she didn’t see any signs of street lights either.

“They all seem to have disappeared,” Pell whispered as they walked down the avenue. “No bodies or skeletons anywhere.”

“There’s no smell of decay,” Tamara agreed. “Just mold and rotting wood.”

“Let’s just hope that this road leads somewhere,” Simon said. “Preferably to another tunnel leading out of this place.”

“It wouldn’t be that easy,” Imaya said. “First we—”

She fell silent when she saw movement from the corner of her eyes. Tall stack of buildings on the left, balcony on the fourth floor. The others froze in place too, and in the utter silence they all could now hear tiny legs pattering on the stone above.

Imaya drew her bow, aiming at the critter on the balcony. It was partially hidden by the stone railing and the angle was not ideal, but she had to chance it. Precision Shot! The arrow flew at the spider, but it clipped the edge of the balcony and landed only a glancing blow on the critter. Imaya quickly reached for another arrow, but jumped in fright when the critter let out a long chittering cry. The sound bounced off the surrounding buildings, echoing all over the carved-stone settlement—which, to everyone’s horror, became filled with other chittering noises as several more spider-critters picked up the cry.

Quest received: Repel the swarm
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                “Whoops,” Imaya said, turning around nervously.

“I’ll be at the river if you need me,” Randel said as he ran away.

“Retreat!” Simon shouted, even though everyone was already sprinting after Randel.

Heading for the river was actually a good idea; the more space they had around them, the less it was likely that spiders would jump on their heads. Imaya’s muscles tensed in excitement as she realized that she would be the one covering the team from the critters coming from the ceiling.

Unless they didn’t make it to the river.

Imaya spotted the football-sized spider dropping onto Randel’s head, but it happened too fast for her to even react. The monster landed on Randel who fell to the ground, at which point Devi’lynn tossed Soul Eater forward and Randel appeared on his feet, grabbing the sleek sword’s hilt. He tossed the weapon back to Devi, who caught it in the air while lunging forward, then stabbed at the critter to impale it through its back. The rest of the team caught up with them a moment later, and they continued to escape together. Imaya had no idea why it was Devi’lynn who wielded Soul Eater, but she had no chance to ask; she saw more of the spider-critters approaching, scuttling toward them on the walls of the buildings.

They didn’t make it to the river.

Imaya screamed as a spider jumped at her from above, though it never even touched her as it met Teva’ryn’s sword instead. The Sylven warrior’s weapon almost split the monster in two, blue fluids spilling to the ground as he dislodged the blade from the monster’s body. Stuttering a thanks, Imaya moved past Teva’ryn only to find Devi’lynn at the front engaged in battle with two spiders, while Randel hid behind one of her clones. Imaya whirled back, where Tamara was busy sucking the spiders above with her Gravity Orb, Simon covering her from the critters that attacked from the ground. Pell was in the middle of casting his Protective Shell, small chunks of stone floating up from the ground to cover his body.

Flattening herself to the building next to her, Imaya hurriedly glanced down at her collar’s projection to open her Quests menu.

Repel the swarm
Description: You’ve alerted a horde of swellers! They are not friendly.
Objective: Kill all the attacking swellers, or make them flee.
Progress: [ 7 / 214 ]
Reward: 300 credits to your Player Allowance.

Her eyes went round when she saw the numbers; she had been expecting one or two dozen of these monsters at most. How the hell would they be able to kill over 200 of these things?! Her mana was at around 60%, which meant approximately 10 minutes of Arcane Sight—more than enough for her to shoot her remaining 13 arrows. Thirteen arrows! That was good for, like, killing 6% of the attacking critters if she never missed a shot.

Imaya shook her head, focusing on the fight around her. No matter how many monsters came at them, worrying about her arrows would come later; for now, there were swellers to kill. She could see that the river lay just ahead of them, but Devi’lynn wasn’t able to push through the attacking critters. The battle behind Imaya seemed to be even more intense, since the majority of the monsters were attacking from that direction. With Tamara’s Orb and Pell’s impenetrable defense the team had managed to hold the swarm back so far, but the sooner they got to the river, the better.

Taking a deep breath, Imaya stepped out of Teva’ryn’s shadow and lifted her bow. Precision Shot! Her arrow found a sweller preparing to lunge at Devi’lynn’s clone. By the time the white streaks burst out from the dead critter’s body, Imaya was already aiming at another target. Precision Shot! She glanced at her stamina bar as it dropped further down, then reached for a new arrow. Precision Shot! The sweller above Randel took an arrow to the back, but it didn’t die from the wound. It dropped to the ground however, after which Randel didn’t hesitate to kick it away.

Imaya smiled viciously—she was making a difference! Devi’lynn did her fair share at killing the swellers too, impaling them with Soul Eater one by one. The difficult part seemed to be retrieving the weapon from the bodies, which slowed her down a bit—but by using her clones as cover, she had been able to defend herself so far.

“Imaya, help!” Randel yelled, and she averted her gaze from Devi’lynn quickly. Randel had his cloak bunched up around his right hand, punching spiders away as they leapt at him. More and more monsters crawled over the walls however, threatening to overwhelm him. Imaya took another glance at her stamina – around 30% of her max SP remained – then activated her other Skill; Rapid Fire! Her hand moved in a blur as she reached for an arrow, fired, then reached for another projectile, and fired again. She fired one more time before her stamina ran out, then lowered her bow. 7 arrows remaining. Out of the three shots, two had found their marks, dropping two critters from above Randel. The rest was taken care of by Devi’lynn, while they chased Randel this way and that.

“Thanks!” Randel wheezed when all the swellers were dead. He jogged toward the river with Devi’lynn, muttering something under his breath. Meanwhile, the chittering noises behind Imaya grew louder and the misty XP streaks got frequent to the point of being visually distracting. Imaya squinted as she looked at the other half of the team fight; Pell plastering a spider to the wall while three others hung on his stone-covered body, Teva’ryn using his phantom-arm to intercept a jumping sweller, Tamara stabbing her spear through a critter biting into Simon’s leg. Imaya still had 7 arrows left … but the others seemed to be holding out, retreating slowly … and they were too grouped together, and Imaya couldn’t fire her arrow in fear of hitting them … besides, Devi’lynn and Randel needed support too.

Imaya turned around and ran while she could.

More of the swellers were crawling in from the sides, so she ducked her head and ran faster. Devi’lynn and Randel were waiting by the river, their backs to the water. Imaya took a glance back as she arrived, spotting two of the swellers following her on the ground. This was the first time she saw them actually running, and it didn’t improve her opinion on them; the oversized headless spiders were frighteningly creepy as they scuttled after her.

“M-More are coming,” Imaya informed the others, unsure whether they could see the critters.

“I hope too,” Devi’lynn said, stepping forward. She gripped Soul Eater firmly with her bandaged hand, then created two clones in quick succession. The first of the incoming swellers launched itself off the ground, jumping surprisingly high – around chest-level – before slamming into one of the clones. Devi’lynn swiped the sword at it as the clone puffed away into smoke, cutting off all of the sweller’s legs on one side. Her next move was much smoother by comparison; when the second critter jumped, Devi’lynn shifted her stance and thrust Soul Eater forward, impaling the sweller head-on.

“That was a Weapon Skill, wasn’t it?” Imaya asked, watching Devi’lynn struggle to pull the sword out of the monster’s corpse.

“Not the time for questions, Imaya,” Randel said, teleporting Soul Eater to his hand and handing it over to Devi’lynn again.

“And what are you doing, exactly?” Imaya shot back.

“Trying not to be a badass,” Randel shamelessly said. “So far, it’s working.”

“I can see that,” Imaya said. She looked past Devi’lynn and her clones, noting the flashes of flames and luminescent arms in the distance. The other half of the team had taken cover at a stone mansion’s entrance, using the relatively tall structure as cover. Now that she had a good view on the town, Imaya saw that most of the swellers were coming from one direction. Whatever senses these spider-critters had, they obviously knew where Imaya, Randel, and Devi’lynn were; almost half of them split off and headed in their direction.

Imaya gulped. “I see 7—8—9—way too many of them coming this way. I will try to take … some of them out.”

It was now or never; the swellers were approaching the last of the stone structures, deftly climbing over them and hopping down to the ground. If all of those monsters reached Devi’lynn at once, she wouldn’t stand a chance. Imaya hadn’t regenerated more than one or two Precision Shot’s worth of stamina, but even without Skills she wasn’t helpless. She lifted her bow, then took a deep breath. Her archery instructor had always told her that her biggest weakness was getting overly excited, thus missing her shots. She breathed out slowly. The closest sweller had already reached them, but Devi’lynn jumped forward to take care of it. She took another deep breath, then fired.

Her first shot caught a sweller just as it was about to lunge. Imaya drew another arrow, aimed, then fired again. Then again, and again. Rinse, repeat. She tried to pace herself, taking her time to aim, trusting Devi’lynn to kill anything that got close. She fired another shot, killing another monster. Amazingly, all of the shots hit their marks so far, and she hadn’t even used Precision Shot yet. Her hand reached for another arrow—and found her quiver empty.

“Not yet!” Imaya whimpered, looking around in panic. More of the swellers were closing in, running at them from downriver, from the town, even from the ceiling of the enormous cavern—

Imaya screamed as a sweller jumped at her from the side, going straight for her head. One of Devi’lynn’s clones jumped in and tackled the monster, falling into the river with it. The clone puffed into smoke, but not before it opened a shining circular portal above the water’s level. Imaya hadn’t even recovered from the shock when another sweller plopped into the river through the portal. The water carried the critters off with bubbling screeches. The other half of the portal floated in front of Devi’lynn, and though it wasn’t large enough to be effectively used as a shield – a single sweller barely fit the portal – the shimmering ring did buy her some much-needed time to cut down the monsters. Still, there would have been too many of the critters for Devi’lynn to handle, if Randel hadn’t joined the fight too.

He faced the skittering monsters coming from downriver, his face set in a way that told Imaya he was done messing around. When the first sweller jumped at him he simply snatched one of its legs in the air, swinging it around to toss it through the portal. He dodged the next sweller that jumped at him, grabbing its back as it flew past and slamming it onto the edge of the portal, splitting its body almost in two. He tossed his cloak at the third sweller before it could have jumped at him, then kicked a fourth critter out of the air before stomping on the one tangled in his cloak. Another critter was already jumping at him by that time, but he pivoted on one foot and kicked high with the other, redirecting the sweller into the river.

“I knew it,” Imaya whispered. “He is a ninja.”

Congratulations, your level has increased!
Level 5 reached.

Now that Randel started killing the monsters, the white streaks of experience flowing into Imaya resumed. Which did make her wonder—where had they been, so far? Imaya watched Devi’lynn bury her sword into a wounded sweller. No white streaks. With a fierce yell, the Sylven girl hacked another jumping spider apart. Still no white streaks. Blue blood splashed against her arm as she swung Soul Eater, cutting into—Soul Eater! Imaya’s eyes widened in realization as she watched the orange gem embedded into blood-coated weapon shine like a hungry star. Randel had been hogging all the XP with Soul Eater, hadn’t he?! It explained his higher level.

Enough was enough. Imaya hung her bow across her shoulder, drew her tiny dagger, and rushed to Devi’lynn’s side with a fierce yell. She intercepted a sweller that was lunging at a clone, her free hand grabbing the front of the critter’s lumpy body – touching its damp and cold skin – while her other hand thrust her dagger deep into the critter’s maw.

Weapon Skill discovered: Power Stab

The sweller died instantly, but its pointy teeth grazed her skin nevertheless. She recoiled from the pain and let the critter fall to the ground. The spider-corpses were piling up on the cavern’s floor, the stone surface slick with their blue blood. Imaya clenched her teeth, forcing herself to look away. More spiders were coming, and she needed to be ready for them. Her only luck was that the critters didn’t stop to form a line before attacking; they came at the three of them one by one instead. Imaya eyed a pair of swellers as they headed her way—and that was when her mana ran out.

It felt as if someone had flipped the light switch, plunging the cave into darkness. Imaya’s eyes weren’t accustomed to the meager glow of their collar, and even in proper light the approaching swellers would have looked nothing more than vague splotches. Panicking, she backpedaled quickly but slipped on the bloody ground. One of the swellers slammed into her in the very next moment, its creepy legs wrapping around her torso as Imaya fell backward, hitting the ground hard.

“Power Stab!” Imaya screamed as the critter tore into her shirt. Her hand moved on its own, burying the dagger up to its hilt into the sweller’s side. She tossed the critter off her body, but when she tried to stand up something bit her boot. She kicked at it to get free, then rolled to the side to dodge another sweller jumping at her head. Power Stab! She came out of the roll swinging at the sweller that had bitten her foot, but she only cut one of its legs off. Power Stab! She spun on her knees, slamming the dagger deep into another attacking monster. Power Stab! Her Weapon Skill wasn’t working anymore, but she thrust the dagger into a sweller anyway.

Something latched onto her from behind, but she fell onto her back to flatten it under her weight. Another monster used this opportunity to jump on her, but she grabbed it just above her head. She screamed, twisting the blade inside the sweller as it tried to wiggle out of her grasp. Blood spurted down her arms, blue mixed with dark red. She left the dagger in the dying monster and punched another attacking critter in its disgusting maw. The monster tried to bite her arm but she didn’t let up, slamming the critter to the ground to daze it, then punching it with her other hand. She grabbed another sweller’s feet and slammed the monster to the ground over and over and over. When it was properly dead she rolled to her feet quickly and swung her fist at another looming shape—who caught her wrist mid-swing.

“It is done,” Devi’lynn said. “All dead.”

The Sylven girl released her wrist and pointed a bandaged, blood-soaked hand at the notification on the collar’s screen.

Quest completed: Repel the swarm+300 credits
+1 Feat
Congratulations, your legend has risen!
Legend 2 reached.

Imaya stared, barely able to comprehend what had just happened. Had she—what had she done? She lifted her hands, vaguely aware of the pain throbbing in her gashed fingers. Her hands were trembling. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she didn’t even know why. Her clothes were dirty. She would need new ones. And the smell. Oh, the smell—there were monsters lying everywhere. Heaps of headless spider-bodies.

“Good job,” Devi’lynn said, smiling at Imaya. “We fight well.”

“I—” Imaya licked her dry lips, and immediately regretted it. Her face was dirty too.

“You need help?” Devi’lynn asked, looking worried. “Or time alone? Like Randel?”

Imaya turned, following Devi’lynn’s eyes. Randel sat on his knees by the river, arms hanging limply, head tilted upwards, heaving heavy breaths. Imaya turned her Arcane Sight on with the mana she had recovered, taking a better look at him. He didn’t seem to be injured—or dirty at all, for that matter.

“I’m fine … I think,” Imaya said. “I will be fine.”

“Hello!” Pell spoke in the distance. “Imaya, Randel, Devi’lynn? Are you okay?”

“Yes!” Devi’lynn said, waving at the approaching forms. “You?”

“More or less!” Pell said, coming with the rest of the team down the street. He was supporting Tamara who seemed to be in a bad shape; she was limping badly, holding a bloody cloth to the side of her head. Behind them walked Teva’ryn, looking more upset than hurt. Simon brought up the rear; he hobbled much like Tamara, though instead of Pell’s arm he used a piece of wood as a crutch.

Imaya’s Arcane Sight fizzled out once again, making her frown. Without too much hesitation, she pressed the small + sign next to her Spirit attribute and confirmed her selection. The number went up, but it didn’t feel as satisfying as she hoped it would. Sighing, she decided to look at her Abilities menu. On the top of the page she saw that her Legend was 2, and – just as expected – she needed 3 more Feats for her next Legend. She also had two new Abilities to choose from!

Arcane ArrowShape an arrow out of raw mana. Arrow explodes upon impact. Damage increases by level.

Archer’s Respite
Expel a wave of force around you. Power increases by level. Blast radius increases by level.

Imaya smiled at the exciting set of options. Now this looked promising! Either Ability would go amazingly with the mage-archer character build she had envisioned for herself. Archer’s Respite would be a great defensive Ability against melee opponents, depending on how far the blast threw them back. And with the help of Arcane Arrow, she’d finally have a truly powerful weapon in her arsenal! Both Abilities were incredibly good—so then why was it, that deep within her heart she still felt a tiny bit disappointed?

Imaya looked down at her dirty, bloody, bleeding hands. They hurt a lot. She’d need to wash them properly or they would get infected. Charging into the fray with only a small dagger had been stupid and foolhardy, and she had paid the price for it. Where was that dagger, anyway? Imaya glanced at the bodies around her, hoping the find the sweller that had her weapon. She couldn’t see much without her Arcane Sight.

But she had fought without her Arcane Sight. She had fought, and she had survived. It had been dirty and full of struggle, but she had done it. She had felt something primal in the way she used the dagger, something freeing. She had been fighting for her life of course, which was really scary, but at the same time she hadn’t been … she hadn’t been afraid. She could still remember how it felt, the rush of adrenaline, the fire in her veins, the fury as she had stabbed sweller after sweller. So different from standing afar with her bow, fervently hoping to hit her target before it reached her. So different from the mindset that her father always tried to instill in her, a mindset of precision and control.

Imaya’s hand hovered over Arcane Arrow. It was her smartest choice; with this Ability, she wouldn’t have to worry about running out of ammunition ever again. The explosive arrows might even be able to injure the sweller-giants, which would be invaluable in this Dungeon. It was the firepower that this team had been lacking so far. Arcane Arrow was the perfect choice, Imaya decided.

She then closed her screen without selecting anything.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she muttered. “This is your fault, Randel.”

            

    
        Chapter 1.13.1

    
    
    
    
                I hadn’t known a human’s body had so many muscles! It was only now, when every single one of them ached in my body, that I truly realized what a complex biological machine we all were. Pain was an excellent teacher, I finally had to admit. But, due to my immense willpower, I stopped groaning miserably after the first couple of hours. I tried focusing on the positive side of things, like how impossibly ripped my body will be when this was all over. My body was going to be a work of art.

Everyone in our little group needed some time to recuperate, so we had set camp higher up the river, away from the massacred spiders. We washed ourselves, and I shaved my face; not an easy feat without a mirror, but at least my soul-eating demonic razor was razor-sharp. Next, we used up most of our bandages to treat our wounds – well, the others did, because I had none – then proceeded to sleep on the hard stone, foregoing the small moldy beds within the houses. Although our collars had told us that all the monsters were killed, we tried to keep our distance from the buildings; there were just way too many nooks and crannies where swellers could hide. Imaya took it upon herself to keep watch whenever her mana allowed, but the cavern had been blissfully quiet so far. We gave ourselves a few more hours of rest after waking up, which Pell and Teva’ryn took to scout the perimeter of the cavern. I would have offered to join them, if only I hadn’t had more important things to do.

“Lean back a little,” I told Devi, pulling her head closer. She was sitting on the edge of the river, dangling her bare feet into the cold water. I perched on a rock behind her, which granted me easy access to her hair. It took me a while to explain that I was going to set her hair in a Viking-style braid; she was hesitant at first, but calling it a warrior braid got her curious enough to accept.

Devi’s hair was slightly damp from the bath she had taken, the silvery strands looking darker than usual. Soft to the touch, voluminous, and long enough to reach the middle of her back; to tell the truth, I really enjoyed braiding her hair. But I was only human, and Devi was a Sylven woman sitting between my legs. It was only natural that I had ulterior motives too; looking at her from this angle, I had a very good view on her pair of ivory horns and pointy ears. And I was thoroughly charmed! Sitting this close to her, I could see that her horns weren’t entirely smooth, but had tiny ridges and notches across their surface. They jutted out of her skull right behind her ears and just below her hairline, angled slightly backward at the base but twisting sharply forward before they circled her head. Her pointed ears didn’t point upwards because of this; they had to be slightly slanted to the side to accommodate the horns.

“Done,” I said, tying up her main braid with a piece of string.

The multiple smaller braids at the sides of her head put more emphasis on her horns and ears, which I wasn’t sure she preferred—but the overall result was, in my opinion, striking. Devi leaned forward to watch her hair in the water’s reflection, turning her head this way and that. She reached up cautiously, feeling out the braids at the back.

“You don’t need to be so careful,” I said. “It won’t come apart; I pulled it quite tight.”

She turned back to smile at me. The appreciation in her amber-colored eyes felt way better than I had thought it would.

“Thank you,” she warmly said. “Where you learn this?”

“Where did you learn this,” I corrected her. “And the answer is that I learned it on the Internet.”

Devi pursed her dark blue lips as she processed my words.

“There is place where they teach hair-braid to men?” she asked.

“There is,” I said. “And they teach women too. Many places on Earth don’t separate genders as much as you Sylven do.”

“I see,” she said. After a moment of pause, she pulled her feet out of the water and stood up. “I want to visit Earth one day.”

“You’d probably like it,” I said. “You should visit during Halloween though, otherwise people would look at you strangely. We have many skin colors, but blue isn’t one of them.”

Devi set her mouth in a tiny frown, which was her nonverbal way of telling me that she didn’t understand everything I said but wouldn’t bother to ask. Fair enough. I scooted a bit aside on the rock to make some space for her, and she sat down with a small sigh. I tried to sneak a glance at her bandaged hands, but she caught me looking.

“You need not worry,” Devi said, clenching her left hand into a fist. “Hands hurt, but I can fight still.”

“Of course you can,” I said dryly. “You know, I can’t really decide if you Sylven are made out of tougher stuff than us humans, or if you’re just way too stubborn.”

“Hey, you are tough too,” Devi said, jostling my shoulder. “No scratchies.”

“That’s not what I meant…” I said, trailing off. Now that she brought it up, I figured it was a good time to confess. “Devi, I’m not sure how to say this, but I’m not—well, in spite of what you’ve seen, I’m not actually good at any kind of combat. I’ve never learned how to fight. It’s just that whenever my life is in danger, I become … someone else. I change.”

“I know.”

“You do?” I asked in surprise, turning my head to look at her.

“Of course,” she said, meeting my eyes. “I watch you, and I see.”

“Ah. I didn’t think it was so obvious.”

“Why you change?”

“Why do you change,” I corrected her. “And the answer is Soul Eater, I think.”

“I don’t understand,” Devi said. “Explain?”

“I can try,” I said. I found it impressive that she had kept up with me so far; I wouldn’t have been able to talk about this on her language at all. The difference between our knack for new languages was becoming more and more glaring.

“Like Weapon Skill?” Devi prompted me when I stayed quiet for too long.

“No, it’s different,” I said. “I move my body on my own. Soul Eater is guiding me, I think, though it’s not noticeable. During a fight I just know what to do, how to move, what my body’s limits are. It’s strange. I think you might even call this power awesome, if not for the fact that—”

“Are you the people who killed the swellers?” a high-pitched voice asked from behind us.

Devi jumped to her feet, whirling around to face the source of the voice. A small stooping man stood by the stone houses, leaning onto an adorned staff.

“Please wait a moment sir, we’re discussing something important,” I said over my shoulder, then turned back to Devi. “Anyway, as I was saying, there’s a bit of a problem with Soul Eater’s power; anything that changes the way I think can technically be called mind-control. I lose who I am, after all. No matter how useful this power is—you aren’t listening anymore, are you?”

Devi had created a clone and was using it as a cover, eyeing the old man suspiciously.

“Randel, who is he?” she asked.

Shoulders slumping in disappointment, I turned around on my rock to take a good look at the old dude. The pale light of my collar barely reached him, but he had his own source of light in the form of a dark purple orb set into the top his wooden staff. In the swirling light of that magical artifact, I could tell easily that the newcomer wasn’t human. His elongated face was covered in short gray hair, and he had a few thick whiskers drooping off his nose—or rather, his snout. A pair of beady eyes watched us from below his bushy eyebrows, and two bat-like ears sat high atop his head. The rest of his body looked quite humanoid, however. Pale-skinned, wrinkled hands kept a tight grip on his staff, and his dirty clothes hung loose on his thin frame. He didn’t even have any tail, as far as I could tell.

“I don’t want to be rude sir, but you have a terrible timing,” I said. “This could have been such a sweet romantic moment between me and her, one where she accepts me as I am despite my flaws, but your intervention ruined it completely.”

The old man stood silently, turning his head to Devi and then back to me.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t taught her the r-word yet,” I added, noticing his confusion. “She’s completely clueless about what I have just said.”

“Randel, I hear you,” Devi said.

“Well, almost completely clueless.”

The old man seemed even more bewildered now.

“I, uh, apologize for the intrusion,” he eventually said. “My name is Vuplu.”

His voice sounded a bit sharp and he had a peculiar accent, but otherwise he spoke quite well for someone with a snout.

“Nice to meet you, Vuplu,” I said. “To answer your earlier question, yes, we are the ones who killed those spiders. Sorry for your loss.”

“That’s, uh, not what I meant,” Vuplu said. “You don’t need to be sorry. Those monsters took my people. I thank you for killing them.”

“Your people or the monsters?”

“Killing the, uh, monsters,” Vuplu clarified, clearing his throat awkwardly. “My people died in a different way. They turned into those abominations.”

“Sorry for your loss,” I said, bowing my head briefly. “Would you mind sharing how you managed to survive?”

“This staff hides me from the swellers’ sight,” the old man replied on a grim tone. “I watched everyone around me get eaten.”

The glowing orb on the top of his staff seemed to pulse a little brighter at his words. A magical item that would allow someone to pass through this Dungeon unhindered? It posed some interesting questions. Questions like, why hadn’t Vuplu killed all the swellers if they couldn’t see him? Would he let us borrow his staff if I complimented his hair? Would the staff be able to hide me from Tamara if she got pissed at me? As I hesitated which question to bring up first, Devi joined the conversation.

“What do you want?” she asked, her tone making the old man shy away a bit and pull his staff closer to his chest.

“I, uh, don’t want much. I came here to thank you, but also to warn you. There are more of the swellers, deeper down in Stonehearth. Stonehearth is, uh, the name of this settlement. If it’s within your power, I would be greatly indebted to you if you could—”

“Woah, please wait a second,” I said, holding up a hand. “Is this going to be a Quest? With rewards and stuff?”

Vuplu tilted his head, his whiskers swaying up and down.

“It’s, uh, maybe a Quest? I can find some form of compensation for you, if you wish.”

“In that case, Imaya is your woman,” I said. “Come with me, I’ll introduce you to her.”

I slid off of my rock to stretch my sore limbs, loosening my muscles. Devi came to my side, still wary of Vuplu. I didn’t really get why; if the old man had wished us harm, he wouldn’t have announced his presence when we were distracted. I started walking in a sedate pace, making sure that Vuplu was able to keep up.

Back in the Bolob camp, Non had warned me about the many different species we would encounter as we neared the city. Fortram was part of the Terran Empire, but it had its fair share of alien species. If I remembered correctly, Vuplu was a Thardos—or as humans usually referred to his species, a Ratkin. Most Thardos lived underground in close-knit communities, which – looking at the small houses of Stonehearth – had probably been the case here. Vuplu’s reactions seemed to be genuine too, and his explanation about why he was alive could potentially make sense. I’ve encountered enough random magic so far to believe in a spider-repelling staff.

I felt some uneasiness settle in my stomach anyway.

Perhaps it was because of the sweller-totems I had seen here and there. The monsters might have killed everyone in this town, but unless they carved sculptures about themselves, they were hardly an unexpected threat to the Thardos. I found it likely that Vuplu hadn’t told us the full story yet.

My other concern was that the Inspector had a hand in this. If this alien technology could create perfect copies of Devi, how difficult would it be to fake a person like Vuplu? This wasn’t a line of thought I was willing to entertain too long however, because it meant doubting everyone I had ever met in this world. I could also start doubting my very own being, which—yeah, I wasn’t going to have any of that. The circuits in my brain were programmed to allow existential crises only after a certain amount of alcohol intake.

Nevertheless, the Inspector’s intervention was not inconceivable. Perhaps she had so many tools that impersonating Vuplu wasn’t even necessary. Could she have slaughtered an entire Thardos settlement just to create a playground for us? Could she have founded Stonehearth long ago, expecting us to find it one day? From what I knew of her after our brief conversation, it certainly was a possibility. Playing the puppet-master while hiding all the strings seemed like a thing that someone with her vocation would enjoy.

If she truly had that kind of power and influence, we were deeper in the rabbit hole than I had realized. I had already figured that I would need to face literal gods, but if these gods weren’t content to just sit back and observe their creation … well, it would be much harder to beat them in their own game. Not that I really wanted that. What I would have preferred instead was taking their entire gameboard and smacking them in the face with it. I wasn’t an advocate of undue violence, but these aliens had dragged me out of my comfortable room to play with my life. Upending their precious gameboard was the least that they deserved.

            

    
        Chapter 1.13.2

    
    
    
    
                For the moment though, all I upended was everyone’s nap time. Tamara and Simon cried out in alarm when I arrived, jumping up from the campfire and raising their weapons. Whoops. I might or might not have forgotten to warn them about Vuplu. It took some back and forth between us before the Ratkin hiding behind my legs was allowed to stay—but at the mention of a Quest, Imaya took over the conversation just as I had expected. Pell and Teva’ryn chose that moment to return from their scouting trip, so in the end all eight of us settled down by the fire to hear Vuplu’s tale.

I listened to the others with half an ear, throwing pieces of wood – the remains of a broken chair – into the flames as I did so. We tried to keep the smoke on the minimum, though given the size of the cavern we didn’t really need to worry about it much. The flames gave off warmth that felt great in this damp and chilly place, and more importantly they provided light. We had spent so much time squinting in the pale glow of our collars that the light of the fire felt wonderful. I had trouble imagining how the Thardos had been able to live down here, without light. Had they been using some sort of magical lamps to see, or had they relied on their other senses instead? I would have asked Vuplu about it, if the rest of the group hadn’t been so busy interrogating him.

Quest received: Purging Stonehearth

Looking at the notification in front of me, I groaned inwardly. Why did I get this Quest when I explicitly said that I didn’t want it? Did the collars grant Quests without any regard to the Player’s wishes? In that case, there had to be an option for abandoning my already-received Quests. I navigated to Quests tab of my collar to find it.

Purging Stonehearth
Description: The people of Stonehearth unleashed a dark curse upon their city, turning it into a forsaken, hostile place.
Objective: Kill the hive-mother and secure the Dungeon Core.
Rewards: 1 attribute point, 2500 credits to your Player Allowance, “Dungeon Crawler” skin for your user interface.

I noted with mild interest that Vuplu had said nothing about his own people being the ones unleashing the curse. Putting that thought aside, I decided to try to cancel the Quest first. I swiped at the entry, willed it to slide off my screen, and even made a finger gun to blast it to pieces, but nothing seemed to work. It didn’t make much sense to me. What if I got flooded with Quests and had no way to find the one I wanted to read? I didn’t see any filter options either, though perhaps it would appear when I had more entries. So far I had only four Quests: First contact, Oddity in the woods, The stalking giant, and Purging Stonehearth. My completed Quests weren’t visible on the list.

The more I thought about it, the stranger this system seemed to me; the collar was missing some important features for those who wanted to take this Player stuff seriously. I didn’t believe that the three-eyed aliens weren’t able to code a better interface, so this current configuration had to be deliberate. Perhaps the Players had to unlock the more advanced features, like that Dungeon Crawler skin that our latest Quest had mentioned. I would have to consult Imaya about this later; at the moment she was glaring at Simon as he informed Vuplu about our hidden fifth quest, the Get Out Of This Dungeon Alive quest.

If Vuplu was bothered by our unwillingness to avenge the fallen Thardos, he showed none of it. Although he had talked a whole bunch about his family and the calamity that had befallen on them, he didn’t try to persuade us to do anything. His tale about the wrath of gods and the unleashed curse had been about as generic as it got, with plenty of details that didn’t matter to us. I did feel some sympathy for him when he talked about his lost relatives, but it was all tainted with doubt. Was he telling us the truth? Vuplu’s alien features made it difficult for me to judge how genuine he was. Aside from how to eat the moss that grew on the walls, he claimed to not know anything about the Dungeon. A mighty suspicious thing to say in his position, but I wasn’t going to start calling him a liar.

“You’re lying,” Tamara said.

“I do not,” Vuplu said, his large ears flopping wildly as he shook his head. “The Dungeon has changed the environment in, uh, unexpected ways. I could tell you how Stonehearth looked before the calamity, but … I fear that it would be misleading.”

“There must be something that you can tell us,” Tamara insisted. “If not about the Dungeon, then at least about this cavern.”

“If he’s an NPC, he might not be allowed to help,” Imaya commented. I wondered if calling someone a Non-Player Character could be considered an insult, even if it was technically true.

“We saw a stone gate at the end of the main road,” Pell said, addressing Vuplu. “Do you know where it leads?”

“Straight to the, uh, central cavern,” Vuplu replied. “Aside from the tunnel that you came from, that’s the only way out of here. That is, uh, it was so in the past. Only the gods know where it leads now.”

“What do these gods look like?” I asked. “Do they have three eyes?”

“Three?” Vuplu asked, his whiskers twitching. “What an odd notion. No, the gods do not have eyes. Unless you were referring to, uh, symbolic eyes?”

“Probably not,” I said. “Never mind.”

“Vuplu, do you know how to open that gate?” Pell asked. “Like we said, we’d like to reach the central cavern and choose another exit from there.”

“To open that gate, you’ll have to, uh, complete a challenge,” Vuplu said. “Come, it’s easier to explain if I just show you.”

He clambered to his feet with the help of his staff, and we stood up as well.

“Just a moment, before we go,” Pell said. He picked up his rusted sword and his small shield, then walked over to Tamara.

“Yes?” Tamara asked, brushing a lock of blonde hair our of her eyes as she looked up at the tall man.

“I’m thinking about passing on this shield,” Pell said. “With my Protective Shell Ability, I think there are people in this team who need it more. Would you like to have it?”

Tamara seemed to consider this for a moment, then shook her head.

“Thanks, but I’ll be fine without it. I think you should give it to Imaya instead. She lost almost all of her arrows, so that shield would go well with her dagger.”

“Alright,” Pell said, but I caught a hint of disappointment on his face. “Imaya?”

“I’m here!” Imaya said, her voice eager. “Can I really have it?”

“Yes, you can,” Pell said, holding the shield out to her.

“That’s so cool. Thanks! Would you like my bow in return? I’ve been thinking about trying out different builds at first, before committing myself to one. You know, trying to find the best fit for me. I think I’ll put archery on hold—”

I shuffled away while Imaya babbled on, joining Teva’ryn at packing up our things. Our bags were getting lighter and lighter, but after the last fight I was just glad that we had bags at all. Our dwindling packed food would last for a few more days—perhaps even more, if we were willing to eat the bodies of the spider creatures. No one even suggested doing it so far; the creepy bodies and the blue blood didn’t strike any of us as appetizing.

By the time I got back to the extinguished campfire, Pell had finally extracted himself from Imaya.

“Devi’lynn?” he hesitantly asked, approaching the Sylven girl.

“Call me Devi, please.”

“Ah, sure,” Pell said, pausing briefly. “Devi?”

I found it interesting how uncomfortable Pell was at talking to her. Could it be because he found it strange that they could now converse properly, or was it simply because she was technically an alien? Funnily enough, he seemed to be less intimidated by Vuplu than her.

“Yes?” Devi asked.

“Do you want this sword?” Pell asked, holding out his weapon hilt-first. “I don’t need it anymore.”

Devi took the sword from him, inspecting the straight blade and the slightly askew handguard with a critical eye. It was obvious that she didn’t like what she saw—after a superior spoon like Soul Eater, I supposed she was a little bit spoiled. She didn’t complain however, just lowered the weapon and nodded at Pell.

“Thank you,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” Pell replied, taking a step back. He glanced at me for a moment. “Where is Soul Eater, by the way?”

“At water-bottom,” Devi said, pointing at the river.

Pell blinked in surprise. “Why?”

“Imaya flung it in the water after calling me a cheater,” I said, walking closer to them. “I think it’s because Soul Eater grants me knowledge about how to fight.”

Imaya looked up from admiring her new shield and puffed up her cheeks. “T-That’s not why I called you a cheater!”

“Oh? Then what is it?”

“You wouldn’t understand, you stupid normie,” she said with a sniff. “And don’t complain, you can get your dagger back anytime!”

I scratched my chin, wondering what was up with her. Could it be envy? Between Soul Eater’s versatility and my teleportation powers, Imaya’s first Ability seemed a little … uninspired. Not to say that it wasn’t useful, but in terms of, ugh, power-levels, Spatial Symbiosis scored certainly higher than Arcane Sight. For someone like Imaya, this had to be extremely frustrating. She was staying uncharacteristically silent about what she had chosen for her second Ability, so most likely it didn’t compare with Soul Eater either—hence, her bad mood.

As our little party got up and headed out to the gate, I kept thinking about what I’d do if I was given the opportunity to swap Abilities with Imaya. Would I do it to cheer her up? I didn’t care too much about being a Player, so someone like her could have made better use of these powers. If Imaya had Soul Eater, she could have saved my hide from the sweller horde and my muscles wouldn’t be aching right now.

However, the more I thought about it the less I wanted to trade Soul Eater away. As conceited as it sounded, the prototype weapon made me special. Special in the Inspector’s eyes, at least. Being special meant being unusual—and I liked to be unusual. It forced others to react in ways they hadn’t been expecting. It made others show more of their hands than they wanted. It gave me an edge over them.

If I could do it in everyday conversations, why wouldn’t it work against mind-reading, meddling gods? Easy-peasy! I just needed to think of so many crass jokes that they lost interest in reading my mind—unless they secretly enjoyed them, those sick bastards. Either way, it seemed obvious to me that Soul Eater was a key in my hand that could change my current predicament. For this reason alone, I wouldn’t have traded the prototype away.

Then there was also the fact that I could shape the metal into funny shapes with nothing but my mind. Spoon-bending mentalist powers! Who in their right mind would give up such a thing?

            

    
        Chapter 1.14.1

    
    
    
    
                “We’re here,” Vuplu said, gasping for breath. Considering his age and his diminutive stature, he had dictated a surprisingly good pace during our walk. The mass of stone buildings that lined up the street ended abruptly, leaving some space around the massive gate at the end of the road. The walls around the gate were filled with reliefs depicting savage battles and proud heroes, but the gate itself consisted only of two unadorned slabs of stone. They sealed the passage completely, tall and wide for Thardos-standards.

I didn’t see any paint or colors anywhere, which only strengthened my suspicion that the Thardos didn’t rely much on their eyesight. I liked that they had found a way to enjoy art nevertheless. Most of the reliefs seemed to be about historic moments of their people; groups of Ratkin fighting each other was a common theme, but the Thardos often seemed to fight some kind of large worm-like creatures too. Weirdly, it looked as if some of the worms were shooting something from their maw at the Ratkin. If I hadn’t faced one particular magical boar before, I would have signed this off as artistic embellishment, but now … I just hoped that the laser-shooting giant worms were on the other side of this Dungeon.

I found scenes with swellers too, albeit not many; they appeared to be side-characters more often than not. One of the carvings portrayed a Thardos with reins in his hands, sitting on a large sweller as he rode it into battle. Another relief depicted smaller swellers and Thardos fighting side by side, charging at a mega-worm.

“How do we open the passage?” Simon asked, more focused on the obstacle than its decoration. I couldn’t blame him for it; the gate had a distinct lack of doorknobs. Pushing it open seemed to be a really tiring prospect, considering the size of those stone slabs. I felt exhausted just by looking at them for too long.

“As I said, it’s a challenge,” Vuplu replied, then touched the gate with the tip of his staff. The surface of the stone began to change, carved letters forming on both sides of the gate. Three lines on the left side, three lines on the right.

Two jewels open the gate,One made of darkness, to dominate,
Guarded by an ancient wraith.
Two jewels open the gate,One filled with light, as counterweight,
Guarded by a priest of faith.

Underneath the verses Sylven glyphs had formed, translating the challenge for our silver-haired companions. The stone finished shifting by hollowing out a palm-sized space on both sides, presumably sockets for the aforementioned jewels.

“Woah,” Imaya said, then pointed at the text. “What are those runes underneath?”

“Those are words of wisdom,” I said. “They tell us to turn back before we all suffer a horribly, terribly, incredibly painful death.”

Tamara was already opening her mouth to diss me when a flash of light made her jump; a pair of portals appeared on either side of the gate. Unlike Devi’s Ability, these portals weren’t see-through and came in a much larger size. One shone with a blindingly white light and the other was a mixture of purplish-dark tones. A horrible design, to be honest. I couldn’t see the reliefs on the wall, or anything else for that matter; the portal of light blinded me, my eyes too used to the Dungeon’s gloom. When I turned my back to it to get some relief, I found a pesky little notification hovering in front of me.

Quest received: Guardians of the gate

“What now?” Pell asked.

“Half of us are injured,” Tamara said. “Before we enter these portals, we really should talk about everyone’s role if a fight breaks out.”

“Maybe it’s a stealth mission,” Imaya said. “If the goal is to get those jewels, we may not have to kill anything … or anyone.”

“I doubt it would be that easy,” Tamara said.

“I think we should take the light jewel first,” Simon said. “Seems to be easier than fighting a ghost, and we may need that jewel to defeat this guardian of darkness.”

“Good point,” Pell said. “The riddle refers to it as a counterweight.”

“Alright,” Simon said. “I suggest the same formation as before; Pell goes in first with his Protective Shell, then Tamara and I go next to cover his sides. Imaya—”

“You guys have to be kidding me now,” I cut him off. They all looked at me with annoyance, which was good, because I was getting just as pissed as they were.

“We aren’t turning back, Randel,” Tamara said in a patronizing tone. “I know you want to, but the entrance is blocked by giants. Those of us who cannot teleport wouldn’t make it out alive.”

“And so you plunge head-first into a boss fight,” I said. “Brilliant idea. So much safer, right?”

“What else would you have us do?” Tamara shot back. “It’s obvious that this Dungeon wouldn’t let us pass through without a fight. We have known this from the beginning.”

I snorted at that. “I know of no such thing. We are Players, aren’t we? We’re superhuman beings, defying the laws of physics with powerful magic. You say that the Dungeon wouldn’t let us pass without a fight? Then I’m going to fight the Dungeon so that we can leave without a fight.”

They just stared at me blankly as I held a dramatic pause.

“Out with it, Randel,” Simon finally said. “You’ve wasted enough of our time already.”

“Pell, touch the gate and cast Protective Shell.”

Pell raised an eyebrow at me at first, but then his eyes widened in realization.

“Oh, right…”

He walked past the portals and placed both of his hands on the gate. When he activated his Ability the stone beneath his feet cracked apart—and so did the surface of the stone gate. Small chunks of stone were ripped out of their place, floating toward Pell to envelop his body. Gone were the carved lines of the riddle; Pell had destroyed a considerable size of the gate in order to cover himself with it.

The self-satisfied grin on my face froze when I saw the gate rapidly mending itself.

“Stupid cheater Dungeon,” I grumbled.

“Oh man,” Pell said from within his completed stone shell, watching new stone flow to the damaged parts.

“Do it again,” I said. “Quick!”

Pell canceled his Ability, shaking his stone shell to the ground with some difficulty. He then pulled his feet out of the rubble and pressed himself closer to the gate. When the large man cast his Protective Shell again, the damaged gate broke even further apart to cover him.

“I won’t be able to do this forever,” Pell said through gritted teeth. “Going to run out of mana.”

“Just keep it up,” I said.

“This isn’t going to work,” Tamara said. “Pell won’t be able to make a hole for all of us to pass through safely.”

“Just keep it up,” I repeated, teleporting Soul Eater into my hand. Pell shot me an uncertain look, but didn’t argue.

Progress got slowly better the deeper the hole went, the amount of stone Pell peeled off with each spellcast outpacing the gate’s stone-shifting capabilities. Devi set two of her clones on the task of clearing away the rubble gathering around Pell’s feet, and Tamara pitched in with her gravity manipulation too. The stone gate looked fairly thick, but that was no reason for us to give up. When Pell announced that he had mana only for one more spellcast, I got ready to wedge Soul Eater into the man-shaped hole.

As it turned out, I didn’t need to do so.

With the last use of his Protective Shell, Pell had broken through. Soft, blue light filtered through a small gap, the deepest part of the Pell-shaped depression. The stone immediately surged forward to seal the hole, but Pell punched it open while the new layer was thin. I didn’t hesitate much after that; reaching in beside Pell, I tossed Soul Eater through the hole before it closed up again.

“There, done,” I said, stepping back and sighing contently. “Whew, that was hard work!”

“You’re welcome,” Pell said, shrugging off his stone armor. “I hope this was worth bruising my body all over.”

“He can now teleport to the other side and leave the guardians up to us,” Tamara said, glaring at me. “I fail to see why this was worth anything.”

“How sad that you don’t consider my safety worth anything,” I said in a joking manner, my earlier annoyance forgotten. Not having to risk my life in pointless boss fights improved my mood a great deal.

“Randel—” Simon spoke on a threatening tone, but I held up my hand to stop him. I opened my collar’s menu, then – after flicking it off and on again just because I could – I navigated to my Abilities panel. My new Ability options were listed below each other, waiting to be chosen.

Always ArmedTeleport your equipped weapons anywhere onto your body. Your equipped weapons stick to any part of your body at will. Teleport cooldown decreases by level. Adhesive strength increases by level.

Mark of Replacement
Mark a living being via direct skin contact. Swap places with marked entities at will. Swapping places consumes a mark. Range of teleportation increases by level. Number of marks allowed on a single entity increases by level.

“Always Armed seems like a fun Ability,” I told the others when I saw them reading my screen. “Fun, but it’s something that a serious person like me would never pick. That leaves only Mark of Replacement, which—oh wow, would you look at that! Exactly what we need right now.”

I selected Mark of Replacement, then confirmed my choice. According to the details that appeared on my Ability panel, the cooldown on the Ability was one minute. It didn’t matter much however, because placing a mark on someone cost 25 mana—which meant that I could create a mark only four times before having to wait for my mana to regenerate.

“You could cast that Ability more than four times, you know,” Imaya said. “Still not tempted about putting points on Spirit?”

“Nah,” I replied. “Where’s the hurry? I won’t waste my points just because you didn’t want to wait a little.”

Not wasting my points was apparently something that Imaya could respect, because she dropped the matter of attribute points. Rolling up my proverbial sleeves, I approached our kinda-confused Sylven companions.

“Devi, I’ll send you in first,” I said. “We don’t know what awaits us on the other side, so create clones for distraction as soon as you arrive. Teva’ryn will come right behind you.”

I looked to Teva’ryn to see whether he objected, but he just crossed his arms as he returned my gaze.

“Your grammar is horrible,” he told me, making me smile.

“How will you do it?” Devi asked. “I’m ready.”

I took her hand and pressed a finger to the inside of her wrist, then thought about using Mark of Replacement. I hadn’t really been sure what to expect, so I almost jumped when a small black symbol appeared under my finger, shaped like Soul Eater in its dagger form. It looked like a neat tattoo blending into Devi’s dark skin, the twisting black lines drawn in such fine detail that even the gemstone was visible at the base of the blade.

“Alright,” I said, letting go of her hand. “Pell, if this doesn’t work and I get stuck on the other side, please open a hole once again.”

That said, I teleported myself to Soul Eater.

It turned out that the blue light came from hundreds of luminescent mushrooms, growing not only on the ground but also on the walls of the tunnel. I stood up slowly from the crouch I had arrived in. Seeing no imminent threat ahead, I dropped Soul Eater and closed my eyes to figure out how this Mark of Replacement worked.

I realized almost immediately that I could feel Devi’s mark within my head. It floated a few paces behind me, moving slightly—presumably because Devi was moving her hand. How strange. It felt like a sixth sense that I had an instinctive grasp on. My collar’s power was more than a little disturbing. I thought about activating the mark – whatever that actually meant – and a moment later I was standing next to Imaya and Teva’ryn, staggering backward.

I then repeated the process on Teva’ryn; leaving a mark on him, teleporting to Soul Eater, then swapping places with the Sylven man. When I arrived back with my hands crossed across my chest, it finally dawned on me; unlike Spatial Symbiosis, Mark of Replacement didn’t let me determine which position I arrived in. I quickly marked Imaya and teleported to the other side of the gate, where Devi had already formed a wall of clones across the tunnel.

I sat down to the ground carefully, then plugged one of my nostrils with a finger. But why stop here? I stuck out my tongue and jabbed a second finger into my other nostril before swapping places with Imaya. She must have been bouncing on her toes in excitement, because I almost fell to my face when I arrived. Karma, I supposed.

I created a mark on Simon’s hand next, consuming my remaining mana. Interestingly, having no mana didn’t make me feel particularly empty or exhausted; if not for the indicator on my collar’s screen, I wouldn’t have been able to tell that I had run out. I teleported to Soul Eater and found myself facing a very pissed-off Imaya, swinging her dirty hand to slap me across the face. Unfortunately I had no time for such petty fighting, so I swapped places with Simon immediately.

“Whew, that was close,” I said, turning toward Pell, Tamara, and Vuplu. “And now we wait till things cool down—I mean, we wait until my mana regenerates.”
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                I sat down, leaning against the magic-stone gate. This time, I looked at Vuplu’s town in a new light—the light of the portals. Small stairs and pathways broke the rounded shapes of the buildings, snaking around each of the structures. The carved houses looked a bit too plain for my tastes, but seeing them bunched up together like this, they held a peculiar charm. Not exactly a friendly charm, but they appeared to be far less scary now than they had been in the dark.

Tamara and Pell joined me on the ground, though they were facing the wrong direction to appreciate the architecture.

“So this was why you didn’t immediately chose an Ability,” Tamara said. “You were waiting to see which of the two would be more useful.”

“Hmm … yes and no,” I said, meeting her calculating eyes. “I did not lie when I said that I want no part of this Player stuff, but obviously I’m willing to compromise if it gets me ahead. However, I keep thinking about this so-called Inspector and her kind. I wonder how much influence she has over what we face. This Dungeon, for example.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” Pell spoke. “Are you implying it is the Inspector who put this Dungeon here? Isn’t she supposed to just, I don’t know, inspect us?”

“Inspect us while we move through the challenges she has placed in front of us,” Tamara said. “It is a possibility. But what does this has to do with your Ability, Randel?”

I didn’t reply immediately, considering how to answer. It didn’t feel right to say these things out loud, even if my captors were capable of reading my mind. What if they had missed these particular thoughts in my head, or weren’t able to read them precisely enough? Still, I supposed it wouldn’t be too bad if my Inspector heard what I was about to say. It could create an interesting dynamic between us—and if nothing else, it would certainly entertain her.

“Let’s assume that those three-eyed aliens want to test these Abilities through us,” I said. “Now, what do you think would happen if we never chose any? There’s an inactivity counter for doing Quests, but not for picking Abilities. I wanted to test whether the Inspector would put me in a situation where I was forced to chose an Ability. This way, I might learn the extent of her influence over the challenges we end up facing.”

“So … you were testing the one who is testing us?” Pell asked as if the very idea was alien to him.

“Sure,” I said. “It’s only fair, isn’t it?”

Tamara and Pell just sat in silence, thinking. Vuplu stood still like stone behind them, and I wondered how much any of this meant to him. Perhaps he didn’t know about the Inspector at all, or perhaps he regarded her as a deity and found what I said blasphemous. I could have asked him of course, but I didn’t want to derail my conversation with Tamara and Pell.

“This is … actually not a bad idea,” Tamara said. Coming from her, I considered this a high praise. “But you know, there is really no need for all this drama; we could sabotage the Inspector’s tests even after choosing an Ability. We just have to refrain from casting the Ability once we have it.”

“That could work too, though it would make you less flexible. It’s also easier to resist the temptation to use an Ability if you don’t have it in the first place.”

“Oh man, I don’t know what to say,” Pell spoke. “Ain’t this a bit too far-fetched? I don’t think the Inspector cares much about you choosing an Ability. Remember your collar’s Abilities tab? You see only five slots there. If we are forced to do Quests all the time, sooner or later we’d have an excess amount of Abilities anyway.”

“We don’t have enough information what happens when we’re full,” Tamara argued. “The new Abilities might start replacing our old ones.”

“Or maybe no one ever lives long enough to gather more than five Abilities,” I said, earning some shocked looks. “What? It’s a possibility.”

“I’m not buying that,” Pell said. “But you know what? Let’s say that the Inspector cares about Abilities. Why would an Inspector have so much control over how this Dungeon worked? Isn’t she just inspecting us?”

“That’s just an assumption based on what the other three-eyed alien called her,” I pointed it out. “She didn’t clarify what her job entails.”

Pell rubbed his bald head as he considered my words. “So what you’re saying is that this gate was placed here to force your hand? She knew that you’d pick an Ability?”

“I won’t pretend to know what she is thinking, but it’s possible that she didn’t expect us to get through this way. There was another way forward – by stealing from the two guardians – so I didn’t actually need to pick my second Ability here.”

“Yeah, that’s what I think too,” Pell said. “We cheated our way through the gate, plain and simple.”

I smiled, enjoying the idea that we had just gotten one over on the Inspector and she was now clutching her head in frustration. I didn’t find it likely, however. The Inspector could have been aware of the gate’s weakness, and she could have determined from my psychological profile that I would prefer this second option. It was a win-win situation for her anyway; either we faced the guardians and the rest of the group made a good show of their new Abilities, or I picked my second Ability and started to use it. Inspector one, Randel zero. I wondered what she would do next time, now that she knew that I knew. Would she corner me into picking my third Ability, or would she find a subtler situation – much like this one – to force my hand?

“Now I feel bad for choosing my new Ability,” Tamara said. “I should have waited like you did.”

“Sorry, but I disagree,” Pell said, turning to her. “If all of us waited with our pick, we’d be in big trouble the next time we had to fight. In a sudden emergency, some of these Abilities might mean the difference between life and death. I’m glad that you have your Protective Bubble ready at any time, Tamara. I feel safer this way, and more confident.”

Tamara gave him a wan smile. “Yes. You’re right.”

I agreed too; improving our chances of survival was by no means a bad thing. Unlocking powerful magical powers felt exciting, and it boosted morale too—something that we sorely needed right now. I just couldn’t bring myself to enjoy it as much as the others.

This situation reminded me too much of what happened to a friend from college. Martin had always dreamed about becoming a motion graphic designer at a big studio—he literally couldn’t stop talking about movies and how they were made. His father didn’t believe in his artistic talents however, and would have much preferred if he eventually continued their family business instead. Something that Martin and I could bond over, since my father regarded me the same way. The only difference was that Martin’s father ran a modest motorbike dealership, not a world-leading biomedical company.

My friendship with Martin didn’t last long. To be able to pay for college, Martin started to work part-time … and ended up working under his father to get by. He didn’t have any particular passion for motorbikes, but he liked the challenges that came with selling them—and, of course, he liked the money. His determination to become a graphic designer had been chipped away bit by bit, until he dropped out of college. Although he didn’t reach the goal he had always dreamed about, he found fulfillment and happiness in a career that lay much closer to his reach.

I believed that being a Player in this world followed similar patterns. Going home was such a frighteningly distant goal at the moment. But completing Quests, leveling up, unlocking Skills, and exploring Dungeons? They were right here. Even if we started doing these things by necessity, I could see how addicting they could become in spite of all the dangers involved. It was much easier to think about the here and now and forget about the big picture.

Then again, who was I to say that accepting our place was worse than a goal we might not even reach? After all, Martin was now happily married and had a stable job. I on the other hand had a college degree collecting dust in my tiny apartment, sitting pennilessly in a dark cave of an alien world. In hindsight, Martin’s career choices seemed to be much wiser. I should have been aiming to be a body-builder or a survival specialist instead.

“How much longer till your mana regenerates?” Tamara broke me out of my contemplation.

“A few more minutes,” I replied, checking my screen. “I can take only two of you at the moment.”

“You don’t have to wait, then,” Vuplu said. “I am staying here.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “The bridge leading here has collapsed behind us. If you stay, there really won’t be any way for you to leave.”

Vuplu hung his head, sighing quietly. “This is where my family lived and died. There is no other place for this old man in the world. I’ll stay.”

“I see,” I said, rising to my feet. Would he have joined us if we were more intent on avenging the fallen Thardos and killing the hive-mother? Vuplu didn’t show it, but he had to be disappointed that all we wanted was to get out of here.

“Goodbye Vuplu,” Pell said as I clasped his hand to place a mark on him. “Thank you for your help.”

“It was, uh, my pleasure.”

I teleported to Soul Eater, then switched places with Pell immediately. When it was Tamara’s turn to leave, she shot one last distrustful glance at Vuplu as a parting gift. I got her across the gate in no time, and then only Vuplu and I remained on the other side.

“It’s goodbye from me too,” I told the aged Ratkin. “Before I leave though, may I ask something?”

The indigo orb on Vuplu’s staff darkened as he pulled the artifact protectively closer to himself.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Are you a priest?”

“Ah. No. Why do you ask?”

“Just out of curiosity,” I said. Then just to mess with his head, I added, “you did well at deceiving everyone.”

Not waiting for his reply, I teleported to the mushroom-illuminated tunnel beyond the gate.

Quest successfully failed: Guardians of the gate
+1 Feat

Everyone received the notification at the same time, but judging by their lack of excitement they didn’t get a Feat like me. I waved my message quickly away, afraid that Imaya would go livid if she realized that I had cheated her out of a Feat.

“Did you think you could get away with it, Randel?” Imaya asked, pointing an accusatory finger at my face.

“That was the plan, yes,” I answered after I got over my initial shock.

“Aha! Don’t think I’ve forgotten it so easily—I’ll get you back for that little prank,” she vowed. “You should apologize to Simon, by the way. It’s your fault he got hurt.”

“I’m not hurt,” Simon grumbled behind her. “Anyway, if you’re all ready, we should get going.”

And so we did. I took one last glance at the gate we left behind, unease settling in the pit of my stomach. I should have been relieved that we had passed this challenge without anyone getting hurt, but all I felt was trepidation about the next one. Because there would be a next one—that, I did not doubt. If this place operated on the same videogame logic as our collars did, then we could make assumptions about how it worked. Soon we would reach the center of this cave system, the deepest part of the Dungeon. In other words we were approaching the climax of this crescendo of challenges.

As much as I wished otherwise, I knew that the worst was yet to come.
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                Simon led the way down the tunnel, crushing luminescent mushrooms beneath his feet. The small and squishy fungi grew so close to each other that it felt like walking on a gym mattress. How could they sprout out of the solid stone? Simon had no idea, though he was getting less and less baffled by things like this. Magic. This world was filled with the unexplainable.

The mushrooms cushioned his feet nicely, which came as a small relief. Both of his legs had been bitten by the swellers, and though the salve they had gotten from the Bolob helped a lot, he still felt a jolt of pain each time he took a step. It was bearable; he would persevere. He was capable of fighting, and that was what truly mattered … though it didn’t stop him from grinding his teeth in frustration. He needed an opportunity to prove himself, and his injuries were setting him further behind.

When he had first woken up in this world, he thought this would be his second chance. He had been failing as a leader on Earth, but here he could start over with a clean slate. The stakes were much higher – it concerned their very survival – but he rose to the challenge with great determination. He wanted to shape this motley team into a cohesive unit, into a well-oiled machine that overcame any odds. If only his efforts weren’t all in vain! Oh, his team had overcome every challenge so far—that wasn’t the problem. The frustrating part was that he could barely claim any contribution to those successes. He hadn’t been leading anyone so far.

Respect. Simon was well aware that he hadn’t done anything to earn enough respect. He needed a chance to take the reins and show results. His team didn’t listen to him, and why would have they? Their Abilities and combat capabilities outshone his in every regard. His diligence and determination alone wouldn’t be enough to convince anyone.

Envy. A feeling that Simon knew very well from his past. No matter what the others said, he still believed that his kidnappers conducted social experiments too. Why else had they put him in such a situation? They were purposefully giving him weaker Abilities compared to the rest of the team, so that he had to prove his worth in other ways. A balance, of sorts. People who had other strengths – Imaya with her gamer-knowledge, Teva’ryn with his combat experience – received underwhelming Abilities. Meanwhile, people with weaker will or character? They got magic armor and the power to grind mountains to dust. They got miniature portals and endless number of clones. They got shapeshifting weapons with teleportation tricks and the instincts of an expert swordsman.

Simon wasn’t entirely ungrateful for his Pyromancy, truth be told. It was a power he never even imagined he would possess. Back on Earth, magic like this – real magic – would have made him a superstar. Here, though? His Pyromancy made him a glorified campfire-starter. He had been harboring high hopes that his second Ability was going to be much stronger, only to be let down again; he had been forced to choose between Heat Detection and Flaming Slashes. It wasn’t even a choice, really. Picking Heat Detection would have pushed him further into the support role, and so he didn’t hesitate much before selecting the other Ability.

Flaming Slashes; another flaming disappointment. The Ability made his Weapon Skills send forth a trail of fire wherever his blade passed, which was basically a fancier version of conjuring fireballs on his palm. At least his Pyromancy synergized with Flaming Slashes rather well, allowing him to control the flames that sprung forth from his sword. His fire still wasn’t strong enough to seriously hurt anything or anyone, but that would perhaps improve as his Abilities gained levels. Yes, he could work with what he had. He would work with them, and he would prevail. No matter how much some of his team overshadowed him at the moment.

“Don’t tell me you don’t have any words for them,” Randel’s hushed voice could be heard from behind. “Just what kind of planet have you been living on? Mushrooms are just about everywhere!”

“No mush,” came the accented reply.

“Mushroom.”

“No mushroom.”

“Not even the ordinary, non-glowing ones?”

Simon ground his teeth, finding it more and more difficult to keep his annoyance bottled up. They were in a dungeon, a place straight out of videogames filled with monsters and traps—and Randel was taking it about as seriously as a leisure hike on a weekend. They had almost died two times already, and that was just since they had entered this place. That Randel still wouldn’t stop wooing his blue-skinned chick was telling a lot about his character.

At least there was a bright side of it, Simon reminded himself. The team needed Devi’lynn’s magic and Teva’ryn’s expertise, and Randel was doing a good job at building rapport with the Sylven. Simon wasn’t above admitting that he felt relieved by delegating this job to someone else; the pair of aliens disturbed him more than a little. Something about their appearance felt off to him, though he couldn’t really narrow it down to a single thing. Was it their larger-than-normal eyes with the oddly-colored iris? Their horns and pointed ears? The proud, almost arrogant way they held themselves?

Simon had seen people cosplay weirder things than blue-skinned aliens, and he had been fine with them. But there was a profound difference between speaking with cosplayers and interacting with creatures that looked almost human, yet clearly weren’t. The Sylven existed a bit too close to uncanny valley—though Simon had to give it to them, it could have been much worse. He still broke out in shivers whenever he remembered meeting with the Bolob.

“Watch out!” Imaya suddenly hissed, and Simon came to an abrupt stop, summoning a ball of fire into his palm by reflex. He was forced to realize that he hadn’t been paying as much attention to their surroundings as he should have been; a familiar-looking archway adorned the sides of tunnel just ahead, eight segmented limbs running up the sides of the wall to join a bulbous body up at the ceiling.

“Stone sweller ahead,” he called out, keeping his eyes on the monster. Another opponent where his magic would be useless.

“It looks similar to the one before,” Imaya confirmed everyone’s suspicions, her eyes overflowing with green light. “It has these weird mana-lines all over inside its body.”

“Let me handle this,” Pell said, stepping forward.

“Alright,” Simon said, nodding at him. “Tamara and I will cover you, should you need it.”

Truthfully, Simon wouldn’t be able to do much against a monster made of stone … but as a leader, he was expected to show a brave face. He couldn’t just stand back while his teammates risked their lives.

This part of the tunnel was wide enough for three of them to stand side by side, so it posed no trouble to form a rough triangle with Pell on the front. He cast his Protective Shell, ripping dozens of mushrooms and chunks of stone out of the ground to cover his body. The glowing mushrooms filled in the cracks between the stone plates seamlessly, turning the large man into a magic-powered stone golem. An impressive display. Pell broke into a run without further ado, moving with surprising speed. The stone monster didn’t react to his approach—in fact, it remained motionless even after Pell punched its foremost limb. A feeble punch, but Pell was only just getting started. He hit the gigantic spider leg again, and a sharp crack resounded in the tunnel. The stone archway suddenly flinched, the sweller coming to life even as Pell followed up with a third strike. The impact sounded much louder this time, and Simon heard a distinct crack as the spider’s limb broke apart.

The monster had more than enough legs left, however. It dropped low, angling its bulbous body forward before lurching toward Pell. Given the size of the creature, this left no space in the tunnel to dodge—

“Take this!” Pell yelled as he met the monster head on, slamming his fist into the sweller and stopping it cold in its track. He swung his other fist immediately, striking his opponent so hard that an explosion of sound and dust filled the tunnel. Tamara surrounded herself with a bluish, semi-transparent bubble, and Simon ducked a moment later when a flying stone fragment almost hit his head.

Consecutive Punches. No one could deny that Pell held the team’s scariest Ability at the moment. It was a simple yet overwhelming power; at a minimal cost of Pell’s stamina, each of his punches following the last doubled in strength. If that didn’t sound completely ridiculous already, the Ability also protected his body from the backlash of his superhuman punches. And the limits of his power? Untested so far, because they had feared the cave would collapse upon them. Although Pell had to hit something to keep increasing his strength, considering that walls and floors were eligible targets it was just a minor drawback.

Compared to Consecutive Punches, Simon’s Flaming Slashes felt like a joke.

The dust settled eventually, revealing the utterly annihilated remains of the sweller. If the broken chunks of stone didn’t make it clear enough, the absence of white soul-streaks further confirmed that their opponent hadn’t been a living creature. Pell tore off his stone helmet, coughing from the dust but looking all too pleased with himself nevertheless.

“Did you get a Feat?” Imaya asked, being the first one to speak as usual.

“Don’t think I did,” Pell replied. “This was hardly a challenge, to tell the truth. Not a feat-worthy deed in my opinion…”

He chuckled at his own remark, making Simon cringe. Pell obviously liked the idea of playing the hero, which was fine, but this needless boasting felt a bit too much. Ever since they had repelled the sweller swarm, Pell’s confidence had grown by leaps and bounds. Even Tamara started giving him the eye; that alone bothered Simon more than anything.

“Come on team, time’s wasting,” Simon said as he strode past Pell. The tunnel didn’t quite get clogged by the sweller’s body, but it was a close thing. Simon climbed over the remnants of the stone sweller, eyes on the front, trusting the rest of the group to keep up. As it turned out, they didn’t have to go far; a few twists and turns later, the tunnel came to a dead end.

It appeared to be the result of a cave-in, though it had happened long ago; the dirt and stone sealing off the tunnel were overgrown by glowing mushrooms. In their midst, just in front of the collapsed ceiling, a man-sized circle of light hovered in the air. A portal. Purple and white colors cascading inwards, the two-dimensional apparition made Simon dizzy if he looked at it for too long. Cautiously, he walked closer and thrust his sword into it—and the blade disappeared in the swirling lights immediately. When he retracted his weapon a couple of seconds later, the weapon was intact.

Simon then considered telling Devi’lynn to send a clone through next, but he dismissed that idea. It would have given the impression that he was just biding their time, afraid to enter the portal.

“Alright,” Simon said, turning back to his team as they gathered up behind him. “We’re going to go through this portal. Any objections?”

He pointedly looked in Randel’s direction, though he couldn’t see much of the man behind Pell and Teva’ryn.

“Fine by me,” Randel said, peeking past Pell’s shoulder. “I’ll leave Soul Eater on this side, in case we want to do that switcheroo stuff again.”

“Switcheroo?” Simon asked, raising an eyebrow.

“You know, teleporting over in case the way back is closed. Come to think of it Devi, can I give you a tattoo? I have a cool trick in mind that I’d like to try out.”

“A tattoo?”

As the conversation lapsed into another annoying language lesson, Simon looked the rest of the team over. Tamara, her head bandaged and her expression grim, gripping her spear tight. Sharp and determined as always. Imaya stood next to her, fidgeting with her dagger as she watched the portal, eyes unblinking. Pell clenched and unclenched his fists impatiently, giving Simon a nod when their eyes met. All good. Simon adjusted the small shield hanging on his left arm, then cleared his throat to get Randel’s attention too.

“If everyone’s ready, then let’s move on. Follow me close behind!”

He then turned around, took a deep breath, and stepped into the portal. He blinked reflexively as the plane of light hit his face, and by the time his eyes opened, it was already over. He emerged in a completely different place, and fell in awe.

A disc of stone floating on a sea of light—that was Simon’s first thought. He looked down on the impossibly large, flat surface that hung in the air, wide like a football stadium, defying gravity. Only a few narrow bridges connected it to the domed cavern—no, not a few. Eight. Eight bridges, like the legs of a spider perching on the ceiling. Simon stood at the end of one such leg, his feet rooted in place as his eyes went over the bridge, looking down at the sea of lights below.

Yes; they had reached the central cavern of Stonehearth without a doubt. Like pebbles on the bottom of a clear pond, the stone buildings looked little more than small bumps from this distance. But the lights—those lights were everywhere. Blue and green and everything in-between. Coming from fluorescent plants, perhaps? Enveloping the entire place in a soft glow, casting the spider’s shadow onto the ceiling.

Someone yelped behind Simon and he staggered forward, his heart beating in his throat as he stumbled closer to the side of the bridge. The railing was only about knee-height; a careless move and he could easily plummet to the depths below.

“Sorry,” Imaya apologized behind him. “You were in the—woah! Huge!”

Simon took a moment to compose himself, stepping back to the middle of the bridge. He looked back just as Tamara came out of the cavern’s wall, the stone rippling as if made of water. Alarmingly, Randel had been right; there seemed to be no way back. The wall turned solid behind Tamara as soon as she was through—and Simon spotted writing on the wall. Neatly written lines above Tamara’s head, carved like the ones on the self-repairing gate had been.

If you want to open this door,You must claim the Dungeon’s Core,
Or slay the one with the control.

A small carving of a sweller decorated the last line, painted in bright red. Ominous. They were getting shepherded deeper into the Dungeon, just as Simon had feared.

            

    
        Chapter 1.15.2

    
    
    
    
                “Oh man,” Pell said as he came through the wall, wide eyes taking in the city below. “That’s one hell of a drop.”

The slip of stone bridge was getting too crowded for Simon’s comfort, so he walked down to the central platform. He doubted that they could use Pell’s Ability to dig their way out again, so he had to come up with a plan quick. There were seven other bridges in the distance, but none of them led anywhere. Most likely they all would have the same message as the one they had come through, but it wouldn’t hurt to check. So, what were their options? If these eight bridges all led to an exit tunnel each, where was the way down to the city?

Quest received: Reopen the portals

The message appeared after Randel, the last one of the group, had arrived through the portal too. Simon spared only a glance at him before he turned back ahead, watching the stone plateau. Lit only from below, the flat expanse was quite dark—though there seemed to be a circular hole in the middle, about a size of a small pool, through which he saw lights shifting. It took Simon a moment to realize why those lights were shifting; glowing plants were emerging from within the hole.

“Movement ahead!” Simon barked, and the chatter behind him immediately stopped. He kept his eyes on the structure that slowly rose up, revealing a set of pillars with a rounded, mushroom-covered top. An elevator? It seemed like one, except it was way too big, and if he gave those pillars a closer look—

“A stone sweller,” Simon said, gulping nervously. The monster was much larger than the one Pell had defeated, standing still as it emerged from the ground.

“T-That’s not all,” Imaya whispered on a horrified tone. “Look underneath.”

Although the mushrooms growing on the stone giant illuminated the plateau, the area beneath the monster was cloaked in shadows. Still, Simon could make out some weird shapes in the darkness, several figures standing side by side.

“Are those … people?” Pell asked, though Simon knew the truth wasn’t that simple. The heads of the figures looked too misshapen.

“N-No, not people,” Imaya stuttered. “They are like … zombies. Player zombies. I can see their collars beneath the, umm, legs.”

Before Simon could have asked her to clarify, the platform on which the sweller giant stood came to a halt. The dark shapes under it walked out with slow and uneven steps, coming out to the light—

Simon flinched. The six monsters were at a relatively far from them still, but Simon had to take a step back at the sight of them. They were certainly not human, at least not anymore; pale swellers sat atop their shoulders, replacing their heads. The dirty and ragged clothes the zombies wore barely covered their dull gray skin, but they were all equipped with crude swords—except for one at the back, which was about twice as large as any of the rest and looked bloated like a balloon. The sweller serving as its head flailed its limbs greedily as the fat body lumbered forward. Simon couldn’t see any of the collars that Imaya had spoken about, but the implication was clear—and very, very alarming.

Quest received: Arena in the air, below ground

“Defensive formation!” Simon yelled, and the stone beneath his feet rumbled from Pell’s Protective Shell. Simon took a panicked glance down, but thankfully the floor was thick enough to withstand Pell’s Ability.

“Sorry,” Pell apologized, his voice muffled by his stone helmet.

“Just hold the front,” Simon told him. “Tamara, prepare to defend him with a bubble! If those undead things can use Abilities like us—”

“Tamara, please give me an orb,” Randel spoke over Simon, dropping his backpack to the ground. “Devi, create clones—lots of clones. Spread them out.”

Simon clenched his jaw. “Randel, we don’t have time for this—”

“You stay here, you get pushed off the ledge,” Randel said in a calm but urgent tone. “I’m going in.”

Holding Soul Eater in his right hand, he snatched Tamara’s orb with his left and took off toward the zombie-Players. Devi’lynn began to create her clones right away, having them circle around instead of the beeline Randel was taking.

“He’s crazy,” Pell said. “He doesn’t even have anything to protect him.”

“He’s right, though,” Tamara said. “We can’t stay here—”

That was as far as she got before the foremost zombie, one that held a short sword much like Simon’s, raised its other hand and let loose a cracking globe of electricity. At the same time, Randel flickered; he teleported to his dagger just to change his posture, crouching low to dodge the attack. The projectile hit the ground behind him and exploded in a harmless shower of sparks, but the zombie that fired it lunged forward with shocking speed and swung its sword down at Randel. Randel twisted his body as he rose, sidestepping the attack. He struck back before the off-balance zombie had any chance to recover, cutting through gray flesh with Soul Eater’s elongated blade, severing his opponent’s hand in a spray of blue blood. By the time the zombie’s sword hit the floor, Randel was already pivoting on one foot and planting the other in the zombie’s midsection, kicking the monster back where it came from. He then finished it all up by tossing Tamara’s Gravity Orb after the creature and hopping back quickly.

“Now!” Simon said, and Tamara immediately turned her Gravity Orb black to pull the zombie-Players together. Simon was too far away to throw a fireball, so – against his instincts that screamed at him to run away – he charged at the monsters. The rest of the team followed him without needing to be told, but a second later they all froze.

“What the—”

“Not again!”

“The Inspector…?”

Simon’s body ached as if he had run into a wall. He couldn’t move his feet. He wanted to raise his shield in front of himself, but was shocked to find that his arm didn’t obey him either. Ahead of him, Randel stood frozen too.

“One of them has an aura!” Imaya yelled from behind Simon. “We can’t move towards them, only backwards!”

Simon took a step back and sure enough, his body responded just fine. His heart, however, beat faster when he realized what this absurd magic implied. Just how were they supposed to defeat the monsters if they couldn’t so much as lift a finger at them?

The two groups had come to a standoff; one not being able to advance, the other held in place by an artificial gravity. But Tamara would run out of mana sooner or later, and they had no idea how long the zombies’ aura could last. The vile creatures struggled against the pull of the Gravity Orb violently, though they were clever enough to avoid injuring each other. They communicated with strange chirping-chittering cries, the same sounds that the giants out in the forest had used.

Movement. Something moved on Simon’s left, and he spotted one of Devi’lynn’s clones walking forward. The clone wouldn’t be able to hurt anything though, so it was mostly useless that it could ignore the zombies’ aura.

“Randel!” Devi’lynn called out, edging sideways on Simon’s right. Randel glanced back at her briefly, then spun around and whipped his arm out—throwing Soul Eater straight at Devi’lynn. As if the blue-skinned alien had expected this move, she opened a portal in front of her to catch the dagger in it.

Loud screeching was Simon’s first clue as to what had just happened. He looked to his left, where another portal hovered in front of Devi’lynn’s clone, facing the zombies. Soul Eater – shaped like a double-bladed throwing knife – had hit the zombie-Player with the missing hand. Simon wasn’t certain whether the monster had actually died for good, but the black metal was already shifting, burrowing itself deeper into the monster’s flesh. The no-approach aura was still in place, however.

Crack! A sudden sound interrupted the chittering noise of the swellers.

“No,” Tamara gasped. “They destroyed my orb!”

The monster with Soul Eater in its chest was trampled to the ground as five zombie-Players lurched at Randel—who didn’t move at all. Couldn’t move at all, Simon realized, because the aura was affecting him through the portals too. The closest two zombies thrust their swords at Randel, who then did something unexpected; he swapped places with Devi’lynn. A pair of swords impaled the Sylven woman in the next moment, and she burst apart in a puff of smoke.

Simon blinked in confusion. When had Randel placed his mark on that clone?

Devi’lynn sent three clones running at the monsters from different directions, swinging their faux-swords wildly. Fire. A zombie-Player shot multiple jets of flame from the tip of its spider-like limbs, destroying one of the clones. The second clone was cut down by another zombie’s sword, but the third had approached the group from behind, unseen. It thrust its sword at the bloated zombie’s back—and suddenly it was Randel with his black sword in hand. Simon couldn’t see what happened next, but the sharp cries told him that Randel had hurt the bloated zombie in spite of the no-approach aura.

One of the zombies pointed its empty hand at Randel, and a faint blue light shot out of its palm; a translucent beam of force, similar to what Teva’ryn could do. Randel dodged the beam with a quick step aside, but it curved back in the air behind him, coiling like a giant snake. The translucent beam struck, but it only hit a clone that appeared in Randel’s stead. Simon expected the clone to burst apart from the impact, but it went limp and tumbled to the ground instead, like a puppet without strings. The headless horrors screeched again, clearly furious. Randel regarded them coldly, standing tall as the monsters bore down on him. Devi’lynn ran after the group of monsters, making replacements for each clone she had lost.

“Yes!” Imaya cheered, bouncing forward. “Guys, you’re awesome! Keep them distracted, we’re coming!”

Belatedly, Simon realized that the no-approach aura wasn’t hindering him anymore; apparently it worked only if the zombies were facing him.

“Everyone, attack!” he said, then ran after Imaya. Taking the monsters head-on would be dangerous, but so was staying near the ledge. Fortunately, Randel had done a great job revealing what kind of Abilities the zombie-Players had. The one with the lightning ball was dead, one had force-snakes, another had flamethrowers, and Simon saw that the fourth zombie was covered by some kind of crystal-like material. He suspected that the bloated zombie was the one with the aura, which left the sixth zombie—where was the sixth zombie?

“One of them went invisible!” Imaya yelled. “It’s coming at us—I got this!”

She veered off to the side, screaming fiercely as she smashed her small shield into something only she could see. Simon slowed down for a moment, wishing that he had chosen Heat Detection after all. Should he try throwing a fireball and hope for a lucky hit?

“I’ll help her,” Pell said, barreling past Simon and Tamara. “You go and aid Randel!”

“It’s fast!” Imaya said, skipping backward. Something impacted her shield, but she gritted her teeth and retaliated with her dagger. Pell reached her a moment later, blindly swinging his stone-covered fists around.

“Alright,” Simon said, glancing at Tamara and Teva’ryn—where was Teva’ryn? Simon spotted the Sylven man further ahead, a pair of ghostly arms protruding from his sides, right beneath his armpits. His second Ability. Facing Teva’ryn was another zombie that had stopped chasing Randel, the crystal-covered one. It raised a rusty sword in one hand and a shard of white crystal in the other, then got punched in the chest by a translucent force fist. The crystal-zombie staggered back from the impact, and Teva’ryn showered it with more punches from his ghostly arms.

“Are we going to help him or not?” Tamara asked, and Simon looked back to the middle of the plateau. Randel had successfully lured the remaining three monsters away from the team, but even with Devi’lynn’s support he was constantly forced to retreat. On the upside, the zombie-Players had yet to figure out where all those clones were coming from. On the downside, Simon saw no way to join Randel’s fight. Neither him nor Tamara would hold out more than a few seconds if they faced those monsters.

This battlefield, this arena, this chaos … it made Simon feel like a fish out of water. Even that single zombie with its flamethrower Ability could conjure stronger flames than him, and flames were his specialty. But did that mean he would just stand aside and let the others risk their lives? Of course not. Not even if it killed him.

Simon shook his shield loose and tossed it away; it would be useless here. His left hand freed this way, he conjured a fireball in it. His flames felt pleasantly warm between his fingers, a comforting caress that promised destruction. If only those promises would finally come true…

“Yes, Tamara,” Simon finally said, striding forward decisively. “I’m going in. Cover me!”

Advancing wasn’t as easy as Simon had hoped. He came to an abrupt halt when the bloated zombie briefly turned his way, but as soon as it had its back to him, he broke into a run. He had to get there fast, before the no-approach aura affected him again. When Simon was only a couple of steps away from the closest target – the zombie with the translucent homing beams – he flung his fireball at it. Not going to stop there, he also activated one of his Weapon Skills, Horizontal Slash. His body righted itself on its own, his arm drew his sword back, and he swung his weapon at his opponent’s back. He was standing too far from the monster to actually hit it with the blade, but that wasn’t even what he was going for. His sword burst into flames as it drew a perfect horizontal line in the air, launching an arc of magical fire at the zombie.

The ground shook as the zombie-Player turned Simon’s way. It had no head, no eyes, yet Simon had a distinct feeling it was looking at him. Not for long, though; the fireball Simon had thrown found its mark just as the flames from his sword struck, enveloping the monster in flames. Simon focused on those flames, willed them to last longer and burn hotter. His opponent let out an inhuman screech, but even as its flesh melted it fired a beam of force from its palm. The air distorted around Simon at the same time as a globe – with the same translucent quality as the beam – surrounded him completely, shielding him for a couple of seconds.

Simon heard a soft thud on the barrier, felt the ground beneath his feet tremble, but didn’t cease focusing on his flames. They were dispersing quickly; when the bubble around Simon vanished, he saw that only the dirty rags of the badly-burned zombie were still aflame. The sweller sitting atop the collared neck seemed to be in great pain, its segmented limbs blackened, its body twitching. Simon had won—he just needed to finish the monster off.

There was a thump, and the ground shook again. Lights swayed, shadows danced. In that second that stretched to an eternity, Simon looked up and up, his blood running cold as his eyes fell on the gigantic stone sweller from the elevator. It took another step toward him, its legs long like lampposts but twice as thick, weighting so much that Simon could feel the tremor whenever they impacted the ground.

“Move!” Tamara shouted, but it wasn’t actually the giant Simon needed to avoid first. He ducked just in time before a translucent beam of force flew past his head. He braced himself when he saw the sinuous apparition twist in the air, turning around to strike at him—but Randel was suddenly there, his black sword cleaving the beam in two, disrupting the magic.

Randel said nothing as he drew his sword back, but the glare he regarded Simon with was annoyed, borderline angry. His eyes seemed to glint with malicious green light even as a shadow fell over them, and above his dark cloak Simon spotted thin veins crawling up on the man’s neck, glowing under his skin. Simon flinched, and suddenly he wasn’t looking at Randel anymore, but the belly of the hideously bloated zombie-Player instead.

“What—”

Simon couldn’t even recover from his shock before the bloated zombie exploded, an enormous pole of stone stomping on it so hard that the monster burst apart, splattering Simon with blood and gore.

“What the—”

Someone grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him backward, and a beam of force whizzed past his face. It struck the enormous leg that had pulped the bloated zombie into the ground, and then Simon was yanked forcefully aside. He saw a flash of orange light cut through the air, and a black dagger sunk into the burned zombie’s torso. Randel jerked Simon aside one more time, his grip so strong that Simon had no chance to comply, and suddenly they were facing the last zombie—right as it fired twin jets of flame at them.

Scorching heat. Simon dropped his sword and cried out as the flames enveloped him, shielding his face futilely with his arms. The fire burned his lungs and tore at his skin, pain, maddening pain blooming all across Simon’s arms and chest. He reached out with his Pyromancy desperately, but these were not his flames and he couldn’t focus because he felt like his arms were melting in the heat. In the back of his head he dimly realized that Randel was crouching behind him, using him as a shield against the flames—using him as a shield!

Anger flooded Simon, and he finally had enough.

How could Randel do this to him? Why didn’t Tamara shield him? Why was everyone looking down on him?! As Simon embraced his fury he became aware of the flames like never before. He moved his singed, blackened arms and the fire parted for him. With a twist of his will, he gathered the fire in a blazing ball around the last remaining zombie, letting it taste its own medicine and burning it into crisps. Only then did Simon notice his collar’s message.

Domain unlocked: Forged in Fire

It needed no explanation. Simon’s clothes and hair had caught fire too, but now it barely took any conscious effort to smother the flames. He had this awareness, this acute sense of heat around him—but also a terrible pressure on his mind to let it all out, a volcano that wanted to explode. He moved his hand and cracks formed on the stone plateau, lava bursting forth through those cracks, steam erupting all around him and turning the air incredibly hot.

Simon saw that the gigantic stone sweller was looming above him still, but he was no longer afraid. Flames sprang to life around him, hotter than ever before. The flames obeyed him. The flames belonged to him. The flames energized him. His footsteps left a trail of fire as he backed out from under the stone giant, moving with a burst of speed he didn’t knew he possessed.

Simon spread his arms apart to gather all the flames around him, just like he had done against the last zombie—except this time, there was much, much more heat on the battlefield. Fire gushed out of his hands, adding to the maelstrom he conjured around the large sweller, a blaze so intense that it melted stone. Power. So much power! Simon laughed when he realized that he finally got what he deserved. No one could make fun of his fires anymore—no one! Certainly not the gigantic sweller as it wobbled helplessly within the swirling flames, stumbling and sagging, the inferno destroying its legs thoroughly. Not being able to support its own weight, the lumpy body of the sweller fell with an enormous crash, sending flames and hot air in every direction.

The giant monster was done for, unable to move. The luminescent mushrooms on its back caught fire, adding to the low light of the molten stone strewn across the battlefield.

Quest completed: Arena in the air, below ground

Simon felt his incredible power begin to fade, but he clutched at it with his mind, not letting it go. There was one more thing he had to do, one more unfinished business. His arms were ruined. He had been humiliated. He always got humiliated. His flames were calling for vengeance, and he would let them have it. This time, Simon would stand up for himself.

The warmth within the people on the other side of the arena was like a beacon to him. He strode toward them, heedless of the lingering heat in the air. Fire couldn’t hurt him anymore, in any shape or form. As he approached his disobedient team, someone hesitantly came forward—Randel.

“You!” Simon snarled.

“Before you say anything, let me tell you that I’m sorry,” Randel said, out of breath but speaking as fast as he could. “I just thought that since you can control fire, you can avert that sweller’s flames. Which you apparently could, just, uh … not without costs. I didn’t know—”

The floor cracked beneath Randel, and he jumped back quickly as a hiss of hot steam erupted.

“You didn’t know?” Simon said through gritted teeth. Lava broke through the ground all around him. “I saw the look in your eyes, Randel. I saw it just before you used me as a shield. You knew exactly what you were doing—look!”

Simon held up his blackened arms, showing off disfigured fingers he couldn’t even feel anymore. His injuries were so severe that he knew he’d never be able to use his hands again.

“I’m—”

“You did this to me!” Simon spat, and flames sprang to life along his arms. “You did this to me, so now I’ll do this to you. Tell me, which of your arms should I burn off first?”

Randel winced. “Please, don’t—”

But Simon was out of pity or forgiveness. Randel had ridiculed him this entire time, gave him zero respect. Wouldn’t it be unfair to let Simon suffer in his place? To let him come out of this unharmed? That just wouldn’t stand. Simon condensed his flames into two large globes of fire around his fists. Randel burst into motion right after, showing his true colors as he threw his dagger straight at Simon, intending to murder him outright. But Simon was ready for it. He released the fire from his left, unleashing a blazing inferno that knocked the dagger easily aside and engulfed it to stop Randel from teleporting to it. Simon heard the rest of his team shout something, but he ignored them as he raised his other hand at Randel—who scrambled away in fright.

“There is nowhere to run, you idiot,” Simon said, sending forth a jet of flames. Randel narrowly dodged his attack by tumbling beneath it, arriving dangerously close to the edge of the plateau. Simon was wise to Randel’s place-swapping tricks however, so he pointed his left hand at Devi’lynn and his right hand at Randel, ready to fire in either direction. He conjured another pair of fire orbs around his hands, but before he could have set them loose, Randel reached the ledge—and jumped right off.

Simon stared in disbelief for a moment, then his vision shifted and he found himself falling, falling toward the city of lights below. He cried out with equal measure of fear and anger, letting loose his flames, despaired, willing the power to propel him upwards. The wind of his fall tore at his skin, blinded his eyes, strangled his flames, but he kept pouring fire, kept putting everything he had into it, right until the sea of stone buildings swallowed him.

Only then did his fire die out.

            

    
        Chapter 1.16

    
    
    
    
                “What have you done?!” I heard Pell’s voice. The others were shouting too, but I paid no attention.

I was in a daze, standing on the scorched ground, looking at the spot from where I had just jumped off. Perhaps … perhaps Simon didn’t actually die from that fall. For some reason, his Pyromancy got crazy strong at the end; perhaps he saved himself. Somehow. My mouth went dry and my world spun. I imagined what it would look like down below—and for a moment it wasn’t Simon but Roland I saw, his broken body lying so very still.

Somebody began clapping and the shouting stopped. I could hardly care.

“It’s always a pleasure to see humans murder each other.”

Murder. Yes, I had killed someone—again. This time it hadn’t even been an accident; I still remembered the way I felt when Simon threatened to burn my arms. I felt no trepidation, no fear. He was just yet another hurdle in my way, a problem easily solved. I had placed the Mark of Replacement on the back of his neck so that I could help him during the fight, but I hadn’t hesitated turning it into a weapon. Why? I didn’t understand. Why did I become so cold-hearted all of a sudden? Was it the stress? Was it Soul Eater? All of my decisions felt as my own, yet somehow they weren’t right. Why did everything turn so wrong so fast?

“Well, well. What do we have here? What is your name, beautiful?”

The last sentence was spoken on the Sylven tongue, which finally jarred me out of my nightmarish thoughts. I turned, realizing that it wasn’t the Inspector who visited us but four Sylven men, illuminated by a floating ball of light. They were coming down from one of the bridges, armed from head to toe. Two of them wore heavy armor – well-crafted plates of steel with glowing runes inscribed into them – while the third man was clad in leathers and carried something large on his back. The fourth Sylven, the one at the lead, wore a flowing robe of black and silver and seemed to be the only one who didn’t own a sword. He smirked behind his neatly-trimmed silvery beard, watching Devi expectantly. The two of them engaged in a brief conversation that I could not follow, after which a shadow passed over the robed man’s face.

“Oh, but where are my manners?” he said, regarding the rest of us with amber eyes. “Everyone, I am Lord Tengi’quinn, head of House Quinn. Pleased to make your acquaintance. Drop your weapons please, and stand aside. I want to inspect you lot.”

Tengi’quinn’s eyes were glowing with an almost hypnotic light, I noted belatedly. Soul Eater wasn’t in my hand to begin with, but I heard the clatter of steel as the others disarmed themselves. Something in me balked at this, and I felt a pressure building in my head. Fire filled my veins once again, making me waver. Fighting so much had put a tremendous strain on my body. I wanted to walk to the others, to stand aside just as Tengi’quinn requested, but I stumbled and fell. I didn’t have the strength to get up. It would be alright—I just needed to take a nap first. I sighed. I was so very tired. My vision faded, and I welcomed the darkness.

I felt hurt, but well-cared for. Funny. Like when Sarah gave me a piggyback ride because I injured my ankle. Thomas ridiculed me for being a crybaby, but Roland just smiled knowingly. He was the oldest of us, barely nine years old, but I had always thought that he was very mature for his age. Sarah adjusted her grip on my leg, jostling me higher. I hugged her closer so that I wouldn’t fall.

“I love you,” I mumbled.

“Thank you,” Teva’ryn said. I opened my eyes slowly, realizing that the Sylven man was carrying me on his back.

“You don’t even know what I said,” I told him. “I don’t remember teaching Devi that word.”

“I listen, I learn,” Teva’ryn said. “I learn from Imaya too.”

“Huh. Well, I’m impressed. And here I thought you weren’t interested in our language! You’ve never said anything.”

Teva’ryn didn’t say anything this time either, so I took the time to look around us. We were walking on a wide road full of glowing plants and mushrooms. Green and blue mostly, almost blindingly bright. They grew over every surface, plants big and small covering the otherwise dull and uniform buildings. Houses with seamless, rounded walls about one or two stories high, sprouting everywhere just like the mushrooms on them. I didn’t know how they could have been built, but I had an inkling that magic was involved. This place felt as surreal as a radioactive wonderland.

I was also keenly aware of the dark shape of the fighting pit up above, hanging from the ceiling, defying gravity. Memories about what had transpired were coming back, as much as I didn’t them want to. They made me feel numb and hollow. I could have asked Teva’ryn whether they had seen Simon’s body, whether they had confirmed his death, but I didn’t dare—I didn’t want to know. His death was more abstract this way. I wouldn’t see him ever again, and that was it. I didn’t want to think about him.

I glanced behind me as overtly as I could. Tamara, Pell, and Imaya were following us, their expressions troubled. Further behind them walked the four Sylven men, with Devi in their midst. I couldn’t see them well enough, but I could hear them talking—though they were speaking too fast for me to understand anything. I turned back ahead, resting my head next to Teva’ryn’s ears.

“You still haven’t put me down,” I said quietly. “So, what’s bothering you?”

“We’re in trouble,” Teva’ryn whispered, switching back to his tongue. “We need to escape.”

“Yeah, I thought so.”

“They forced us to go with them. They are using us to uncover traps,” was what Teva’ryn said, probably. I wasn’t sure about each and every word, but I could decipher their meaning. We were down here after all, instead of getting the hell out of this Dungeon already. I paused at that thought—I was forgetting something, wasn’t I? You must claim the Dungeon’s Core, or slay the one with the control. The way out was blocked for the time being.

“So they brought us along to serve as bait,” I murmured. “Even you, Teva’ryn?”

“This is my punishment,” he replied. “I failed my duty as a man. I did not protect Devi.”

I snuck another glance at the five Sylven behind us. Tengi’quinn had an arm around Devi’s shoulders, gesturing with his other hand as he talked to her. From the disgusted look on Devi’s face, it was clear that she didn’t enjoy the conversation quite as much as the men around her.

“How ironic,” I said. “Seems to me that it’s only those men you didn’t protect her from.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Teva’ryn admitted. “I’m not strong enough. I ask you to save her, if you can.”

I huffed, falling silent as I let my eyes wander over the homes at the side of the road. The city seemed to be desolated and eerily quiet, save for the Sylven men’s voices echoing off the walls. I wished I knew more about them. Devi and I had barely discussed the topic of culture because the subject proved to be too difficult for our vocabulary. I couldn’t be sure where Sylven morals lay, or what beliefs they had. These Sylven men certainly did not hold our lives in high regard, however.

“You place too much trust in me,” I told Teva’ryn, resting my elbows on his shoulders. “You saw what I did to him. What I did to the entire group. How can you place anyone’s safety in my hand?”

Teva’ryn didn’t speak, though he rolled his shoulders to dislodge my elbows.

“Sure, you can shrug it off,” I said. “You could reason that it was self-defense. But you know what? I didn’t even hesitate to kill him. I regret it now, but didn’t regret doing it back then. It didn’t even occur to me to find another solution to stop him. I’ve never—well, I’ve never thought I had it in me to act like that. Perhaps … when it comes to my safety, Soul Eater is turning me more selfish.”

Teva’ryn grunted at that.

“Yeah, right,” I said, slumping down a bit. “Instead of blaming that stupid spoon for everything, I should take responsibility for my actions. I suppose the best I can do is to vow to do better next time. I can’t avoid any and all confrontations just because I’m afraid of myself. Like, there really is no reason to give up on saving Devi, right? Even if I believe her perfectly capable of saving herself.”

Teva’ryn continued to walk in silent agreement.

“Alright, you can put me down now,” I said, patting his shoulder. “My body is sore all over, but I’m able to walk.”

“Good,” Teva’ryn said, letting me go. “Did you figure out a plan?”

“Not really,” I said. “But why would I need a plan, when I could just unmake theirs?”

I waved at the baffled Teva’ryn to go on, then stood aside to let Imaya, Tamara, and Pell pass by. They gave me wary glances, as if I was a completely different person now—and perhaps I was. It didn’t make their reaction any less heart-wrenching. Talking with Teva’ryn had helped a lot, but … I wished I could cry. I felt too empty for tears. My body felt cold and disjointed, almost as if I was watching my shell act on its own. Objectively, I saw that I brought this upon myself. Objectively? I hated myself. It wasn’t anything new, really. I had always been a disappointment wherever I went. Why would it be different now?

I needed something to distract myself with, something to keep me busy. In a way, I was almost glad for the sudden appearance of the Sylven men.

Although their collars were hidden from sight, I was pretty sure they were high-leveled Players who had come here to challenge the Dungeon. A party of adventurers, perhaps. The longer I looked, the more they ruined my mental image about the Sylven being a race of blue-skinned elves; much like humans, they apparently came in all shapes and sizes. One of the armored Sylven had taken off his helmet, so I could see that his chubby face was completely bald and his horns had been sawed off at their base. The man beside him — this one wearing dark leathers — was sporting a well-groomed silvery mustache. He was also very short, barely taller than Imaya.

“What are you looking at, worm?” the man asked when our eyes met.

“Nice mustache,” I answered honestly. I wondered if it curled naturally or he had given it some assistance. I must have blinked too slowly however, because in the next moment I found the guy standing right in front of to me, pointing a handgun at my head. A handgun! It even had some glowing parts alongside the barrel, so it was either a futuristic high-tech weapon or a magical one. He held the gun so stupidly close to our head that we could have easily grabbed it before he had a chance to fire. Uh-oh. Probably a bad idea. I tilted my head slightly aside.

“You try to be clever, you get blasted to pieces,” mustache-man threatened me.

“Stand down, Damoro’quinn,” Tengi’quinn spoke on a mild tone. “Our human fellow has hit his head quite badly, can’t you see? The poor thing must have no notion of what’s happening.”

Damoro’quinn stepped back without a word, and in that moment I realized that the large item he carried on his back was some kind of sniper rifle. I furrowed my brow at that. If this world had guns, why were some people wearing heavy plates and swinging swords?

“So what is it, human?” Tengi’quinn decided to indulge me. “Do you need something?”

I turned to him slowly, consciously not looking at Devi in his arms. I did see however that Devi had rebound the bandage on her left hand, moving it higher up on her arm to cover her wrist. In the back of my mind I could feel a small dot of awareness – my Mark of Replacement – located beneath the bandage.

“I, uh—” I scratched my head. “Have you seen my dagger?”

“Indeed, we found a dagger after you fainted,” Tengi’quinn said, then gestured with his free hand at the bald Sylven. “Rimuto’quinn will carry it until we figure out what it is. Is it an item bound to you, perchance?”

“Bound?” I asked, surprised that they had guessed it so easily.

“Items from the Seed Shop are bound to the Player who bought them,” Tengi’quinn said, huffing at my ignorance. “They are useless in any other person’s hand, even if the owner dies.”

“Ah, I see,” I said, glancing at Rimuto’quinn. I didn’t know how he was able to stuff Soul Eater away while wearing those heavy plates, but I was inclined to believe Tengi’quinn. Perhaps bag of holdings were a thing in this world?

“So?” Tengi’quinn asked, getting impatient. “Is it bound to you or not?”

“Ah, right,” I said, blinking. “I didn’t buy it from any shop. The Inspector gave it to me.”

Damoro’quinn quietly gasped, but Tengi’quinn watched me with a carefully blank expression.

“Which Inspector?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, glad for the confirmation that there were more than one of them. “I think it was a woman. Jovial, with a smooth voice.”

Tengi’quinn nodded. “Did she say what the weapon does?”

“No … she didn’t even tell me what it was for,” I admitted. I scratched my head again, then added, “but it’s a pretty dagger.”

Damoro’quinn snorted at that, while Tengi’quinn ran a hand over his bearded chin—probably to cover his smirk. The other two men didn’t react at all; I was increasingly sure that they didn’t speak the language.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to hold onto your pretty dagger for the time being,” Tengi’quinn said. “We might be able to find out its purpose sooner than you.”

“Sure, I don’t mind lending it to you guys,” I said. “Just be careful, it’s sharper than it looks.”

This time Tengi’quinn didn’t even bother to hide his amusement, chuckling alongside Damoro’quinn.

“Right,” he said. “Well, we will make sure to—”

He stopped abruptly as Devi burst into motion, twisting herself out of Tengi’quinn’s arms and creating a clone of herself before the Sylven lord could catch her. Devi and the clone jumped to the side of the road, both of them creating an additional clone as they ran in different directions. It would have been a good move, if the clones hadn’t been so dumb. One of them ran straight back into the Sylven men, the second ran into a wall, the third stumbled in its own leg and fell—and that left only one of them, running down the street from where we had come.

Tengi’quinn sighed, more disappointed than worried about Devi’s escape attempt.

“Stop being so childish, Devi’quinn,” he said, reaching out toward her with curling fingers. The shadows around Devi came to life suddenly, tendrils of darkness lashing out at her arms and legs, restraining her movements, stopping her with ease. Tengi’quinn said something that I didn’t get, walking to the captured Devi with his men in tow.

I tapped my feet to the ground as I waited, watching the presumed clone who had run into the wall slink away, silently disappearing between the buildings. It didn’t take long for the Sylven party to realize that they had been tricked.

“After her!” Tengi’quinn yelled, this time with considerably more alarm. Damoro’quinn took off toward the buildings — moving so fast that he looked barely more than a blur — and I even got to see Tengi’quinn run in his fancy robes. The two Sylven in heavy armor were the slowest, but even they gave chase. Catching Devi was apparently more important than keeping an eye on the rest of us.

“So,” I said, turning back to the others. “Don’t you want to make a run for it too?”

They all looked miserable, but to be fair, probably so did I. Imaya shook her head at my question, her lips trembling.

“The robed m-man,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “H-He put us under some kind of … compulsion. We cannot run.”

So that was what Teva’ryn had meant by being forced! I frowned. Yeah, that hypno-gaze was going to be problematic.

“All of you?” I asked.

“All except you and Devi,” Tamara said bitterly, as if she was too tired to be angry. “Go on, just leave us. Enjoy your luck.”

“It’s better if we part ways, anyway,” Pell added with a grim look on his face.

“You might be right,” I said, averting my eyes. “You might be right, but you know, I’m a terribly selfish person. Leaving would involve a lot of running, and my legs are still sore, so I’d rather stay for now.”

Hopefully Tengi’quinn would forgo putting me under any compulsion. I didn’t think he’d find it necessary if he saw that I behaved, but I’d try to avoid looking into his eyes from now on, just in case.

“W-We are screwed either way,” Imaya said, sniffing. “We’ll all die. E-Even if we ran away, the portals are closed. There is no way out.”

Not yet, I silently corrected her while Tamara stepped closer to hug Imaya. Pell turned away and sat down by the roadside, and Teva’ryn kept scanning our surroundings for threats.

I should have asked the group about the Sylven Players, about any information that could be used against them. I let the silence settle on us instead, listening to Imaya’s sobs. That was the least that I deserved.

I tilted my head up to the large platform above, imagining the Inspectors watching us with keen interest. I didn’t really know how they were tracking our actions, of course. If invisible undead Players were possible, invisible cameras could easily be recording us from every angle. Even so, picturing the Inspectors as they looked down from above felt more fitting to me. Like amused gods lounging on their clouds, watching the rats below stumble around in their maze.

“I hope you’re entertained,” I whispered.

My Inspector, entertained. It was a ridiculous thought, yet the more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. Imaya had told me recently that this all looked like a great story to her, and maybe she was right. There was this journey—it had begun when we woke up on that hill, and it would end when we reached the perceived safety of the nearest human city. Perhaps this journey was only the first chapter of my book, or perhaps the story would end all too soon in tragedy. Whatever was the case, my Inspector had to be at least a little invested in my journey. I had nothing to lose by believing that to be true.

“I promise to make the finish even more exciting for you,” I said. “I just need an opportunity.”

I took a deep breath, then tore my eyes off the ceiling to find Tamara staring at me as if I had gone mad. I smiled to let her know that I was alright, which of course didn’t work, maybe because I wasn’t really alright. At least Teva’ryn seemed to take my madness in stride. He probably thought I had been praying, which wasn’t actually too far from the truth.

Voices from behind made us tense up in anticipation. We didn’t have to wait for too long before the Sylven men returned—dragging Devi with them. Tengi’quinn sounded as if he was chiding her, and she listened glumly, pouting.

“Good, you’re still here,” Tengi’quinn said when he saw me. “Let us move on then.”

Rimuto’quinn shoved me by my shoulder to get their point across, and I was only glad to comply. Like Imaya had pointed out, running now was futile. Devi had known this too of course, and so when I felt around with my mind for Mark or Replacements, I wasn’t surprised to find quite a few behind us. Devi had been caught, but her decoys were scattered across the streets still, alone and forgotten.

I found it amusing how much the Sylven men were underestimating her. Even Teva’ryn was guilty of this, asking whether I had a plan while it didn’t even occur to him that perhaps she would have one. With all the pieces in place, we just had to wait now; the Dungeon had already given us a hint about our alternative option for leaving. You must claim the Dungeon’s Core, or slay the one with the control. Although I didn’t know who or what possessed that so-called control, I was fairly sure that we would find it out soon enough.

I had asked for an opportunity, after all.

            

    
        Chapter 1.17

    
    
    
    
                “This Dungeon is very boring,” Rimuto’quinn said behind me. The other Sylven in armor, whose name I learned was Hano’quinn, grunted in agreement. I slowed my walk a tiny bit to hear them better. Interpreting their conversation and filling in the words I didn’t know was challenging, but not impossible.

“It must be a new Dungeon,” Rimuto’quinn continued, then added something I didn’t catch.

“Perhaps it is waiting for us to get bored,” Hano’quinn said. “And then, it will strike.”

“I doubt it,” Rimuto’quinn said. “It is just stupid.”

The two of them then proceeded to talk about the treasures they had already gathered here—and by treasures they probably meant my dagger and Devi herself. The longer I listened to them, the more I realized what Devi had meant when she told me about their gender imbalance. Either the difference was really significant, or these guys behind me were just really horny—pun intended. They acted as if finding a woman was a blessing from heaven.

They were right about the Dungeon being empty, however. So far we hadn’t encountered anything, which was both fortunate for Teva’ryn walking on the front, and unfortunate for me, waiting for my chance to escape. We had already put considerable distance between us and Devi’s clones, however. I couldn’t swap places with them from so far away – I could sense marks only in my vicinity – but Devi could open a portal at her clones no matter how far they were. It was a really neat trick; basically, this guaranteed that she would never have to carry her groceries home ever again, as long as she left a clone in her kitchen. I could only hope that if I hugged my grocery bags tight to my body, I would be able to do the same by teleporting to Soul Eater. I wanted to test it, but first I needed to get out of this Dungeon … and I also needed to find a convenience store. Damn, it wouldn’t be easy, would it? I wondered whether this world had any convenience stores at all.

Another problem was the four Sylven men behind me, obviously. If they were fully equipped with Abilities, Weapon Skills, magical armor and trinkets, then it would be just about impossible to account for all of those unknowns. I imagined high-leveled Players to be like one-man armies, each of them a superhuman – or supersylven – in their own right. Tengi’quinn and his gang had only one weakness as far as I was concerned, only one crack on their impenetrable armor, and she was called Devi.

Waiting for the right opportunity felt unnerving, even though I was sure that I would get my chance before we got to the Dungeon’s boss. If the Inspectors had designed this place for us beginner Players, then Tengi’quinn and his buddies would be able to kill the hive-mother and claim the Core without our help easily. Why would my Inspector want to observe me tagging along with these guys, when she could watch me make an escape attempt instead? A much more exciting premise, in my opinion.

My expectations bore fruit a few minutes later as we approached a set of multi-storey buildings, nearing what seemed to be the city center.

“Watch out!”

A massive shape burst out of an intersecting street and hit Teva’ryn; the attacker was a large sweller about the size of a car, with a peculiar crimson-red skin. It pinned Teva’ryn to the ground, the gaping maw on its underside trying to take a bite out of him—but not quite able to do so, because the phantom arms protruding from Teva’ryn’s sides were holding its bulk back.

“Scatter!” Damoro’quinn yelled at the humans standing in his way. The rifle from his back was already in his hands, whirring loudly; some compartments sank in while others popped out, rearranging themselves. The gun barely seemed to have finished transforming before Damoro’quinn fired a continuous beam of green light at the red sweller. The creature twitched, jumping out of the way in the last moment. Damoro’quinn didn’t let up however, turning his gun and the laser beam with it. The sweller scuttled backward, where a large circle of swirling lights swallowed its body. Damoro’quinn’s laser scythed through the portal as well as basically every building near the road, cutting them in half. I heard Tengi’quinn shout something over the noise of the collapsing buildings, and the men turned toward the building next to us—upon which the red sweller stood.

I fell back quickly to put the Sylven men between me and the monster, and more importantly, to get closer to Devi. I had done it none too soon either, because a second later Rimuto’quinn slammed his shield to the ground to form a transparent wall of light in front of him. Tengi’quinn reached out and used the same Ability he had grabbed Devi’s clone with, shadowy tendrils snaking around the sweller’s legs. The creature reacted by opening another portal to escape through, but the tendrils didn’t allow it to move. I slunk closer to Devi. Damoro’quinn dropped his large rifle to raise his handgun at the sweller, firing an energy bullet that reminded me of what that boar had fired at me back in the forest. The only difference was that this projectile became as large as a cannonball as it passed through Rimuto’quinn’s transparent wall. The ball of white-hot energy slammed into the helpless sweller, melting half of its body instantly. A burst of white streaks erupted from the dead body, finding its way to us, but I was only concerned with one thing.

Quest completed: Reopen the portals

Devi’s eyes met mine at the same time, her amber orbs boring into mine. Part of me wanted to ask whether she trusted me, but those words were superfluous; I already knew that she did. I didn’t deserve it, but she did—and I was going to use her.

“No portals yet,” I said as I stepped behind her, circling my left arm around her. She gasped when my hand closed around her throat, her hands going up to my fingers reflexively. Simultaneously, I teleported Soul Eater to my right hand – its blade long and sharp and wicked – and pressed it against her abdomen. Credit where its due, the Sylven men immediately noticed that something was afoot. I pulled Devi closer to me, watching the dismay of my opponents over her shoulder.

“Move, and the woman gets hurt,” I casually told them.

The light around Tengi’quinn’s fingers died abruptly, but my threat didn’t stop Damoro’quinn from pointing his gun at my head and the other two Sylven looked ready to jump on me too. I kept Devi between us, dragging her backward until I could see all four men properly.

“Stop!” Tengi’quinn barked when Rimuto’quinn took a step toward me. “Let’s not do anything hasty, alright? Tell us what you want, human.”

“Good. I want you to—”

My sentence was cut short when something ripped Soul Eater out of my hand, launching it at Rimuto’quinn. Damoro’quinn fired at me right after, but our hand was already moving, teleporting Soul Eater back to us and intercepting the shot. The projectile was magical in nature, so the impact didn’t even make us lose our grip on the dagger as we blocked the mana-fueled bullet. It bounced off the blade toward Tengi’quinn, but the air shimmered around the Sylven lord and the shot fizzled out.

“Perhaps I wasn’t clear enough,” I said, pressing the blade against Devi’s stomach once again. She tried to twist her body aside, but froze when she felt the tip of the dagger piercing her skin.

“Wait!” Tengi’quinn said, his voice getting alarmed now. “Let’s try this again, please.”

I could tell that his eyes were glowing, even though I wasn’t looking directly at him. Tengi’quinn then raised his hand up to his face, a ring on his finger drawing my eyes to it against my will.

“You don’t want to hurt the woman,” Tengi’quinn said as his eyes locked onto mine. “Drop your weapon, and release her.”

He was right, I supposed. I didn’t want to hurt Devi. My grip on Soul Eater loosened for a moment, but then we clenched our fingers around the hilt, shutting off Tengi’quinn’s influence.

“Mind control,” we said, sneering. “What do you think you know about mind control?”

Tengi’quinn flinched as if we had slapped him.

“How—?”

“You have been warned, Sylven lord,” we said. “You’ll now suffer the consequences.”

We pressed Soul Eater deeper into the woman’s abdomen—and I quickly shrunk the dagger, making the blade shorter as I moved the weapon. Devi let out a strangled scream, writhing in my grasp and grabbing at my hand. I imagined her blood was staining her shirt by now, and though I knew I hadn’t stabbed too deep, her cries of pain sounded so genuine that it took all of my willpower to keep the panic off my face. Needless to say, the Sylven Players were outright freaking out now; I gave them a cruel smile as they yelled for me to stop.

“You know,” I said, “I always wondered how you’d like her if she wasn’t able to bear your children anymore.”

“That’s enough, you madman!” Tengi’quinn cried. “We don’t have a healer to mend a wound like that!”

“Then you better do what I want, before she bleeds out.”

“What is it then?!” Damoro’quinn snarled. “Out with it, worm!”

I took a moment to glance at the rest of the group behind the Sylven Players; this could very well be the last time I saw them. Ever-cheerful Imaya, now looking at me with teary, unbelieving eyes. Tamara, face contorted in disgust, always so quick to judge and condemn me. Pell and Teva’ryn, so different yet similar to each other, both watching me as if they wanted to tear me apart.

“I want you to let my companions go,” I told Tengi’quinn. “Release all four of them from your compulsion, and allow them to leave the Dungeon.”

“Get lost,” Tengi’quinn growled at the group over his shoulder, then turned his furious eyes back to me. “I hope you realize that if Devi’quinn dies, your friends’ safety will be the least of your concerns.”

I watched the others leave, silently urging them on. Tamara and Pell disappeared between the buildings quickly enough, but Imaya was standing still, her feet rooted in place until Teva’ryn grabbed her arm and dragged her away. I waited patiently for their footsteps to fade away, holding Soul Eater steadily, ignoring Devi’s whimpers and the murderous glares of the men in front of me.

“Well?” Tengi’quinn tersely asked.

“Well, now we will be taking our leave too,” I said. “Devi, please open the portals.”

The Sylven Players tensed and Damoro’quinn pointed his gun at me again, but I just tucked my head behind Devi as she reached out with her hand and created a tear in space next to us—through which I felt three Marks of Replacement nearby.

“Goodbye, gentlemen,” I said in a jovial tone. “Remember this day when I, Clark the Cleverest, bested you all and stole your woman!”

I then focused on the Mark furthest from the portal, swapped places with the clone, dropped Soul Eater, swapped places with Devi, and teleported back to Soul Eater in the span of a second.

“Easy-peasy,” I said, then fell to my butt from the dizziness. To be fair, I would have probably been able to stay on my feet if my body hadn’t been so worn-out. Getting a good night’s sleep couldn’t come soon enough.

“It is not over,” Devi said. “They chase us.”

In spite of her ominous words, she was grinning from ear to ear. She looked positively mischievous, as if she had just stole all the cookies from the jar instead of having escaped … whatever her fate with those men would have been.

“Are you … alright?” I tentatively asked.

“Yes, I’m well,” Devi said, pointing at her blood-soaked shirt. “This is just a scratch.”

It wasn’t her physical state I had asked her about, but I didn’t prod further; I knew she didn’t appreciate people fussing about her. She extended a hand to help me back to my feet and I clasped it, leaving a new Mark of Replacement on her palm during the contact.

“Come,” Devi said. “Hurry to escape.”

She started jogging, and I was bit ashamed to realize that I wouldn’t be able to keep up with her. I blamed my tiredness for this, and definitely not my constitution. After a few minutes of physical exertion I was already breathing hard, my legs feeling like jelly. I couldn’t even tell where we were; the mass of stone buildings on both sides looked the same as ever, and I didn’t know how long I had been unconscious when we came here.

“How far?” I finally asked, slowing down to a walk. I wasn’t giving up, just resting my legs a bit. Devi came to a halt ahead of me, holding a hand against her bleeding stomach. Great—now I felt doubly-guilty.

“Not far,” she said, pointing ahead. “A little more running.”

“Good,” I said. “Then I will stay here as a distraction.”

Devi frowned. “Distraction? For Damoro’quinn?”

“Yes. You run, and create a clone after every fifty steps,” I said, showing her all ten of my fingers five times. “Got it?”

“Clones, fifty steps,” Devi repeated. “I can make eight clones, then make portal.”

“Sure,” I said. “Sounds like a good idea.”

I wasn’t certain what would happen if Devi opened a portal above a moving elevator, but I trusted her to account for it. Giving her Soul Eater would have been the easier solution for me to catch up, but I wanted the weapon with me in case things went wrong. As Devi took off in a run, I helped myself up onto a stone pillar at the edge of a small city square. I perched on the top of it, dangling my legs, shaping Soul Eater while keeping an eye on the road.

It wasn’t long before I spotted him. Damoro’quinn sped down on the road from where we had come, the shortest path to the elevator. With only one way out of this city, it hadn’t been difficult for him to figure out where we went. A gust of wind swept across the street as Damoro’quinn skidded to a halt when he saw me, raising his handgun at me the same time as I raised Soul Eater at him—making him freeze at the sight of my gun.

I had no in-depth knowledge about guns, though I had drawn quite a few of them in the past. While shaping Soul Eater I had focused on aesthetics over functionality, since I wouldn’t be shooting bullets anyway. The result looked really cool, in my humble opinion; I had hidden the weapon’s gemstone in the base of the barrel, leaving tiny gaps around it so that the orange glow could seep out, pulsing ominously.

“The show is over,” I told Damoro’quinn. “This is just the encore.”

“Your life is what’s over, Clark the Worm,” Damoro’quinn spat, gripping his handgun tighter.

“Careful about shooting me,” I said. “Have you seen how quickly I can switch places with the woman? Fire at me, and you might just hit her instead.”

“You can’t bluff me,” Damoro’quinn retorted. “I know you want her alive too. You might have fooled us once, but it won’t work a second time.”

“The second time?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “But this is already, like, the fourth time I’m fooling you.”

Damoro’quinn narrowed his eyes. “Where is she?”

“Already on her way to the elevator.”

Damoro’quinn was silent for a while. I knew he was tempted to look away – Devi’s clones had to be lining up on the street behind me – but he didn’t dare to take his eyes off my gun.

“No, I don’t think so,” he finally said. “You hid her somewhere to treat her wound.”

He started to edge toward the buildings, keeping his gun on me.

“Look, if you move any further, I’ll be forced to shoot you.”

“I’d like to see you try,” Damoro’quinn snarled.

“Really?” I asked. “I’m sure you have some splendid protection against bullets, but are you certain you can withstand a weapon handed me by an Inspector? It’s a bold claim, Damoro’quinn.”

The Sylven man seethed in anger, his silvery mustache quivering comically, but he stopped creeping away. I could almost see the gears turn in his head, weighting his chances about winning a gunfight with me. I had to admit, it felt quite good to be taken seriously for once. Before Danomo’quinn could have come any conclusion however, I heard a distant hum behind me—which I presumed to be my cue to leave.

“Bang!”

I jabbed Soul Eater at Damoro’quinn, who threw himself to the ground and fired at me, but I just swapped places with the nearest clone behind me. Arriving in a standing position felt a bit jarring, but I pushed through the disorientation to locate another Mark of Replacement within my range, just ahead. I activated it, switching place with the clone and getting within range of the third clone. I switched with that clone too, then with the fourth, fifth, and sixth. The road had a slight bend to it, and so Damoro’quinn wouldn’t have been able to shoot me even if I wasn’t flickering down the street at such a high speed. Barely a couple of seconds passed before I swapped places with the seventh clone, finding the eighth clone kneeling beside me.

As I contemplated what to do, I saw a disk of stone floating upwards with Devi standing on its edge, waving at me. She then opened a portal next to the clone, and I didn’t waste my time tossing Soul Eater through and teleporting over. A moment later the entire elevator jerked as it hit the bottom of the portal. Cracks forming at the edge of the platform made me retreat to the other side, away from the portal. Devi was closing it already, but the process took a few moments … during which the platform groaned and shuddered ominously. In hindsight, handing Soul Eater to Devi would have been a much wiser option for catching up to her.

When the portal closed at last, the platform continued its ascent. I resisted the urge to peer down over the edge to see what Damoro’quinn was up to, since I didn’t want to give him the chance to snipe me down. I was fairly sure that he wouldn’t try destroying the elevator and risk injuring Devi, and while it was possible that he had some sort of flight-magic to come after us, I personally doubted it. He already had guns and superspeed; being able to fly didn’t fit his skillset.

I tossed Soul Eater away when I realized that I was clutching it still. This day was … not a complete disaster, but damn near one. With Simon dead and Imaya, Teva’ryn, Tamara, and Pell left to fend for themselves, it was already certain that our story wouldn’t have a happy ending. I had always tried to tell myself that I wasn’t part of their team, that we traveled together only out of convenience. Even so, it stung to lose them like this.

A soft chuckle made me turn. Devi was looking upwards, her arms outstretched as if she wanted to hug the world. The lights from down below were fading, so I saw only her silhouette.

“We did it,” she whispered with glee. “I’m finally free!”

“I, too, like to tempt fate with premature celebration,” I told her. “You’ve forgotten something, however.”

The elevator slowed its ascent as it neared the top, fitting perfectly in the circular hole above us. We emerged into the light of eight portals surrounding the battle-marred arena.

“What is it?” Devi asked, turning to me curiously.

I held out my fist, and as she gave it a puzzled look, I swapped places with her to bump my fist against hers.

“Good fight,” I said, smiling at her. “We fought well.”

“We didn’t even fight them,” she remarked.

“Sure,” I said. “Those are the best kind of fights, aren’t they?”

While Devi complained about me not making any sense, I stepped off the elevator. We couldn’t be sure how far Tengi’quinn and his buddies would chase us, so we had every intention to leave as many false trails as possible. As Devi began to send clones in every direction, I gathered my charred backpack that I had left on the edge of the arena. I discarded some of my stuff at the nearest portal before teleporting back to Devi.

We had three options as to what to do; exit through the portal we had come from, exit through the portal the Sylven men had come from, or choose another portal randomly. The first option might lead to a dead end, because we cheated our way through that gate. The second option was the safest, because Tengi’quinn’s party had probably killed all the threats there already … but it was also the most predictable way for us to go. In the end, we decided to exit through another portal.

As much as I didn’t want to fight my way out of this cursed place, it was our best bet for avoiding our pursuers. At the very least, there was a silver lining; with only me and Devi facing whatever the Dungeon would throw at us, the two of us were going to get through it much faster than with a larger group. We didn’t need to kill anything—we just needed to escape. Between Devi’s clones and my teleportation, no sweller would be able to stop us.

“Ready?” Devi asked as we walked up to our chosen portal.

“Not really, but let’s do this anyway.”

Devi stepped into the swirling lights first and I followed her—then blinked in the glaring sunlight.

I looked around slowly. We were standing in the mouth of a cave, the trees that grew around it too sparse to block the midday sun. Ahead of us, over a sprawling forest and up on a mountain, stood a large city with high walls—much closer than the last time we had glimpsed it. This beautiful sight was partly obscured by my collar’s projection, demanding my attention.

You have left the Dungeon: Swellers of the Deep+1 Feat

Congratulations, your legend has risen!
Legend 3 reached.

I stared. Could it be possible? After all we had been through, the Inspector just … let us go? It felt too good to be true. I took a few unsteady steps forward to stand beside Devi, and for a time we just basked in the sight of the rotating walls of the city. Devi held her fist out to me absently and I gave it a bump, our eyes still on our new horizon.

We really made it, didn’t we? I turned to meet Devi’s joyful amber eyes, and found myself returning her smile. Then without a word, the two of us set off to find some place to rest, find a convenience store, and find a proper sketchbook for me—not necessarily in that order.

            

    
        Interlude 1

    
    
    
    
                A large percentage of the Pheilett society was suffering from virtual reality addiction, and Peramondigrovnith wasn’t below admitting that he was one of those addicts. He had left his home only for a few hours, yet he couldn’t help but sigh in obvious pleasure when he arrived back. Life outside the VR was simply too mundane; compared to the lives Pera lived within the Game of Ascension, his own life was stale and boring.

“Welcome back, Peramond,” his AI assistant’s feminine voice spoke as Pera entered the vestibule. “Please undress for the decontamination to begin.”

By the time his assistant finished speaking, Pera was already halfway out of his suit. The air on his pale green skin felt pleasantly cool, but he itched to dive into his pool already. Neon lights washed over his naked skin, cleansing him as well as scanning for potential threats. The process didn’t take more than a couple of moments.

“Decontamination completed,” his assistant chimed. “Peramond, you haven’t eaten in the last 5 hours. Would you like me to prepare dinner?”

“Not now, my dear,” Pera said. “Have it ready in three hours, and notify me beforehand. I’ll be in my VR suit.”

“As you wish, Peramond. Have a great day.”

Pera left the vestibule, heading straight for his underwater compartments and diving into the water head-first. He floated aimlessly for a second, enjoying the water as it entered his gills, then fanned the fins along his legs and swam lazily to his gaming room. The lights were dimmer here, most of the illumination being provided by the simulator tube in the middle of the chamber. Pera gave a mental command for his gaming station to boot up, his encephalic chip forwarding the signal to his headset. By the time Pera reached his VR suit and strapped himself in, the system was ready to go. He lowered the headset over his head, took a moment to adjust it so that it covered all three of his eyes perfectly, then initiated a connection to the GoA servers.

Being one of the most popular entertainment platforms, the Game of Ascension provided a vast variety of ways to observe their shows. Pera preferred the subscription-based exclusive access to the Players who caught his interest, following the lives of up to five or six of them at a time. He liked to watch the action-oriented highlights first, then switch to the uncut footage of their daily lives to wind down if he was too high on adrenaline.

As for today, he’d watch one of his newest favorites first. Pera had probably missed some of his action sequences, but he could always watch them on playback. He navigated through the GoA’s menus quickly, the AI system built into the platform having guessed correctly what he was going for.

“Connect me to Player Pell,” he gave the final mental command. His vision faded for a moment and he felt a brief, sharp pain in the back of his head—but the unpleasantness was gone so quickly that Pera wasn’t even sure he had felt it at all.

He found himself floating in the sky of Nerilia, with the Western Woods stretching below him in every direction. The outline of a single Human Player was highlighted deep below the ground, right where the Dungeon lay. Pera looked at the floating screens around him, noting with disappointment that only a single highlight clip had come out since he left. Had the Players cleared the Dungeon already, or had something else come up? Only one way to find out! Pera selected Pell’s latest highlight, and his vision faded again.

Although the transition didn’t hurt this time, it was a great deal more disorientating. Jumping into the body of someone else tended to have that effect; it required time to get used to. The trick was to imagine this experience as watching a fully-immersive movie instead of treating it like a VR game. GoA provided a lot of different kind of spectator modes, so everyone could find what suited them the best.

As a practiced VR user, Pera liked deep-dives the best. Not only were they the most intimate out of all the spectator modes, but the technology had made some great advances over the last millennia to make the experience even more enjoyable. Emotion filters and adjustable pain intensity were welcome features for shutting out the more unpleasant aspects of the deep-dive, and the popularization of races with Pheilett-like bodies helped a lot too. It felt much more natural to be in a Human’s or a Sylven’s body than wearing a Zzartok’s skin. For those who found the lack of a third eye annoying, there were features for extending the field of vision artificially.

After a brief intro sequence displayed over Pera’s vision, he found himself in Pell’s body. Tall and strong, with remarkable endurance. Pell felt nervous at the moment, and so did Pera. He kept glancing at his brown-haired Human companion called Tamara. Fondness, perhaps even love. Strange feelings, considering how little he knew Tamara, but Humans were fickle like that. Part of their charm came from their fast-paced emotions.

Pera’s fondness for Tamara was interlaced with another emotion, something he recognized instantly; worry. He was keenly aware of the four Sylven men behind him. Last time when Randel had set them free, Pera and Tamara ran away together. The two of them encountered a small group of swellers however, and the sounds of the battle led the Sylven Players back to them. They had been the only ones Lord Tengi’quinn and his band had managed to capture, and now they were in a tight spot. The Sylven men’s ire was palpable, but they hadn’t taken it out on Pera and Tamara … yet.

“He had twisted her mind, that’s the only explanation,” Rimuto’quinn said in the Sylven tongue. There was a little bit of disconnect with that, because Pell didn’t understand the words but Pera’s encephalic chip translated them readily.

“Stop fretting about the woman,” Lord Tengi’quinn said. “There’s only one place they could have gone from here, and it shouldn’t be difficult to find a Sylven woman in a Terran city.”

“What if that man gets her pregnant by then?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Lord Tengi’quinn said. “Have you heard about any Sylven siring a child to a Terran woman?”

“Well, no, but this is the other way around. What if the Terran man can—”

“Enough,” Lord Tengi’quinn snapped. “Keep your dark thoughts to yourself, Rimuto’quinn, and concentrate on our Quest. The faster we find the Core, the sooner we’ll find—”

He fell silent mid-sentence, and Pera’s body reacted to that by tensing up. Anticipation. Fear. He looked around quickly, his eyes traveling to Tamara first before stopping at the Sylven men—who were all looking at one direction. From a narrow alleyway that wasn’t illuminated by any plants, a small figure emerged.

“Are you the people who killed the Portal Maker?” the newcomer asked on a high-pitched voice.

Surprise. Recognition. Pera took a step toward the elderly Thardos with the magical staff.

“Vuplu?” Pera asked. “What are you doing here?”

“Ah, it’s you,” Vuplu said, his whiskers twitching. “I, uh, came when the portals reopened.”

“A Ratkin who speaks languages,” Lord Tengi’quinn said. None of his men had lowered their weapons. “Tell me, old man: why are you carrying the Dungeon Core attached to a staff?”

Vuplu jerked in fright, pulling his staff closer to himself. The indigo orb on top of his staff visibly darkened.

“I, uh, don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Pell didn’t know what was going on either, but Pera sensed his concern. It wasn’t difficult to see that the Sylven men were rounding on the poor old man. The Thardos tried to slink back to the alleyway, but the staff suddenly flew out of his hands and landed in Rimuto’quinn’s.

“No! Give it back!”

“It really is the Dungeon Core,” Rimuto’quinn said, ignoring Vuplu as he inspected the orb. “I can’t believe it. Where is the boss?”

It was precisely at that moment that Vuplu’s scared visage disappeared, his elongated face contorting into a devious grin.

“Perish,” the old man said, and the magical staff in Rimuto’quinn’s hand exploded.

Tamara threw herself at Pera at the same time, encasing both of them in a Protective Bubble to save their lives. Alarm. Fear. Gratitude. Pera watched the purple flames of the explosion lick the surface of the barrier, unable to break it. A moment later it was over and they were standing amidst blackened stone and burning plants. The smoke stung Pera’s eyes and made it difficult to breathe, but that was the least of his concerns. Vuplu stood in the center of the street, clutching the Dungeon Core in his hands and laughing.

Of the Sylven group, Rimuto’quinn was on his knees, his charred armor falling off him as it turned into ash. Lord Tengi’quinn and Damoro’quinn had probably teleported out because they were standing farther down to street, while Hano’quinn—his full plate shone brightly as he charged at Vuplu. The Sylven man’s shield hit the old man squarely in the face, sending him flying into the nearest building. The Dungeon Core flew out of Vuplu’s hand as he hit the stone structure with a crunch, crumpling to the ground. Hano’quinn was upon him a moment later, impaling Vuplu’s chest in case the shield-slam hadn’t killed him.

“Well, that was easy,” Rimuto’quinn said as he got on his feet. “A shame for the armor, though I wanted to buy a better one anyway. I really hate ambushes, have I told you that?”

“A few times,” Hano’quinn said, sheathing his bloody sword. “Strange. We didn’t get any souls from the old man.”

Rimuto’quinn snorted. “He was halfway in the grave already, maybe that’s why.”

Hano’quinn chased after the Dungeon Core that rolled away during the fight, while Rimuto’quinn waited for the other two men to walk back to them. Pera felt horrified.

“What just happened?” he whispered to Tamara.

“I don’t know,” Tamara whispered back.

“Watch out!” Lord Tengi’quinn yelled, his voice echoing sharply. Alarm. Pera jumped aside and pulled Tamara with him, but it wasn’t actually them that the Sylven Lord was talking about. A dark shape was emerging out of Vuplu’s corpse, pooling like black ink on the canvas of reality. It was a wraith with burning green eyes that Pera recognized instantly to be a shade.

“No—” was all Rimuto’quinn managed to say before the shade surged forward and slammed into his face.

“By the Creator!” Hano’quinn yelled, dropping the Dungeon Core to raise his shield instead. “Rimuto’quinn!”

The bald Sylven’s body twitched as the shade entered him, then fell utterly still for a heartbeat—then began to laugh.

“Rimuto’quinn is gone,” Lord Tengi’quinn said as the shade drew Rimuto’quinn’s sword. Damoro’quinn lifted his rifle at his former companion, but didn’t dare to fire. As for Pera—he wanted to run, but the compulsion wasn’t letting him. Terror. His palms were sweating now, and his throat felt dry. Lord Tengi’quinn raised a hand to his face, and Pera couldn’t help but look into his glowing eyes.

“You don’t want to attack anyone,” Lord Tengi’quinn said. “You just want to—”

“Oh, please,” the shade said, chuckling. “Do you really believe your pathetic mind tricks can affect us?”

The shade then laughed some more at the look of dismay on the Sylven Lord’s face.

“Now,” the otherworldly being continued, “let us see what this body is capable of.”

The creature pointed its sword upwards, and a blinding arc of lighting struck the Sylven men from above. The explosion of sound was followed by a loud series of bangs as Damoro’quinn fired a round of tiny yellow bullets from his rifle. The shade took them without flinching, the shots ruining its clothing but failing to penetrate its skin.

“Don’t kill it by accident!” Lord Tengi’quinn shouted. He was unharmed, since Hano’quinn’s shield had eaten up the entire lighting strike. “And don’t let it kill itself either!”

“Ask something easier!” Damoro’quinn quipped back, his rifle transforming to shoot a laser beam at the shade. At the same time, Lord Tengi’quinn reached out with both hands to animate the shadows around the shade, grabbing at its arms and feet—futilely. Rimuto’quinn had been a tank Player, and even in a ruined armor the shade would not be stopped so easily. Its skin shone like a polished mirror as it charged, shrugging off the shadows before slamming its sword into Hano’quinn’s shield.

“Come,” Tamara tugged on Pera’s shirt. “Quickly.”

Surprise. Hope. Just like Pell, Pera hadn’t even realized that their compulsion had worn off! He and Tamara slipped away quickly while the Sylven men were distracted by the shade, then ran down street after street in the general direction of the elevator. From time to time, lightning strikes struck the ground behind them. There was a deep rumble, and at one point a boulder with the size of a small house slammed into the buildings just ahead of them. Tamara changed directions quickly to make a detour, and Pera followed. His fear returned. They were so far from the elevator still! They would not be able to run all the way there in one go.

The sound of battle slowly died down, but Pera couldn’t be sure of its outcome. Adrenaline coursed through his veins. He could die at any moment, either by the shade or the Sylven men if they caught up to them, or by finding swellers in this abandoned city. Tamara had lost her spear, so she would have to rely on Pera’s fists. The two of them slowed down to a walk before they could tire themselves out too much, and Pera looked up at the arena that hung up above, trying to gauge how far the hole in its center was—where the elevator would be found.

Suddenly Pera heard a sharp noise behind himself, sounding disturbingly close; footsteps, and steel grating stone. Alarm. Pera and Tamara broke out in a run once again.

“Humans!” a voice hollered from behind. “Please stop running! There is, uh, nothing to fear!”

That just made Pera run even faster, his heart beating in his chest frantically. He glanced behind as he and Tamara rounded a corner, and caught a dark shape moving toward them—fast. Panic.

“Throw an Orb behind!” Pera shouted, and Tamara tossed back a Gravity Orb just as the creature behind them rounded the corner. It was Hano’quinn, the other tank Player—except something was clearly wrong with him. His helmet was missing, his armor had numerous dents on it, and his arms seemed to be broken … yet he still dragged an enormous sword behind him while running faster than Pera or Tamara. It was the shade without a doubt.

The Gravity Orb turned black right in front of the creature’s face, ending its rush abruptly. Its body bunched up around the Orb, but then there was a crack, and the shade dropped back down to the ground. Pera looked back to Tamara. Desperation. Worry. Resolve. He slowed down and stopped, letting Tamara run ahead.

Protective Shell activated.

Tamara glanced back as the stone was ripped out of the ground to cover Pera’s body, the frightened look on her face turning surprised.

“Go,” Pera said. “I’ll keep him here.”

Tamara hesitated only briefly before running on. Disappointment. It lasted only a moment, though. Pera turned to face the shade as it picked itself up from the ground, feeling his heart beat even faster. He was afraid, yet he felt strangely … warm. Resolute. He bought Tamara some time to escape. That felt right.

“Come on!” Pera yelled as the last bits of stone closed around his head, keeping only a narrow slit open for vision.

Consecutive Punches triggered.

Pera slammed his fists together, advancing on the shade. He hit his fists against each other again, this time with twice as much force. When he slammed them together for the third time, it actually hurt him; the pain radiated from his hands up to his arms.

“Take this!”

Pera threw a ramped-up punch at the shade, but the creature easily stepped out of the way and retaliated by swinging its sword at him. The massive weapon took Pera in his side, shattering stone and launching him into a building. Even with pain suppression set to 50%, Pera could barely think. The shade’s sword came at him again, and all he could do was to raise his hands to protect his head. The force of the impact swept his arms aside and slammed him into the wall of the building again, crying out and blinking tears of pain.

Domain unlocked: Solid as Stone

The ground shook as something bloomed within Pera’s mind. He felt … vast. He felt all the stone around him, all the walls, the carved buildings, the massive weight of the cavern around him. Power. Hope. He yelled defiantly, and the stone echoed his yell, rumbling around him as cracks formed—

“None of that now,” the shade said right before its sword separated Pera’s head from his body. Shock. Sadness. As Pera’s vision went dark, his very last emotion was a vague sense of regret.

Your host has died.What would you like to do next?
[Watch another highlight][Switch to omniview mode]
[Back to Player selection screen]

Peramondigrovnith gasped sharply as he was suddenly himself again. His hands went up to his neck, his heart beating almost as fast as Pell’s had beaten. He switched to omni-view mode quickly, going back to the skies of Nerilia, floating above the forest. He then closed his eyes, trying to calm himself.

That was … brutal. Such intense emotions! Pera liked heroic Players for this very reason; even in their darkest hour, even when they trembled in fear, their courage shone through every shadow. Their love and concern in the face of evil was simply too beautiful, too intoxicating to behold.

Such a shame that they tended to die early.

Pera closed his eyes, allowing himself to float above the clouds, thinking about what he had just seen. The appearance of the shade was a bit disappointing, really. Pera had suspected that Pell wouldn’t be able to leave the Dungeon alive, but he had been hoping for a few more fight scenes before the end.

Briefly, Pera considered going back to the Dungeon to find out what happened to Tamara and Lord Tengi’quinn … but truth be told, he didn’t care much for their fate. The only reason he was concerned for Tamara was Pell’s lingering emotions. So … what to do next? Pera still had a lot of time till dinner, but he didn’t want to jump back to his usual Players. They were all getting more and more boring as the years passed. Pera wanted someone new.

“Show me the location of Player Randel,” he said. His virtual body flew closer to the city of Fortram, highlighting a figure who stood in line at the city’s gate.

Randel wasn’t exactly a heroic Player, and Pera had his doubts about how much he would enjoy him. The prototype weapon he carried didn’t interest him all that much; the Organizers were doing little tweaks and new additions to the Game of Ascension all the time, and a demonic weapon didn’t seem to be such a novel idea.

Apart from that, Randel was a frustratingly irresponsible person in general. Pera knew that many Spectators complained about him on the forums; some people claimed that he was a jerk, that he was undeserving of the prototype weapon, that he should just die already. From what Pera had seen through Pell’s eyes, he was inclined to agree.

Yet there were many Spectators who claimed the opposite, Spectators who really enjoyed journeying with Randel. They said that his entertainment value lay in his unusual quirks, which felt like a breath of fresh oxygen for all the old-timer GoA fans. Many were also intrigued by his personality, curious to see which way it would grow.

Oh, well. Whatever was the case, Randel was undeniably gaining followers rapidly; Pera might as well see for himself what the hype was about. His heart was still racing from Pell’s fight, so he figured that watching Randel explore the city would be a nice way to relax. He paid the subscription fee for the deep-dive spectator mode, after which a familiar configuration screen greeted him.

Calibration in progress – please wait.
Calibration done – first contact established.
You are now spectating Player Randel.
Welcome to the Game of Ascension!

            

    
        Chapter 2.1

    
    
    
    
                “Weirdest dream I’ve ever had,” I said around the bite of rabbit steak in my mouth. “That’s what I first thought of this world.”

Han, a regular of the Feathered Stallion, chuckled into his second mug of ale. He was an old veteran of some war of the past, his face marred with wrinkles and scars that made him look scarier than he actually was. From what I knew of him, he liked to spend his days drinking in this inn and complaining about his malfunctioning legs.

“You’re right on that,” Han said. “Life can be real crazy here sometimes.”

I speared another slice of meat with Soul Eater’s forked end, popping it into my mouth. The rabbit was a bit chewy for a quick midday brunch, and the greenish scrambled eggs next to it had a really odd flavor … but this certainly wasn’t the worst meal I had recently eaten.

“This place takes some time to get used to,” I told Han. “Not just the magic and the different kinds of people, you know, but ordinary things too. Earth had some stuff that Nerilia doesn’t—like electricity.”

“Eh? Electricity?”

“Captured lightning,” I said, then waved for the innkeeper to bring another mug of ale.

“Captured lightning,” Han repeated sourly, gulping down the last of his drink. “I heard about it, some. It’s better to stay away from that kind of witchery, I tell ya. You invite the wrath of the gods upon your head with them unnatural magics.”

“Wrath of gods?” I asked, furrowing my brow. “They punish those who use electricity?”

“You do something they don’t like, you die. ‘Tis that simple, with them gods.”

I chewed on my meal absently as the innkeeper came over to put a new tankard in front of Han. What the old man said made a lot of sense, and I was a bit ashamed that I hadn’t thought about it before. The Inspectors were steering the growth of this world in a direction that suited them, snuffing out unwanted advancements such as plastics, gunpowder, or combustion engines. I wondered how they kept track of them all. Was some kind of AI monitoring every living person on this planet, or did they crack down only on technological innovations that got too significant?

“Interesting,” I eventually said. “So, how long has the Emperor been weaponizing electricity?”

“Eh? Waddaya mean?”

“Using the wrath of gods as a weapon,” I said, gesturing with my fork upwards. “You know, have someone infiltrate your opponent’s castle, capture lightning there, then wait for the gods to do the dirty work for you.”

Han stared at me in shock, lowering his tankard slowly.

“Lad, that sounds hella’ evil,” he said. “Not something Emperor Tarumon would do.”

“What an amateur,” I said, taking another bite.

Bringing this topic up was a mistake, I realized belatedly; Han seemed to be oddly fond of the Emperor, even if it was Tarumon’s pointless war that cost him his legs. To smoothen the wrinkles on Han’s sour face, I decided to steer the topic toward something more positive.

“I like what Emperor Tarumon did to this city, though,” I said. “The new streetcars make traveling around so much easier!”

“Aye, it was high time for that,” Han said. “The Governor kept saying that Fortram had no funds for building carlines in the lower ring, did ya know that? Then all it took was the Emperor pressing a finger down his spine and sudden-like, lo and behold, streetcars everywhere! Turns out the city had the funds, after all!”

“Yeah, that sounds like—”

A tankard hit the table next to my arm, sloshing some ale onto my shirt.

“You’re not welcome here, Reaper.”

I turned my head slowly to look up at the burly man leaning against my table. He wore a factory-worker’s uniform, which was strange because if he had truly worked in the Factory, he would have had nothing to do in the inn right now. Two other men in the same uniform hovered nearby, their muscly arms crossed over their chests. The innkeeper behind them walked to the other end of the bar – pretending to not notice anything – and even Han found the bottom of his tankard suddenly very interesting.

I looked back at the lead man, noting the animosity in his eyes—and for a moment I felt the heat, smelled the smoke, saw the furious look on Simon’s face before he attacked me. Before I murdered him.

“You deaf, punk?” the man next to me asked when I failed to reply. “If ya ain’t going, we can show you the way out.”

Quest received: Barfight

The collar around my neck projected the notice right above my breakfast, which startled the men. They seemed to be ready to punch me; the only thing holding them back was that they didn’t know what to make of my collar’s projection. Ignoring the fists raised at me, I groaned, burying my face in my palms.

“Ah man, now you’ve done it. You know what it says? Barfight!”

The lead man growled. “You wanna—”

“Of course I don’t wanna fight!” I said, looking up at the man. “But you challenged me, and I received a Quest that says barfight. Dude, if you want to throw a Player out of your inn, you should really be careful about challenging them like this.”

Unless these men approached me with the explicit intention of picking a fight—but I had a suspicion that this wasn’t the case. Sure, these guys didn’t like Players very much and they had some pent-up frustrations. Perhaps due to a lost job? They certainly wouldn’t have minded getting in a few punches if I gave them a reason—but they weren’t specifically out for my blood.

“You think you know better, eh?” the burly man asked.

“That’s what my mother always says before she spanks me,” I said. “So my answer is no, I don’t know better. I really don’t want to be spanked again, you know?”

They looked baffled at first, but the tension seemed to let up a bit. The burly man pulled out the chair next to mine and slumped down on it, somehow managing to tower above me still.

“Does she, really?” he asked.

“Spank me?” I asked. “Yeah. I mean, she spanked me only as a kid, but just look at these twig-arms of mine. I bet she could still beat the crap out of me if she were here.”

The man snorted in amusement as I rolled up a sleeve to show him my puny arm.

“That splash of ale on my shirt was a good trick,” I told him. “If you really want to make Players leave, better to make them want to leave. Sing really badly and loudly, fart next to them, or accidentally pour a mug of ale on them. Stuff like that, you know?”

The man beside me grinned, then snatched his tankard off the table and looked me up and down with it.

“Pour ale on you, huh?”

I shrunk back a little bit, holding up my hands in surrender. “Ah, maybe we could skip that part today? You see, I’m going to a job interview after breakfast. What would they say if I turned up reeking of booze?”

The man let out a belly-laugh at that. “Depending on the place, they might ask where ya got that booze from!”

I smiled. “Sadly, this is a desk job with customers and stuff…”

“A desk job, huh?” the man took a sip from his drink. “I figured Reapers were all about adventuring outside the city.”

“But he does look like them scholarly types,” another man spoke up.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “That’s about all I can do. I have a feeling that I wouldn’t last a day outside, or in other places like the Factory.”

“You bet!” the third man said, chuckling.

That led us to speak about the current employment crisis at the Factory, where the golems were slowly taking over people’s jobs. The burly man, who introduced himself as Val, was one of those workers who got replaced by the new high-tech golems. He and his friends didn’t lose their jobs completely, however; they were getting some training for maintaining the golems. It couldn’t have been a very intense training given that they had the time to get drunk in the middle of the day.

In the end Val and his friends let me finish my brunch in peace, and I thanked them with a round of drinks before I left.

Quest successfully failed: Barfight

I looked around on the sunlit street, trying to orient myself. The Feathered Stallion was right on an avenue that led to the center of the city, so at least I knew where to start. The difficult part would come later. Fortram was made up of three concentric rings, each with their own high wall, each rotating in the opposite direction as its neighbor. This meant that each time I crossed from the lower to the middle ring, I ended up in a different place. Over the dozen or so days that we had spent here, Devi had already gotten used to navigating the city … but I still got lost each and every time.

Well, maybe today would be my lucky day. I followed the set of rails that ran in the middle of the street, up until I spotted one of the streetcars coming from behind. A horse-shaped metallic golem pulled the chain of half-empty wagons at a moderate pace. The wagons were simply built, with low floors and open sides; all I had to do was to grab one of the handholds and hop on as the vehicle passed by. Streetcars were free to use by anyone, but I had learned the hard way that they were better to be avoided during rush hours.

I took a seat next to an Avarii woman. A bird-human. It felt derogatory to think them like that, but I found it easier to consider all of these alien species as animal-human hybrids. The Avarii in front of me had a completely bird-like head, after all. A curved beak occupied the middle of her feathered face, and her small black eyes didn’t move in their sockets; when she looked at me, she turned her entire head. The rest of her looked more human however, with legs and arms and clawed fingers, her slim body covered in yellow and blue feathers. She wore a colorful skirt and nothing on her upper body, but that was the usual outfit for every Avarii—no matter which gender. It was actually those bright feathers of hers that told me she was a woman; male and female Avarii looked just about the same otherwise.

I inclined my head as a greeting, and saw her eyes lock onto the collar around my neck. Not really subtle, these Avarii. Usually I hid the collar under the hood of my cloak, but today I wore only a shirt that covered the black metal only partially. The weather was too warm for any excessive clothing, and the cloak would have looked too shabby for a job interview anyway.

The woman cawed once and returned my nod, then continued reading the newspaper in her lap. I appreciated her nonchalance; many of Fortram’s citizens disliked Players, avoiding us like the plague. Players meant Quests, and Quests meant trouble. Properties got destroyed, people got hurt—or worse, got killed. Devi and I hadn’t been able to find a single inn that would have allowed us to stay for more than a night, and it had been quite the shock to find out that it was easier for me to buy an apartment than to rent one.

My streetcar slowly climbed its way up to the middle ring, and I leaned back to watch the jungle of buildings pass by. Most of them belonged to the Factory. A labyrinth of rusted metal panels and crumbling brick walls covered in graffiti, with numerous pipes twisting high above. The dull buildings were only backdrop for the riot of colors that the citizens of Fortram painted on the canvas as they bustled on the street, the clash of cultures unlike anything I had seen before. Merchants in their stalls and street vendors with their carts tried to outshout each other, dirty-faced children played in the alleyways, golem workers and skeleton servants marched tirelessly to carry out their masters’ tasks. The lower ring of Fortram could not be called beautiful, but it always had something to grab my attention with.

I got off the streetcar once it reached the edge of the lower ring and craned my neck to take in the wall; a massive structure of stone, raised by the gods themselves. It would have plunged certain parts of the city in perpetual shadow if the rings hadn’t constantly been in rotation. A wide area around the base of the wall was left free of buildings and merchant stalls to make it easier to pass between the city’s sections.

I started to walk clockwise along the wall – opposite to the middle ring’s rotation – and found a gate soon enough. Wide opening, portcullis raised high, gliding toward me at the speed of a brisk walk. The pair of guards at the gate let me through after a single glance at my collar.

My heart sank as soon as I arrived to the other side; this wasn’t any part of the middle ring that I recognized. The buildings were tidier and much more uniform than the ones in the lower ring, and this sameness certainly did not help—but I was certain that I had never seen the garish prosthetics shop in front of me. Or had I? Artificial body parts were quite fashionable amongst human citizens, so shops like these weren’t particularly uncommon.

“It's you, Randel dear, isn’t it?”

I turned to the Bolob who addressed me from beside the prosthetics shop, watching me from behind baskets of flowers.

“Oh! Hello, Arikokira. Yes, it’s me.”

Arikokira was a bit of a deviant by Bolob standards; although her species was technically genderless, she had told me to regard her as a woman. Her hairless head was wrapped in a colorful shawl and her perfectly symmetrical face was smiling at me. I liked how picturesque she looked in her patterned dress, standing amongst the vibrant flowers of her shop. More importantly however, I had met her already—which meant that I had actually been here before. Sadly, that still didn’t mean that I had any idea where I was.

“What brings you here, young man?” Arikokira asked. “Have you come to buy some flowers? For that lady friend of yours, perhaps?”

“It’s not her I’m meeting today,” I said, reaching to my pocket to fish for silver coins. “But I like your idea! I’d like to buy some flowers, please.”

“Oh, it’s a love triangle, isn’t it?” Arikokira said, clapping her hands. “How bold!”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Is that what this looks like?”

“Don’t you worry, Randel dear, I won’t tell a soul,” Arikokira said, then stepped closer to adjust my shirt. “There you go, all nice and symmetrical. I’m sure whoever you’re meeting will be charmed.”

“I hope so too,” I said. “On another note, would you mind if I asked for directions? I’m afraid I got a little lost again…”

It turned out that I wasn’t far from my destination, though it still took me quite long to get there. I hoped I wasn’t late. Time measurement was weird in Nerilia anyway, with hours and minutes that didn’t actually represent the ones on Earth. What kind of savage person decided to have a hundred minutes in an hour?

The bountyhouse was an impressive building, standing tall with its crimson brick walls and ornate domed roof, occupying the corner of two major streets. Two long rows of display boards were fixed on the wall on either side of the entrance, full of posters about pests to be killed, monsters to be hunted, and people to be found. A single look at them would start me on more Quests than I dared to count. I scaled the steps that led to a grand hall, in which numerous counters were lined up next to each other to handle new requests and hand out payments for completed ones.

Uncharacteristically, I was a bit nervous. Almost more nervous than I had been in the Dungeon. It felt so ironic that I couldn’t help but smile. My experiences with job interviews tended to be quite … bad.

“But I’ll land a job this time,” I said to myself as I walked in with my flower, ignoring the look that the guard in the entrance regarded me with.

            

    
        Chapter 2.2

    
    
    
    
                They finally arrived.

Imaya felt thirsty and hungry and tired, she had no money and no weapons, no bag of supplies and no clean clothing … but she had Teva’ryn. She had Teva’ryn, and the two of them had made it to the city. To Fortram.

Imaya had sacrificed the Ability point she had been saving for later, unlocking Archer’s Respite just so that they had something to defend themselves with. Even so they had came close to dying more times than she could count. Now she looked up at the high walls, at the promise of safety right in front of her, and couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheek. A blue hand landed on her shoulder, gripping it reassuringly. Imaya turned to Teva’ryn with a smile.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Happy tears.”

“Happy tears,” Teva’ryn repeated, rubbing his chin. He did that a lot, ever since his silvery stubble started to get longer.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” Imaya said. “We’ll be fine.”

First things first, she and Teva’ryn would have to claim their Quest rewards; she didn’t know how to do that yet, but she distinctly remembered that completing the Repel the swarm Quest had earned them 300 credits. Once she and Teva’ryn had that money in their hands, they would be able to buy food and lodging.

Unfortunately, people were standing in a line just outside the city. Imaya bounced on her feet nervously, watching a pair of guards that stood at the roadside. They wore green uniforms with gray stripes, with some kind of magic-rifle slung across their shoulders and a sword resting at their hip. They didn’t seem to be inspecting anyone, though; the line formed in front of the rotating wall simply because everyone was waiting for the gate to turn this way.

Imaya looked at the last person in the line, a merchant with a wagon full of boxes and barrels. If she was going to have to wait out here, she could use this time to ask questions. The merchant was a portly man, seemingly alone, though he had some kind of skeletal dog-thing at his leg. Imaya rubbed her eyes. Was that a robot-horse attached to the wagon?

Imaya bounced on her feet some more. Ever since her team – her former team – had encountered that Bolob caravan in the forest, she had known that native humans had access to all kind of magic—sort of. Strictly speaking, humans born in this world had only one type of magic; the ability to take and use the magic of other species. Imaya knew that the magical arts required years of learning to master, and so she had imagined that an average person needed to specialize. Yet this portly merchant was clearly using both Golemancy and Necromancy, so … perhaps he was someone powerful or important? Only one way to find out. Imaya tugged on Teva’ryn’s shirt, then approached the merchant.

“E-Excuse me?”

The man turned around slowly, taking a long, measuring look at Imaya. She was suddenly very much aware how awful she must have looked, with her unwashed hair and face streaked with tears and dirt. Hopefully the grime on her cheeks hid her blush at least.

“What is it, miss?” the merchant asked.

“Sorry for disturbing you,” Imaya said. “I’ve just been wondering if you could tell me where Players usually go within the city. Like, where they go for Quest rewards and such.”

“You’re looking for the bountyhouse, I reckon.”

“I see,” Imaya said, hesitating. “And that is … where, exactly?”

“Hop on the back of the wagon,” the merchant said with a grunt. “I’m going to the middle ring anyway.”

Imaya looked down at the skeletal dog with a question on the tip of her tongue, but decided not to risk it. She didn’t want the merchant to change his mind about giving them a ride.

“Okay,” she said. “Thanks.”

She dragged Teva’ryn to the back of the wagon and the two of them clambered up, sitting with their backs against the boxes and dangling their feet over the edge. It felt amazing to finally rest her legs. Imaya sighed contently, then wiggled a bit to make herself more comfortable, leaning against Teva’ryn’s shoulder. She decided to rest her eyelids while they waited… Just a little bit, until they reached the gate…

“So comfy…”

She closed her eyes only for a moment, but a voice was already telling her to wake her up. Someone patted her cheek softly.

“We arrive, Imaya.”

“Woah!” Imaya jerked upright, then almost fell off the wagon. The sun was no longer high in the sky, and she saw houses all around her. They were already inside the city!

“Come,” Teva’ryn said, helping Imaya down. She saw that the merchant was watching them grumpily.

“T-Thanks again!” Imaya said, but the man was already leaving. She didn’t even have a chance to ask where that bountyhouse was! Well, she could just ask someone else. The city around them was buzzing with activity, and Imaya could barely decide where to look first. So many people! The clothes they wore struck her as old-fashioned but stylish. There were many oddities though, like that guy who had just passed them; he wore a sleeveless tunic, showing off a pair of mechanical arms. They whirred softly as the man shifted his bag from one shoulder to another—his robotic fingers had no issue grabbing the straps of the bag with precision.

“Eek!” Imaya yelped as she turned too fast and bumped into Teva’ryn. A skeleton in maid uniform was coming straight toward them! It wore a painted facemask to hide its skull, but Imaya could still see its bony neck—not to mention the skeletal hands, and the legs peeking out of the black skirt. The joints were held together by some faint, purple glow. The skeleton-maid came uncomfortably close to Teva’ryn – Imaya had already hid behind her friend – but just before it could have collided with them, it abruptly changed direction to go around them. A carriage pulled by four robotic deer thundered down the street, and a man straddling a rhino-like golem shouted angrily as he pulled to a screeching halt, almost colliding with the carriage. So many golems! Most of them were made of metal, usually unpainted, but Imaya spotted one that seemed to be made of clay, standing in front of a restaurant in a waiter’s uniform and handing small sheets of paper to every passerby.

“Oh, wow,” Imaya said, turning this way and that. Everything was so new! She felt like a new player who skipped the tutorial and got placed in the high-level content.

“There,” Teva’ryn pointed at a large brick building on the other side of the street. A man wearing a bright red robe with a pointed wizard hat had just exited the place. If that strangely-clothed man wasn’t a Player, Imaya would eat his hat!

“You’re right, Teva’ryn,” she said. “That should be the bountyhouse.”

As the two of them crossed the street, Imaya saw a bunch of small placards on the wall and went closer to read one. The text on it had been printed, but there was also a hand-drawn face of a young woman on the bottom half. According to the notice, this person called Lorette went missing on the day after the Night of Abundance after leaving the amusement park in Blossom District. The reward for anyone finding her was 150 gold coins, or a smaller portion of that for clues about her whereabouts.

Quest received: Lost Lorette

“Woah,” Imaya whispered. She looked at the long row of placards, suddenly feeling excited. Well, she had already felt excited, but now she was even more excited than before! But she reminded herself quickly that it wasn’t new Quests that they had come here for. Taking one last longing look at the Quest notices, Imaya walked up to the entrance of the bountyhouse. Its inside was huge, and very professional-looking. It reminded Imaya of a bank, actually—and now it was time to inquire about their payment. Imaya took a deep breath, then walked up to an empty counter.

“Excuse me—”

The rest of the sentence got caught in her throat.

“What can I help you with?” Randel asked from behind the counter, not even looking up as he doodled something on a paper.

“R-Randel?!”

It really was him. Randel looked up at her, blinked, then a wide smile spread slowly over his face.

“Hello Imaya, Teva’ryn,” he said. “I’m so glad that you made it! It looks like you’ve been through hell.”

“W-What are you doing in there, Randel?”

“Working as a forensic artist, mostly,” the dark-haired man replied. “I also do some customer service when needed. There isn’t all that much sketching to do, sadly.”

“No, I mean—what the heck?”

Imaya didn’t understand anything anymore. Teva’ryn leaned in above her and asked something on his language, to which Randel replied haltingly. Devi’s name was spoken once or twice.

“Devi is fine too, by the way,” Randel said when he turned back to Imaya. “So, what can I help you with?”

How could this happen? Why did this happen? Randel was the same beginner Player as Imaya! What was he doing on the other side of the counter? And Devi—hadn’t he kidnapped her? He had stabbed her! Imaya remembered the blood and—she was fine?

“W-We have only just arrived to the city,” Imaya said when she finally found her voice. “We have no money, so … I thought we should take our Quest rewards. For the Quest we completed in the Dungeon.”

“I see,” Randel said, tapping his pen against his paper. “Well, you should visit Fortram’s World Seed then; that’s where you can get your collar-generated rewards and your Player Allowance. The bountyhouse is just for the mundane requests and rewards, you know.”

Imaya made a face at that. “And … how far is this World Seed?”

“In the middle of the city—but look, I have a better idea. How about I close shop here, then invite you over to crash at my place? I have warm shower, snacks, and even a sofa to sleep on. Teva’ryn over there looks barely able to keep his eyes open.”

Imaya winced, glancing up at Teva’ryn guiltily. Had her Sylven friend stayed awake while she slept on the wagon? Imaya turned back to Randel, considering his offer. It was … well, she hadn’t forgotten what happened in the Dungeon. But even if she had mixed feelings about Randel, she and Teva’ryn definitely needed help.

“I, umm … yes. Some place to rest would be nice.”

“Alright. Be right back,” Randel said, then disappeared in the room behind him. He came back a few minutes later, having traded his gray uniform for a linen shirt and baggy pants. He pressed a waterskin into Imaya’s hand, from which Imaya drank greedily until she remembered to leave some for Teva’ryn too. Randel then led them out the city, pushing through the crowd confidently.

Imaya learned soon enough that traffic in Fortram was outright chaos. There were no traffic lights at the intersections and no crosswalks either. Randel stepped off the walkway casually, letting a giant tortoise-like golem pass in front of him before raising a hand, stopping the next carriage so that they could get across.

“Hey, Randel?” Imaya asked once they were on the other side. “Can you tell me how much 300 credits are worth?”

“Hmm? Oh, one credit equals one gold coin. Here, this is what a credit card looks like.”

He handed Imaya a small card, not unlike an actual credit card from Earth but with a digital display on one side that read 10 credits in bold green letters. The technology looked oddly out of place for this world—much like their collar.

“Credit cards are used by the rich,” Randel said. “Carrying around hundreds of gold in a bag is not too practical, you see.”

“So … Players are rich?”

“Pretty much,” Randel said. “Player-stuff sold at the World Seed might cost thousands of credits, which is a great way to waste your money, but compared to normal people we are indeed rich. You’ll find more credits on your Player Allowance than you earned through Quests, by the way. The Inspectors are throwing free money at us.”

“How much?”

Randel shrugged. “It depends on the person, apparently. Devi asked other Players about it, but nobody seems to be sure why. The more often you go on adventures, the higher your Player Allowance tends to be.”

“Yes, but how much?” Imaya insisted, looking back down to the credit card in her hand. “Like, how many credits did you get?”

“Enough to buy a building in the lower ring.”

“Enough to—what? You mean you bought an apartment to live in?”

“Nope,” Randel said, amused by her reaction. “I bought an entire multi-storey building.”

“W-Why do you need an entire building?!”

Randel shrugged again. “It seemed like a good deal.”

Imaya didn’t fully believe that answer … but she got distracted by a group of chattering teenagers in school uniform, and then by the alchemy shop behind them that was full of potions, and then by a small dog-like golem that ran at the edge of the road, carrying letters in its mouth.

Imaya realized that Randel was leading them toward a gate, one that presumably opened to what Randel called the lower ring. The sun disappeared slowly behind the high wall, casting a long shadow over the city. Was it already so late? The street lights that lined up the main road were getting turned on, manually, by a pair of robotic giraffes of all things. One by one, they touched their heads against the magic-globes on the top of the poles to light them up with a green glow.

“Yeah, public lighting kinda sucks,” Randel commented. “Luckily the moon is bright enough to see by, but I still wouldn’t recommend walking around in the night. Too many disappearances, and the City Watch can’t do much about them.”

Were there outlaw Players in this city? Imaya bet there were. She found it worrying that Fortram wasn’t as safe as she had hoped it would be, but she tried not to dwell on it right now. They had finally reached the gate, and she looked around in wonder as the three of them passed through, intent to catch up on all the details she had missed while she slept. The wall was part of the middle section of the city, which meant that it wasn’t only the high wall that kept rotating, but the entire city itself. Amazing! In spite of how massive this entire thing had to be, it barely let out any sound as it moved. The boundary between rings was completely seamless and the stone-covered ground turned like a well-oiled wheel.

When they stepped off to the other side, Randel looked around, hesitating for a while.

“This way … I think.”

“You think?” Imaya asked. “You don’t know where your building is?”

“I would know, if it wasn’t always at a different place,” Randel said. “Luckily it’s right beside the wall, and it’s not far from here … I think.”

Imaya huffed, but followed Randel quietly. Truthfully, she was grateful—she just felt a bit cranky because of everything she had been through recently. Once she finally got her feet under herself, she would make sure to thank Randel properly. She would also figure out what to do with her money, whether to spend it on Player-equipment or invest it in something. Definitely not on something as frivolous as buying a house right off the bat.

Imaya wondered what Teva’ryn would do. She looked up at the stoic man who had saved her life so many times. Would he spend his money on gear that increased his chances of survival? Was there something else he desired? In spite of how much time the two of them had spent together, Imaya barely knew anything about him. Language barrier was the worst kind of barrier.

“Aha! There it is,” Randel said. “We got lucky—I mean, I told you it was close, didn’t I?”

The building in question was about four or five floors high, its peeling plaster and broken windows barely illuminated by the nearest streetlight. For some reason, the knowledge that Randel bought only a ramshackle building made Imaya feel a bit better. Players were rich, but not outright so rich that they could afford a palace! Randel led the way up to the first floor, scaling a rusty fire escape on the side of the building. He stopped beside a heavy door, pulling Soul Eater out of his belt.

“What are you doing?” Imaya asked, wary of the black weapon.

“This is my key in,” Randel replied. He opened the mailbox by the door and tossed his dagger into it—and then he vanished. Imaya could hear a series of clicks and clatter from the other side before the door swung open.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Randel said, inviting them in. “Sorry about how it looks, we didn’t have much time to decorate it.”

Imaya stepped into a spacious room illuminated by a magic-lamp hanging from the ceiling. She saw a small kitchen right next to the entrance, a king-sized bed on the other end of the room, and paintings on stands by the windows. Two closed doors were located next to the kitchen, and the sound of running water was slipping through the closer one.

“Devi, we have guests!” Randel said, kicking off his shoes. The floor was covered by a soft carpet that looked brand new. Imaya took off her boots too, though her feet were no less dirty, unfortunately.

“So … you and Devi live together?” Imaya asked.

“Yeah, we’re roommates,” Randel said. “Devi spent all of her money on a stupid weapon, so she doesn’t even have a choice if she wants to sleep under a roof. Are you still thirsty? We have water, but it needs to be boiled first to be drinkable.”

Before Imaya could have replied, the door next to the kitchen swung outwards.

“Did you say something, Randel?” Devi asked, walking out of the bathroom, holding a small towel that barely covered her chest. For a moment they both stared at each other in surprise, then Devi smiled, and Imaya pinched Teva’ryn’s side to make him look away.

“Hi guys,” Devi greeted them. “I get dressed quick, okay?”

She retreated to the bathroom, but left the door wide open. Imaya cleared her throat awkwardly, glancing at Randel—who hadn’t even bothered to look up, too busy trying to light the stove.

“I, umm, didn’t know you had that kind of relationship,” Imaya said. It shouldn’t have been that surprising, yet Imaya found this development unexpected anyway. She felt her cheeks heat up. A human and a Sylven…? Could that even work?

“We aren’t sleeping with each other, if that’s what you’re wondering about,” Randel said.

“What do you mean?” Devi asked from the bathroom. “I sleep with you every night!”

“Hush now, Imaya’s face is already red as a tomato.”

Imaya did her best to not look at anyone or anywhere, especially not at the Sylven man beside her.

“Stupid-complex human slangs,” Devi grumbled. “How can a girl learn language like this?”

That gave Imaya a pause, at the very least; only now did she realize how well Devi was speaking. When had they arrived to Nerilia? One month ago? Two? The days blurred together, and Imaya had never even bothered to count them in the first place. Nevertheless, it was amazing how much Devi had already learned—and mostly from Randel, no less! Sometimes even Imaya had trouble making sense of what Randel said, and they were speaking the same language.

Devi returned from the bathroom shortly, wearing a blue sweater and matching cotton pants. She berated Randel for making his guests stand in the doorway, grabbed a bunch of spare clothes from beside the bed, and pushed Imaya into the bathroom to take a shower and change.

The shower was heaven. If Imaya had been on Earth, she would have probably complained—but as things stood, this was the very best shower she took in months. Pure bliss! Only the knowledge that Teva’ryn was waiting for his turn got her to hurry up. Devi’s clothes were ill-fitting and embarrassing to wear, but Imaya persevered. She would not be called a tomato again. The sweater was so large that it reached down to her knees, but at least it covered her well.

Devi pressed a mug of tea into her hands as soon as she was out of the shower. Curiously enough, the Sylven girl then retreated to the kitchen to continue her quiet conversation with Randel, neither of them asking Imaya any questions. At first Imaya thought they were excluding her, but then she realized that they were actually giving her space. Probably? However intentional it was, Imaya appreciated it. She needed a little time to gather herself.

Taking another look around, Imaya noticed a sofa by the windows and a mannequin in the corner, dressed up in leather armor. She walked across the room, wandering aimlessly, her bare feet sinking into the soft carpet. Considering that Randel and Devi had moved in only recently, the place felt surprisingly … homely. It made Imaya a tiny bit envious.

Randel had made quite a few paintings already, she saw. A picture of a giant sweller and another one about a sparkling golem were propped against the wall, under the window. A couple of unfinished pieces lay next to them, nothing more than smudges of colors. There was also a canvas that seemed to be torn up, the remaining piece depicting swirling flames.

The painting currently on the stand was the most detailed; Imaya recognized the silhouettes of Randel and Devi on it, with Fortram between them in the sunlit background. The picture was framed by the opening of a cave, the Dungeon that the two silhouettes were leaving behind; they looked at each other as they walked away, their arms outstretched in a fist bump. It was a really cool picture. Imaya clutched her mug just a little tighter, wishing her own escape could have been like that.

She didn’t know how long she stood like that, her eyes on the painting. She hated it. She realized that she hated it. The Dungeon had been nothing like that, no beauty, no glory, just pain and loss and death. Simon had gone mad and died, Pell and Tamara had gone missing and probably died too, and Imaya … she had lost something precious behind. It was something she had clung onto all this time, held onto it like a lifeline. It was a hope and a dream, it was her belief that this place worked like a videogame, the expectation that even if the challenges were hard, they were fair.

But the world was not fair, neither Earth nor Nerilia, and Imaya was still the same loser girl she had always been, the same frightened little child who buried herself in fantasies where walking off into the sunset was possible. Imaya watched the painting that she hated so, so much, and she didn’t even know when her tears began to fall. A blue hand gripped her shoulder, but the fingers were too soft, not firm and calming like Teva’ryn’s fingers.

“Don’t believe that it is over,” Imaya said, her throat dry. She wiped at her tears before turning to Devi.

“What do you mean?” the Sylven girl asked, her eyes concerned.

Imaya pointed at the painting. “The fight is not over like that. Those giants … they were moving, Devi. We were barely able to lose them when we escaped from the Dungeon. They walk slowly, but they are leaving the Dungeon behind.”

“Leaving? Where are they going?”

“To this city, I think,” Imaya said, sniffing. “And when they arrive … no amount of golems and skeletons will be able to stop them.”

            

    
        Chapter 2.3

    
    
    
    
                I batted away the offending hand that pinched my nose.

“Not now,” I mumbled. “Let me sleep…”

I knew I had dreamt of something pleasant, but it was already slipping away. I yawned—and a pillow slammed into my face, jerking me awake.

“Shh, it’s alright,” Devi whispered as she choked me with the pillow. “Sleep now…”

I pushed her off me, jolting upright. My first instinct was to look at the clock, then I remembered that we didn’t have a clock, then I realized that I didn’t understand the clocks in this world anyway. Devi must have guessed my thoughts however, because she uttered the two words that I hated the most.

“Training time.”

I groaned, then slumped back down to the bed—and froze when I saw Devi raise her pillow again.

“You’re not funny,” I said as she started giggling. Her silvery-white hair was tangled up from sleep, and framed by her crown of horns she really did look like the devil herself. My morning devil.

I sighed, then clambered out of the crowded bed. Imaya had cried herself to sleep on the other side of Devi, but the Sylven girl’s attempt to murder me hadn’t even woken her up. Teva’ryn was awake however, watching us from the sofa. I bid him good morning as I made my way to the kitchen area, washing my face and cursing this world for not having coffee. I hoped I wouldn’t find out later on that the Inspectors had intentionally banned coffee, because then I’d be truly angry at them.

I changed into the same beige shorts and faded shirt I had worn when I arrived to Fortram, while Devi donned her leather armor. We let Teva’ryn know that we’d be back soon, then slipped out into the cool morning air. The city was more quiet than usual, and so I could hear the fall of our footsteps as we strode toward the nearest carline. Devi hummed a happy tune that sounded vaguely familiar. I felt my lips curl upward as I listened to her.

I was becoming rather fond of Devi, unfortunately. Not only was she smart and gorgeous, but she appreciated my sense of humor too. She had an innate fire within her, a constant desire to improve herself that I admired a lot. Sharing a room with her wasn’t unpleasant either, except for the mornings. She could be really annoying in the mornings. Stubborn too. Actually, she was stubborn as a mule all the time, but especially in the mornings. Devi was also surprisingly naive and clueless about certain things, like a human man’s need to sleep in the mornings, but those kind of things could be chalked up to the cultural differences between us.

All in all, I cared for her a lot—which was something that the Inspectors could easily exploit. Just one more hook into my flesh in case the collar around my neck wasn’t enough. Worrying about what the Inspectors could use against me was pointless, of course; I didn’t want to let this fear define my life. Nevertheless, it felt like they were pointing a gun at my head each time I thought about my relationship with Devi—which was pretty often, nowadays.

Our relationship was ill-defined as of yet, and not just because of my hesitation to commit myself to it. I faced other hurdles too, like Devi being an alien with differing customs … and possibly emotions too. Finding a partner was all business for her kind; courting the woman for a short time, getting married, having children. I didn’t get the feeling that Sylven men and women enjoyed each other’s company all that much, let alone hanging out and going on dates. The men usually did manly things together while they locked their precious women safely away. I found it alarming how difficult it had been to explain Devi what romance meant, only for her to say that they had no word for it. I wasn’t even sure anymore that Sylven people were capable of feeling love the same way humans did.

That said, Devi and I were totally dating each other! She just wasn’t aware of it yet.

Waking up hellishly early just to beat each other with dangerous sticks under the guise of training was definitely a date, for example. It wasn’t the kind of activity that I would have chosen, but these things always happened when I let the woman pick the time and place. There was a training yard for the City Watch just a short streetcar ride from home, and Devi had found out that Players could use it freely. I had been a bit surprised by this at first, until she explained that without training yards Players tended to vandalize their neighborhoods as they practiced their skills. The city was better off in the long run if it provided an outlet for Players.

The training yard itself was a wide patch of trodden earth surrounded by tall fence. Nothing too special, though so much free space in this city could certainly be considered a luxury. A few squads of the City Watch were practicing on the training dummies, so Devi and I chose a spot on the opposite side as far from them as possible. Our spars always attracted a few eyes, but we tried to avoid standing out.

I then started stretching. That had been a weird experience too, the first time I did it; I knew that I needed to loosen my muscles, but I had no idea how—until I suddenly did. Soul Eater supplied me with the knowledge and I went through a series of exercises as if I had been doing them my whole life. The same went for the sparring itself, actually. It turned out that I was an expert of any weapon, knowing instinctively how to wield and use them. My body was not always up to the task though, so I tended to fare better with lighter weapons. Still, at this point I was certain that I could hold my own in a swordfight against anyone in this training yard.

This didn’t make me proud by any means; I knew I was a fake. I would have felt worse about myself if I intended to make a living with my fighting skills, but fortunately for everyone involved, I didn’t. I had no intention to become the world’s best swordsman or risk my life more than necessary. My only goal was to improve my stamina and help Devi train, and there was no shame in using unearned fighting skills for that—or so I told myself. It made me feel a bit guilty anyway.

“Ready?” Devi asked, doing the final adjustments on her pauldrons. I liked the way the dark leather armor looked on her; it was sturdy and covered her nicely, yet it was clearly made with a woman’s body in mind. The armor’s conjoined sections fit her well while having enough flexibility that they didn’t hinder her movements too much. I could approve this part of her shopping spree—however, the same couldn’t be said about the other piece of equipment she had bought, Silverfang.

The silver-blue dagger hanging from Devi’s belt was the cause of our biggest argument so far. I disapproved her spending thousands of credits on a single, flashy weapon—but of course she thought that I was being hypocritical, since I already had Soul Eater. She refused to change her mind even after I told her that I would give Soul Eater to her anytime.

Gripping the dark blue hilt with her left hand, Devi drew and raised the silvery blade at me. Ardent light coalesced around it a moment later, forming a buzzing mass of energy that took the shape of a straight sword. I teleported Soul Eater into my hand in response, shaping the obsidian blade to match Devi’s weapon. Although I was fairly sure I wouldn’t hit her accidentally, I made sure to blunt Soul Eater’s edges.

Silverfang was, by its definition, an energy weapon. It was sharp enough in dagger-form already, but with its energy blade activated it could cut through basically any material—with Soul Eater and the edge of Devi’s portals being the only exceptions we had been able to find. Devi could also control the length of her energy blade, with the option to overcharge it and make it as long as a spear for a couple of seconds. It was, indeed, a ridiculously dangerous weapon to swing around. Whoever thought it was a good idea to spar with Devi like this was clearly foolish.

“Ready,” I said.

Devi attacked immediately, opening with a Weapon Skill called Lunge. With a few points on her Dexterity attribute it allowed her to move faster than her body would have allowed to—but it also made her movements entirely predictable. We stepped aside nimbly, letting her sword pass by our left side. When Devi’s Weapon Skill ended she wanted to swipe her blade at us, but we grabbed her wrist first and kicked at her legs, swiping her feet our from under her. We held onto her wrist as she fell to the ground, making sure she didn’t cut herself with her own sword.

“Stop using that Weapon Skill as an opener,” we said. “It’s predictable and leaves you off-balance.”

It could be worth something for Players with lots of attribute points on Dexterity, but Devi wasn’t quite there yet. Her goal here should have been to learn from these Weapon Skills, to observe how to hold the sword and how to move properly so that she would be able to do it without the collar’s assistance too. Weapon Skills didn’t teach much in the way of defense however, and neither did they give any foresight about when to use them.

Devi wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and got to her feet, grinning. I couldn’t really comprehend how she was able to enjoy this, but there she was, more determined with each defeat. She always attacked me with the intention to kill, trusting me to defend myself, and trusting me to not hurt her. She certainly had more faith in me than I did—though I felt weirdly conflicted about my capabilities. Somewhere deep inside we knew that we had nothing to fear. Devi was too weak to hurt us, and we wouldn’t hurt Devi because we found her more useful alive.

“That’s a weird thought,” I mumbled, frowning.

“Round two!” Devi said, attacking us while she thought we were distracted. This time she didn’t use any Weapon Skills, opening with a series of jabs of her own. We parried them all with Soul Eater, edging backward as she pressed on. Her stance was full of openings that would have gotten her killed in a real duel. Devi fought way too aggressively, but it was good exercise for our body and Devi seemed to enjoy letting loose too.

“Attack back already!” Devi said when we completed our second circle by constantly backing away. She launched an upward slash that would have carved us up from hip to shoulder, and we instantly recognized it as the beginning move of a three-hit Weapon Skill combo. We ducked out of the energy blade’s path, stepping closer to Devi and tapping her stomach with the flat of Soul Eater’s blade. Her second move was a vertical slash downward, but we pivoted out of the way and rapped our sword lightly against the back of her knee. Her third move was a forward thrust, a complete joke since we were already behind her. We slapped our free hand hard against Devi’s back, making her stumble to break her out of the movements of her Weapon Skill.

“Finally,” Devi said with a laugh, whirling around to face me once again. She raised her sword with renewed vigor and we swung Soul Eater at it, slapping it aside. We kicked at her side and she was too slow to react, doubling over when our boot hit her. The armor she wore protected her well enough, we supposed, though she might still gather some bruises if we weren’t careful. Devi raised her sword again once she recovered, and we attacked her again. She barely caught our blade in time, blocking so awkwardly that her energy blade almost bit into her own shoulder. Realizing her mistake, she hopped back and adjusted her grip.

“Stupid weapon,” we told her.

Anger flashed in Devi’s eyes. “Silverfang is not—”

Her sentence was cut off as we swung Soul Eater at her, catching her off guard. We stopped the blade right before it touched her neck.

“Not fair,” Devi said. “I was not ready.”

“Try saying that to the person who kills you,” we said, taking a step back. “You’re too easy to taunt.”

“Only if you call Silverfang stupid,” Devi said, pouting. She did point her sword at us however, and so we resumed sparring.

We went at each other for some time, both of us getting increasingly tired over time. Devi moved much more than we did, but she had the better constitution, so we were evenly matched in that regard—except for the fact that being exhausted was much more dangerous for us than for her. Mental strain taxed us too. A single lapse in concentration would have left us seriously injured. We were just about to call it a day when Devi pulled a trick on us; she slashed at our chest, but when we raised Soul Eater to block her strike, she deactivated her energy blade. Her dagger slipped past our sword and even though we twisted out of the way quickly, she landed a small cut on our shoulder.

“Yes!” Devi cheered, while I looked at my wound in shock.

It stung! This was the first time in a while since I had actually bled, and it hurt a lot. Not a crying-in-pain lot, just a surprisingly-painful-for-a-small-cut lot. My shirt was torn open, soaking up the blood. My crimson-colored blood, mixed with a little bit of honey-like liquid. Damn. That couldn’t be very healthy.

“Your dagger isn’t poisoned, is it?” I asked, touching my shoulder gingerly.

Devi had told me about the orange veins under my skin that had appeared during our fight in the Dungeon, but I had always been careful while sparring with Devi not to get exhausted to that point. But this orange substance … would I be able to shape my flesh like Soul Eater? The orange veins seemed to be the key for it.

I watched my wound, willing my skin to mend itself. Nothing. The bleeding had stopped though, but I wasn’t sure it had been my doing. I focused on the cut once more, then made it start bleeding again. Yep, it was me. Ouch. I covered the cut quickly with my hand.

“Randel?” Devi spoke.

“That’s enough practice for today,” I said. “And we’re sparring with wooden swords from now on.”

“What? Come on, it is just a scratch!”

“You’ve become too good with that blade already, Miss Swordswoman.”

“The greatest Sylven Swordswoman!” Devi preened. “Fine, Randel. I match you with wooden sword tomorrow.”

“The day after tomorrow,” I corrected her.

“A-ah! New weapon, new schedule.”

I groaned, but didn’t gainsay her; a wise warrior knew when to retreat.

As the two of us left the training yard, I noticed two Players watching us by the fence. A young guy wearing a feathered hat and an older man with a scarred face, knives stripped all over his armor. We gave them a wide berth, and they left us alone. Part of me wondered what they made out of me, but it was just a background thought; I was too preoccupied with my newfound existential crisis.

Could I still be considered as a human? A human on steroids? A mutant? It would have been good to know how this honey-like substance in my veins affected my body. I shivered, suddenly feeling very itchy under my skin. What if this stuff had some side-effects? Had the Inspector known what she was doing when she stabbed me in the chest with Soul Eater? Probably not. She had even mentioned that I was the first and that the bond might not be perfect.

“Watch out!” Devi said just as a small figure collided with me, making me stumble. I caught only a glimpse at him – a frightened Thardos child – before he disappeared into the crowd. And what a crowd it was! People, golems, skeletons; so many them that they were spilling out to the road, the narrow sidewalk not enough to accommodate everyone. I couldn’t even be properly annoyed by them, since they were just so interesting. Even after several days of living here, I could spot new and foreign and curious things all around. A lizard-man with an enormous nose-ring here, a guy holding a frost-covered bird on his shoulder there, a merchant selling eye-wateringly odorous food over there.

As Devi and I waded through the crowd, I noted with approval that she kept a hand on the hilt of her weapon. A smart move, considering that pickpockets thrived in this city. I fiddled with the sheath on my belt absently, thumbing the empty spot where Soul Eater had been before that Ratkin child bumped into me.

I had an idea.

            

    
        Chapter 2.4

    
    
    
    
                Teva’ryn was of no noble bloodline, but as a guardsman he had seen his fair share of luxurious mansions. Yet for all that he had seen, the upper ring of Fortram amazed him anyway.

It was the stark contrast with the lower ring that shocked him the most. The streets were undisturbed-empty here, save for the ornery metal-machines standing on almost every corner. Guarding the peace, perhaps? Large, impressive houses lined up the streets with gardens that any Sylven Lord would have been envious of. There was not a single slave in sight, but Teva’ryn would occasionally spot a skeletal abomination tending to the rich Humans’ needs.

He and Imaya looked awfully out of place, even in the tidy-clean clothes that Randel and Devi had given them. Players were free to approach the World Seed however, and so no one had the right to kick Teva’ryn and Imaya out of the upper ring—purportedly. Teva’ryn kept an eye out for trouble, just in case.

“Look! There it is,” Imaya said, skipping ahead excitedly.

Teva’ryn jogged after her, noting the increased amount of guard-machines spread around the square he had arrived to. There were eight—no, ten of the machines, sturdier than the ones Teva’ryn had seen before. In the middle of the neatly-paved square lay the object of Imaya’s interest; a large gray globe, halfway-sunk into the ground. This was heart of the city? One of the center-pieces of this planet? It was a dull hemisphere with a smooth surface, smaller than the buildings around it!

“Woah,” Imaya said, coming to a halt in front of the World Seed. “Can you feel it too, Teva’ryn?”

Indeed, Teva’ryn felt something aside from disappointment; a tugging sensation around his neck, coming from his collar. The closer he got to the World Seed, the harder it became to breathe—just enough to make him uncomfortable, but not to suffocate him. Imaya touched the World Seed and the smooth gray material rippled, swallowing her hand as if it was made out of water. It made Teva’ryn nervous, but Imaya didn’t seem to be concerned by it. She turned back to Teva’ryn with a smile.

“See you soon!”

She then pressed forward, stepping into the gray globe. Teva’ryn gulped, watching the spot Imaya disappeared at. He reached out and poked at it with a finger, making the sphere’s surface ripple a bit. He then glanced at the metal-machines behind him, feeling their sightless stare on his back. It felt as if they were judging him, comparing his bravery to that of a small Human woman. Teva’ryn squared his jaw, then plunged into the World Seed.

He was inside, yet not inside. He didn’t see Imaya—in fact, the place was empty. Green light seeped through the dome of smoke above him, like a dying sun setting behind the storm-clouds. The ink-black floor beneath Teva’ryn’s feet seemed to be endlessly deep like the Abyss, yet he was standing on solid ground. Teva’ryn shivered, quickly looking away. The last peculiar thing was a shining window in the center of this place, similar to his collar’s projection except much larger. Teva’ryn walked tentatively closer and read the text on the apparition.

Allowance
Shop
Storage
Messaging
History

It was the main page of a more complex system, that much was clear. Did it work with thoughts too, like the contraption around his neck? Teva’ryn focused on the first floating word and willed to know more about it. The shining texts suddenly flew apart, and Teva’ryn jumped back to avoid colliding with them. Eldritch magic! What had he done? The words Shop, Storage, Messaging, and History surrounded him from every direction, floating at an arm’s length. Teva’ryn swiped an arm at them, willing the sneaky eldritch lights to back off—and surprisingly, they did.

Teva’ryn cast one last wary glance at the four floating words, then turned back to the fifth one. The window containing it was largely empty; Player Allowance was written on the top, with bold green numbers informing Teva’ryn that he had 2381 credits available. Devi had warned him about this already; a thousand credits was a lot of money, but it would be gone quickly if he wanted to get anything from the Seed Shop. Teva’ryn saw no guarantee that he would receive more money as Player Allowance, so until he knew better he would try to save as much money as possible.

He mentally asked for five gold coins, five silver coins, and five copper coins, hoping that this place was able to exchange currencies. Smoke-wisps broke free from the high-domed ceiling at his request, shooting toward him—much to his distress. The unnatural smoke swirled and twisted in front of him, forming small metallic disks that floated in the air.

“Even more eldritch witchery,” Teva’ryn grumbled, forgetting himself. His voice had absolutely no echo in this empty space of smokes and mirrors.

“Hmm.”

He plucked a coin out of the air, inspecting the hornless Human head on it. Why was the head imprinted onto the metal? Humans seemed to harbor an odd fondness for impractical things.

Teva’ryn gathered the coins and put them in the pocket of his baggy legwear, then turned to locate the Shop next. This time Teva’ryn was prepared for the light-jumble as the new screen appeared in the air, but he did not expect the sheer amount of items that this screen held. There were all sorts of featured merchandise, vying for his attention like market-vendors. Teva’ryn read only a few of the headlines.

Purse of Holding – 3500 credits
Backpack of Limited Holding – 5900 credits
Explorers’ Endless Rope – 1900 credits

Some of the wares had pictures to represent how they looked like. Some pictures even moved on its own, showing how the items can be used! Teva’ryn pointed to his left, willing the list of items shift so that he could see the others. It took him some time to get the hang of giving orders to the floating lights with his mind, but soon he found some weapons.

The Vaporizer – 6950 credits
Transforming chain-sickle – 22500 credits
Trial-edged axe– 4890 credits
Trustful Sword of Destiny – 99000 credits

Just as expected; there wasn’t much Teva’ryn could afford from this place, and so he would have to buy the essentials from the people of Fortram instead. His first stop was going to be a blacksmith to see how much common-made swords cost. Surely not thousands of gold coins, did they?

Teva’ryn stepped back from the Shop window, knowing he wouldn’t find anything useful there. He considered the other screens. The Storage was probably for stashing his possessions … but he didn’t have any possessions. Teva’ryn narrowed his eyes. The Messaging glyphs were blinking like a fluttering candle-flame, and he was sure it hadn’t done that before. Was the contraption faulty, perhaps? Teva’ryn willed the Messaging screen to open.

You have 1 unread message.

Teva’ryn nodded slowly, then requested the World Seed to show him the message. Another nigh-empty screen appeared in front of him, with Imaya’s smiling face on top and a single line below it.

[Imaya] Heyyy Teva’ryn, look what I’ve found! :D So cool!

Teva’ryn blinked, taken aback by the message. Was it really from Imaya? It was written in Sylven glyphs, though it contained some strange symbols and words that didn’t make much sense. Perhaps his Messaging screen was indeed faulty, but … would it be possible to respond?

“Greetings, Imaya,” Teva’ryn spoke out loud. “Is that really you?”

Suddenly, all of what Teva’ryn had said appeared on the screen at once. Teva’ryn nodded in approval, impressed by this strange magic. He didn’t have to wait long for Imaya to message again.

[Imaya] OMG[Imaya] This thing translated what you said!
[Imaya] Awesome! :D[Imaya] Teva’ryn you know what this means, right? RIGHT?!
[Imaya] We can finally speak properly! <3

“Yes, we—” Teva’ryn started to reply, but more texts appeared on his screen.

[Imaya] :O That’s not the emote-icon I meant to send, sorry! :3[Imaya] Why can’t I edit my earlier messages? *pouty-face*
[Imaya] this chat window is sooo last-decade… so lame for such a high-tech stuff[Imaya] anyway
[Imaya] pls tell me this translates both ways
[Imaya] you can read what I write, right?

“Yes, I do,” Teva’ryn said, smiling. “I’m glad.”

There was a few heartbeats of pause before Imaya wrote again.

[Imaya] hehehe
[Imaya] I’m glad too. :)

Another brief pause.

[Imaya] sooo, did you buy anything from the Shop?[Teva’ryn] No, I didn’t. I want to plan properly what to buy.
[Imaya] right?! me too! :3[Imaya] there’s just so much stuff in there, and I haven’t even decided on my character build yet
[Imaya] hey[Imaya] now that we understand each other
[Imaya] Can I ask what kind of weapon you prefer? :))[Imaya] Is it swords? Short-swords?
[Imaya] you were really good with the one you had![Imaya] …until those bastards took it from you :(
[Teva’ryn] It is the Legion-issued fifth-generation broadsword I’m most familiar with. That’s the standard for guardsmen at House Ryn.

Imaya took her time to reply, during which Teva’ryn started to worry. Had he said something wrong?

[Imaya] woah! that’s so cool![Imaya] so you want to find a sword like that?
[Imaya] I can’t find that kind of weapon in the Shop ;(([Teva’ryn] I don’t know yet. I’m adequate with other weapons too.
[Imaya] Oh!! Which ones?[Teva’ryn] Are you really interested in that?
[Imaya] of course! :)
[Imaya] choosing the right weapon is suuuper important[Imaya] I want to help you picking a good one
[Imaya] Have you thought about wielding a heavy weapon?[Imaya] you’d have an advantage, because your arms wouldn’t tire swinging it
[Imaya] with the help of your Ability, I mean

Teva’ryn rubbed his chin. He hadn’t considered it before, but what Imaya wrote made a lot of sense; his phantasm-arms held certain advantages over regular muscle.

“It’s a good idea,” Teva’ryn said. He then began to list every weapon he had trained with, going down to the details at Imaya’s continuous insistence. She genuinely seemed to be interested in what he said, and Teva’ryn realized that he enjoyed speaking to her. He hadn’t had many meaningful conversations in a while, so this certainly felt refreshing. Although it was a shame that he couldn’t see Imaya while they talked, he could at least imagine her voice easily enough. She tended to speak a lot, and Teva’ryn had gotten used it.

[Imaya] ugh… I’m getting so hungry[Imaya] do you want to grab something to eat? :))
[Imaya] and after that we could find a blacksmith for you[Imaya] and I’m also thinking about visiting the City Watch… you know, to warn them about the swellers
[Teva’ryn] Yes, I agree.[Imaya] about the City Watch?
[Imaya] or about grabbing something to eat?[Teva’ryn] Yes.
[Imaya] well then, what are we waiting for?!![Imaya] I’m starving :P
[Imaya] see you outside :3

Teva’ryn stepped away from the shining-bright window he had been staring at for so long, and rubbed his eyes. It had been a peculiar experience. He had originally intended only to take some money from the World Seed, but now he could see that he might be visiting this otherworldly place more often in the future.

He walked through the veiled barrier and felt the pull in his collar as soon as he got outside. Imaya was waiting for him, widely-smiling and grabbing his arm to pull him along. She seemed to be in a much better shape than on the previous day. Teva’ryn liked seeing her cheerful.

“Let’s go back to—”

Imaya continued to chatter even though Teva’ryn didn’t understand what she was saying anymore. He didn’t mind, though. As the two of them walked toward the middle ring, Teva’ryn kept scanning their surroundings. In one of the sprawling gardens he saw something that gave him a pause; two blue-skinned men, sharing a drink by a pool. Imaya pulled him along however, and he let her.

After all, Teva’ryn’s first encounter with other Sylven had gone quite badly. House Quinn didn’t sound familiar to Teva’ryn, so it was very likely that Tengi’quinn had founded his own House in this corner of the universe. Had Teva’ryn heard about House Quinn before the Dungeon, he would have approached them willingly. He considered himself loyal to House Ryn, but his House was far from here; he had no way to contribute to their cause on this awful planet of trees and monsters. If he could make himself more useful at House Quinn, Teva’ryn would have been willing to change his name.

Not anymore. He had seen from personal-close what kind of leader the Lord of House Quinn was, and he had found him wanting. House Quinn was honorless and rapacious, like many of those offshoot Houses that were doomed to die out. It angered Teva’ryn how they treated Devi, and it angered him how they treated Humans. Perhaps it was only because Teva’ryn had spent so much time in their company, but he felt a certain amount of sympathy for them. In spite of their ugly skin-tones and oddly-colorful hair and weak physique, they were good people. Imaya was a good person. Someone worth protecting.

Teva’ryn was a guardsman at heart, currently without purpose. Almost without purpose. Imaya needed his help, and so Teva’ryn would stay by her side—for now.

Until he figured out who to pledge his loyalty to.

            

    
        Chapter 2.5

    
    
    
    
                I stood in my gray uniform by the wall of the bountyhouse, staring at the last poster in that row. A crude drawing of my likeness stared back at me, looking positively evil.

Searching for our long-lost Player friend Clark, also known as Clark the Clever. Anyone who leads him to us – or leads us to him – will find themselves 350 gold coins richer!

Pulling the fountain pen out of my breast pocket, I drew a curling mustache on Clark’s face … and also gave him an unibrow. I was glad that I shaved regularly, because looking at the drawing it became quite clear that the mustache didn’t suit me.

With my work outside done, I walked back in to the building without being suspicious at all. Yeah, I definitely wasn’t suspicious.

“Have you hung up the posters?” Erika asked when I entered the office room. My gray-haired supervisor was sitting at the table next to mine, arranging papers with one hand and holding a stamp in the other.

“Yes, I did,” I replied. “That’s all for today, I think … unless you have anything urgent for me?”

“There’s always something urgent,” Erika said without looking up, “but you’re free to go. Good work, Randel.”

“Thanks,” I said, then sat down to my desk to gather my stuff. I took the cheap city map from one of my drawers, quickly looking it over once more. Today was a bountiful day in the bountyhouse, which meant that I had added a few more marks on the map about the disappearances. The piece of paper was beginning to become a jumbled mess already, so I made a mental note to buy a few more maps to write on. I stuffed the one I had into my backpack, then said my goodbyes and strolled out of the office.

As I headed down the street, I wondered what I would do if I uncovered anything regarding to the disappearing people. Not everyone went missing for the same reason, that much was certain. The lower ring was infested with crime; the local gangs went at each other’s throats regularly and the City Watch shut its eyes over those kinds of incidents.

Learning more about my neighbors was enough for the time being, however. I wasn’t aspiring to play the detective or the vigilante, even if being a Player lent a couple of useful tools for either of those. Ever since the Dungeon I had been aware that some Quests contained information that I couldn’t have learned otherwise. Sometimes they were quite subtle too; I had a Quest for avenging a dead husband and another Quest for finding a young man who had run away from home, both of which would reward me with 1 point to my Strength attribute and a magical relic called Showstopper. The matching rewards were too specific to be a coincidence.

What this boiled down to in my eyes was that stories were more important than individual Quests. What the system truly rewarded was progressing a specific story; in fact, Quests by themselves could be outright lies, as evidenced by the Quest for finding Clark the Clever.

As for what to do with this neat little insight, I had yet to decide. For now my eyes were set on more information gathering, and so I visited one of the middle ring’s shopping malls and stuffed my backpack full of freshly baked bread, pastries, sausages, and fruit. Upon further consideration, I also bought a bed sheet and a big roll of cheese.

My plan was a risky one; I had given the little thief half a day to pass Soul Eater around, so I could end up anywhere. That said, stealing from Players seemed like a desperate move—not something that professionals would indulge in. Who would want to chance calling vengeful Players with Quests upon themselves?

So even though I could end up anywhere, it wasn’t literally anywhere. I had a backpack of food for hungry people, a purse of credits for greedy people, and for anyone else I had Soul Eater … though I really didn’t want to think about that last option. The more I thought about it the less I liked this plan, but we knew that we couldn’t get ahead in life without taking risks sometimes.

Yeah, sure. Alright. I took a deep breath, hugged the roll of cheese close to my chest, then thought about teleporting to Soul Eater. Nothing happened, though I pretty much expected this outcome. I wouldn’t be able to teleport to the weapon if I didn’t have enough space to arrive, and so I started to shape Soul Eater’s handle. I imagined the black metal puffing itself up, leaning this way and that, wiggling in every direction. I made it dance like this for a few seconds, then attempted to teleport again—and this time, I succeeded.

“Did you summon me, master?” I asked just as the screaming began.

I was crouching on the dirt floor of a dark room that smelled of unwashed bodies. The only source of light came through the grated basement window behind me, so I could barely make out the six or seven furry children scuttling out of the room. They shrieked and yelled and stumbled over each other as they escaped. I stood up slowly while leaving Soul Eater on the ground, then turned on my collar to see better.

The room was full of garbage. Slowly, I walked around a dirty pile of clothes on the floor that served as a bed, stepping to a pair of rusty barrels by the wall. There was a piece of rotten wood placed over them, which I decided to use as a table; I placed first the bed sheet, then the roll of cheese on it. I found a stuffed animal – a yellow-striped tiger – lying on the floor beside the bed, so I picked it up gingerly and placed it on the makeshift table. I then began to take everything out of my backpack.

“What are you doing?” a high-pitched voice asked behind me.

I turned to see a small shape peeking at me from behind the doorway. Large triangle ears, beady little eyes, and an elongated face with twitching whiskers.

“Greetings, master,” I said, bowing slightly. “I’m a discounted djinn, here to fulfill only one of your wishes.”

“No, you’re not,” the kid said. “You’re a Player.”

I tapped my cheek as if in thought. “Alright, you got me. Was it the collar that gave me away?”

“I saw you practice with that dagger,” the boy said, his voice shaking with tension. “It’s yours.”

“Well, you can borrow it if you like,” I said. “It makes a great spoon.”

The boy had nothing else to say, so I finished setting the table in silence. I made the stuffed tiger sit on one end of the table while I stood at the other, then tore off a piece of bread and popped it into my mouth.

“You guys better hurry up, or else me and little kitty-cat here will eat all the best food.”

“Miss Fuzzy, no!” a tiny girlish voice came from behind the corner. Multiple voices shushed her immediately, which made me smile. To be honest, this was one of the best outcomes I could have imagined. Even if an adult came in and it turned out that I was in the underground base of a gang of hardened killers, I could just throw my dagger through the window and teleport out. There would be no need for Soul Eater’s fighting expertise here, for which I was thankful.

“The food is free for everyone,” I called out. “All I ask in return is that you speak to me. I’m bored, you know.”

I chewed a bit more on the bread before the boy who had first spoken took a tentative step into the room.

“S-Speak to you? About what?”

“Anything you like,” I said. “Tell me something about yourself, or something that you saw today. Here!”

I tossed an apple-like fruit to him and he caught it by reflex, squeaking in surprise.

“You already told me that you saw me practice with my pokey-stick, so you get to eat that.”

As the boy stared at the fruit in his hand, hesitating, a tiny Ratkin girl barely taller than a toddler snuck past him with her eyes on the stuffed tiger. When the boy noticed her she broke into a run, jumping for Miss Fuzzy—and falling short, since the table was too high up for her. The boy stood in the middle of the room, frozen in fear as the little girl quickly scaled the wall and pulled herself up to the table.

“Hi there,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Rei,” the girl shyly said, clutching her tiger.

“Rei! Good. Now that you’ve told me your name, you’re free to eat anything you like.”

“Really?” Rei asked, licking her lips.

“Yes, really.”

The girl hesitantly reached for an apple, then took a quick bite out of it. The crunching sound of the fruit finally broke the dam; more and more dirty little kids emerged from the doorway, telling me their names as they rushed to the table. I was surprised to see that there were three human kids as well as one Avarii too. I took a step back from the table to allow more of the children to reach it, realizing that my plan wasn’t as flawless as I hoped it would be. I counted about twelve children who dared to come into the room, and the food I had brought wouldn’t be enough for them all. Shouting names at me also wasn’t how I imagined them speaking to me—but, well, I supposed it didn’t matter all that much.

I edged to the other side of the room, catching the attention of the boy who had stolen my dagger. He was still holding the fruit I had thrown to him, letting the other kids fight for the food I had left behind. Was he the eldest of them? He barely reached my waist in height, but he was a Thardos; their height told me little about their age.

“What’s your name?” I asked, trying to sound as nonthreatening as possible.

“Tora.”

“My name is Randel,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

“I don’t understand,” Tora said. “You aren’t angry. Why aren’t you angry?

“Why would I be? Because you stole my dagger?”

Tora flinched, but reluctantly gave me a nod.

“First off,” I said, raising a finger, “getting angry would be a waste of my time. I’m very clever, you know. I have so many ingenious ideas in my head that I just don’t have time to be mad at you!”

“Uh…”

“Secondly,” I forged on, “I brought you food because I was truly impressed. How could I be angry when I am already feeling impressed? Stealing from a Player was a very brave move.”

And very stupid, I added silently. If Tora had been living off the streets all his life, he had to know the risks involved. I would have liked to ask him about it, but I decided to avoid this topic for now. At the moment Tora was watching me with something akin to bafflement and curiosity, which happened to be some of my favorite emotions. Way better than fear or animosity! I was about to steer the conversation toward friendlier waters, when a long hiss and a growl sounded from outside.

“Oh,” I said as a large shape ducked through the doorway, “I was wondering who your caretaker was.”

The room suddenly felt very crowded as a Shrissten with sickly-yellow scales stepped inside. She had short spikes on her lizard-like head, her forked tongue flicking in and out of her maw. Her long arms almost reached the floor as she stooped down to fit into the room. Although Shrissten usually walked upright on their hind legs, I knew that they moved just as easily on all fours. Like most of her kind, this woman wore no clothes—though with her reptilian body it somehow didn’t feel immodest. Lizard-people liked to wear adornments like arm-bracers and piercings, but this one had none that I could see.

“She’s Maa,” Tora told me, jumping quickly between me and the Shrissten. “Maa, this is Randel. He … brought us food.”

Maa turned her head to look at me with one of her sideways-facing eyes, her slit pupil regarding me critically. She hissed again, then made a few odd gestures with her clawed hand.

“No, he’s been friendly,” Tora told her.

Maa gestured again, snapping her jaw together two times and baring her pointed teeth at me with a growl. We got ready to teleport Soul Eater into our hand. Tora turned back to me, shuffling his feet awkwardly.

“She says—”

“She threatened me, that much I gathered,” I said. “It’s fine. I’m not here to hurt anyone—in fact, now that I’ve seen what kind of place this is, I’d like to help.”

Maa hissed and moved her fingers, and Tora translated.

“Not for free.”

“Not for free,” I agreed. “Tora, you seem to be a clever guy. I think you’ve already figured out what I want.”

Tora’s whiskers kept twitching as he looked up at Maa.

“He wants … tales. Information. Anything we have seen or heard.”

Maa was silent for a while, and I noted that even the chatter of the eating children ebbed somewhat. I was content to wait, feeling slightly disgusted at myself for taking advantage of their poverty this way. I told myself that I was doing this to help them, but I knew that I wouldn’t have come here at all—not if I hadn’t expected to gain something from it. In this regard I was very much my father’s son. I waited patiently, knowing already that Maa wouldn’t refuse me outright. She couldn’t refuse me outright.

“We want water,” Maa gestured and Tora translated. I nodded, surprised that they didn’t ask for money but having expected this kind of request too.

It hadn’t been obvious to me at first, but the World Seed of Fortram provided two miracles for the citizens, one overshadowing the other. The revolving city sections was easily the most iconic feature of the city, but it was the fountain-wells that made living here possible at all. Not only did the wells move with the city, but in the hundreds of years of Fortram’s history they had never run dry. The wells promoted plumbing and steam engines, and the Factory relied on them heavily.

But even if the wells were limitless in capacity, their numbers were finite and most of them belonged to private properties. Drinkable water was therefore a commodity, something that many people in the lower ring couldn’t afford. The rain collectors on the roof of most buildings helped somewhat, but Fortram’s climate wasn’t particularly rainy; there was only so much water to be had, and it was usually the poor who drew the short end of that stick.

“My place has running water,” I said. “You’ll need to find a way to transport it, but I’m willing to give you as much water as you need to never go thirsty.”

“Your place is … where?” Tora asked.

“It’s here in the lower ring,” I assured him. “How about this? You can come to my house whenever I’m home, grab some water to drink, and tell me a story or two. If you don’t want to speak to me, you don’t have to visit. It’s a loose deal, without any obligations.”

Maa snorted and snapped her jaws together, then reached over Tora’s head to extend a large, scaly, clawed hand to me. I snuck a quick glance at Soul Eater on the floor, then accepted the handshake with some trepidation. My hand completely disappeared in hers. Maa snorted again, which I took as a sign of amusement.

“I’m not sure … if we have anything interesting to say to you,” Tora sheepishly said.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” I said, grinning at him. “I’m not a picky eater.”

            

    
        Chapter 2.6

    
    
    
    
                Devi didn’t like children.

They were noisy-unruly and insolent. Part of Devi’s dislike came from her own aversion to bear children; younglings were constant reminders that Devi was shirking her duty. But now it seemed like she would have to learn to deal with it, because two days ago the entire building had become a playground.

“Me too, me too!”

Devi leaned against the railing just outside the entrance of her home, watching Randel down below play with the children. Today’s game was painting; Randel had bought buckets of wall-paint in every imaginable color, then asked the younglings whether they wanted to make his house the prettiest in the neighborhood. The result of this? Chaos. By Devi’s reckoning the pavement around the building had more paint on it than the walls themselves.

“Higher! Higher!”

“You’re too heavy, Rei!” Randel groaned, but he lifted the little Thardos girl higher nevertheless. The girl pressed a large brush against the wall, smearing pink color wherever Randel dragged her.

“More! Need more paint!”

Devi’s lips curled up in a smile before she caught herself. What in the name of Creator happened to her? She turned to climb down the stairs, pondering on her feelings. As much as she disliked children, seeing Randel play with them felt strangely heart-warming. Almost alarmingly so.

She was getting rather fond of Randel, unfortunately. Not only was he kind-caring and wicked-sharp at the same time, but he was also really fun to spend time with. He had a unique way of looking at life that fascinated Devi to no end. He was also terribly lazy and lied to himself all the time, but at least he showed the willingness to change. That he didn’t bother to paint himself in a better light just added to his charms.

All things considered, if Randel were born as a Sylven man and he wanted to court Devi, she would have let him—and this frightened her utterly. She didn’t want to throw away her freedom to become someone else’s. She didn’t want to, yet if that someone was Randel … it was better to not finish that thought. She didn’t need to finish that thought, because Randel wasn’t that kind of person.

“Going somewhere?” Randel asked when he saw her. He let go of the little girl and wiped his hands into his shirt, which was already dirty-blotched with all sorts of paint.

“Yes,” Devi replied. “I will meet some Players again. What about you? No work today?”

“Not the usual kind,” Randel said. “I plan to spend the day here.”

He had already explained Devi that he didn’t need to go to the bountyhouse every day, because his contract allowed him to take some days off in order to deal with Player-stuff.

“Okay,” Devi said. “I’ll be back in the evening.”

“Sure. Have fun!”

And that was it. Devi was off to do her own thing, and no one stopped her from going wherever she wanted. Randel hadn’t even told her to be careful, trusting her to know what she was doing. Devi wasn’t going to admit it to him, but she felt elated each and every time she left. Free to go wherever she wanted. She had lived her entire life on the Lynn estates, but now she was finally unchained! She didn’t know if she would ever get used to this feeling.

The wall was right in front of Randel’s home-building, and Devi started to walk alongside it. The wide road under the wall had proven to be a really good path for her training-runs, because it didn’t get clogged like most of the roads in the lower ring. Devi was tempted to run now too, but her current clothes weren’t made for it; she was wearing a semi-formal outfit that consisted of a cream-colored blouse and leather leggings, with nice-but-practical shoes on her feet and Silverfang on her hip. She liked Human fashion quite much. The woman-clothes covered her body properly, and carrying a weapon was considered normal for all genders!

Devi liked lots of other things about Human culture—she didn’t even mind how vulgar life in the lower ring was. What a far-throw away from the life she had led in Ylvasil! Not everything was easy to get used to, but she did her best to be open-minded. People were people, no matter what species they were. Devi found it surprising that everyone in Fortram lived together in relative peace—without trying to enslave each other like the people on her home-world would. No matter how she looked at it, Humans had every incentive to resort to slavery; they were superior in numbers and their magic was based on taking magic from other species. Devi couldn’t quite wrap her head around what got them to build enormous exchange-centers to pay non-Humans for taking their magic.

Was it empathy? Surely not. There were plenty of Humans who spurned her for being a Sylven, and also plenty of Human men who ogled and leered at her. Living in the lower ring didn’t leave the impression in Devi that Humans were any more virtuous than Sylven. But even if some Humans lacked empathy, most of them held a certain amount of acceptance in their hearts. Perhaps that was the spring behind the forward-momentum of their society! A Human man could be a painter, and he could still find his place in society in spite of doing a woman’s job.

Devi found a gate coming her way and stepped over to the middle ring, where most of the institutions could be found and people lived in nicer buildings. Contrary to popular opinion she found this place more dangerous than the lower ring, simply because the chances that Tengi’quinn’s men would find her was much higher. After some discreet-inquiries Devi had learned that only a few Sylven lived in Fortram; most of them were in the upper ring, belonging to House Quinn.

Players were rich. Almost every Player could afford to live in the middle ring, and so it made sense that if someone was looking for Devi, they would first search this place. Oh, they would find her anyway—sooner or later! Randel had already obfuscated Quest notices about her in the bountyhouse, but Devi knew it was only a matter of time before word about a Sylven woman living in the lower ring got out.

She could have escaped further into the Terran Empire, of course. She was free, wasn’t she? There were aircrafts in this world; wondrous vehicles that sailed over the clouds like the ships across the Poisoned Sea. Those air-ships could have taken Devi to another city, far from Tengi’quinn and his sleazy men. Except … there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t find other unsavory men there. Devi refused to live in fear, refused to back down just because some leftover-filth from her home-world thought they could dictate her life.

And so she took a deep breath and entered the inn she had just arrived to.

“Welcome to the Fire Lighter! Oh—! I remember you, miss!”

Devi smiled stiffly as she approached the red-headed innkeeper who had greeted her.

“Hello, Tom,” she said, placing a few silver coins on the counter. “If you remember me, then I ask the same as last time.”

“Mandragoor juice with a dash of cinnamon, was it? Ready before you say that it’s the best non-alcoholic beverage on this side of Nerilia!”

While the innkeeper mixed her drink, Devi glanced over the patrons of the Fire Lighter. There were only a few Human men sitting in the back of the room, drinking ale. Devi had no idea why Humans liked to poison themselves so much, but allegedly everyone did it, be them poor or rich. One of the patrons gave Devi the eyes, but she craned her neck to flash her collar at him and he looked away quickly.

“There you go, miss!”

Devi said her thanks to the innkeeper and sat down to an empty table by the windows, sipping her drink. She did her best to overcome her self-consciousness. People came and went, many of them giving her glances. She kept expecting them to rebuke her for being so careless, for sitting here all alone and without any guards—but of course that wasn’t why they were looking at her. She was alien to them and so she stood out. Not in the same way she had stood out in Ylvasil, but it was unwanted attention nevertheless. She wasn’t sure how to feel about it.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait for long before the people she was waiting for arrived. The first to enter was Jack, the oldest Player Devi had seen so far. Humans had a peculiar trait, namely that when they grew old their hair turned beautiful-white, almost like a Sylven’s. Jack was already halfway there, by the looks of it! With the battle-scars on his face and his piercing pale-gray eyes, he held a quite respectable image. Jack was followed by a man Devi hadn’t talked before but remembered seeing at the training-grounds. He was a short man wearing a flowing cape around his shoulders and a funny hat with a rainbow-colored feather sticking out of it. The third and the last Player was a tall woman with shoulder-length yellow hair, decked in heavy armor. A wide smile spread across her face as soon as she spotted Devi.

“Hello,” the woman said, striding toward Devi’s table while her companions ordered drinks. “You must be Devi, right? Nice to meet you, I’m Heda.”

“Nice to meet you,” Devi returned the greeting, then – as per Human customs – she extended her hand for a handshake. Heda seemed to be surprised at the gesture, but she clasped Devi’s hand with her gauntleted fingers gently. Devi had a feeling that it went more awkwardly than it should have.

“Sorry about the armor,” Heda apologized as she sat down. The chair creaked loudly under her weight. “I’ve only just arrived back to the city and didn’t have time to change.”

“No problem,” Devi said. She took another sip from her drink, using it as an excuse to have a better look at Heda. The finely-made metal armor made her look bulkier than she probably was, but she definitely had a warrior’s physique. In Player-terms, she had to be something like a tank or a bruiser. Devi already liked her.

“And sorry for staring too,” Heda said a moment later. “I have to admit that I’ve never met a Sylven woman before. You look so … exotic.”

“You never met a Sylven woman?”

“Never in my six years on Nerilia,” Heda said. “I was starting to believe that Sylven were agender.”

“Heda believes in lots of stupid things,” the man with the feathered hat said, placing two large mugs of ale on the table. “Hi Devi. I’m Kim, Heda’s devilishly good-looking boyfriend.”

“Nice to meet you too,” Devi said, nodding. She already knew that Humans called each other boyfriend and girlfriend when the man courted the woman … which for some odd reason could last even years-and-years long. Human relationships were awfully convoluted by Randel’s admission, though Devi had a feeling he wasn’t the best person to learn these things from. Hopefully Heda and Kim would be more willing to enlighten her in the future.

“As you can see,” Heda said, “not only is Kim extremely humble, but he also likes to sleep on the couch.”

Devi blinked, trying to figure out the hidden meaning behind the Human-words. It was frustrating in its own way; just because she was able to speak in more-or-less proper sentences now, people assumed that she understood every slang and veiled-word.

“Don’t mind them too much,” Jack said, taking a seat by the table too. “They bicker all the time.”

“I don’t mind,” Devi said, “but understanding is difficult. Players, Humans, and language are new to me.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” Jack said. He took a sip of his own drink – some clear liquid served in a small glass – then returned his eyes to Devi. “I say we start with the initiation, so that we can talk freely afterwards. Unless, of course, you’ve changed your mind about joining?”

“I want to join still.”

At her response, Jack pulled a small item out of his vest and put it down in the middle of the table. Created from some kind of metal, it was shaped like a well-worn boot.

“Then I hope you remember our three maxims,” Jack said.

“Traverse the forest, see to Fortram’s prosperity, and protect the citizens,” Devi recited readily.

“Wow,” Heda said, chuckling. “You’re already better at this than Kim!”

Kim huffed, crossing his arms.

“Devi,” Jack said, “to join the Rangers of Fortram, you’ll need to touch our emblem and repeat our maxims—with your honest intention to follow them as long as you’re part of our covenant.”

Devi nodded, then reached out for the small metallic boot. In spite of how serious Jack made it sound, joining a covenant was nowhere near like taking a Vow of Blood. The closer the covenant-members followed their three maxims, the better rewards they got from Quests and the more experience they received from their kills. Doing activities according to the maxims also granted Players the Guided boon, which Devi interpreted as luck—or as Randel had put it, the Inspector’s greasy fingers. There weren’t any consequences for not keeping to the maxims, but the number of Players allowed in a covenant was limited. Covenant-leaders preferred to recruit Players who were willing to contribute actively. Players like Devi.

Congratulations, you’ve joined a Covenant!
You’re now the member of Rangers of Fortram.

“Welcome to the team,” Heda said, raising her mug. “I can’t wait to get to know you better!”

“See, you’re already making her regret her decision,” Kim said, and got a finger-jab in his side for it. “Hey, I was only stating the obvious!”

Heda pointed at Kim warningly. “Next time it will be two fingers.”

“That’s what she said,” Kim replied, smirking.

Heda gasped, then poked Kim again.

“You’re our fourteenth member,” Jack told Devi, pointedly ignoring the other two as they began poking each other. “You’ll get to know the rest of us in time. Although we are based mostly around this city, many of us are coming and going, making use of our first maxim. You can see who is nearby if you check the covenant tab under your collar’s Company menu.”

“Alright,” Devi said. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you,” Jack said. “And on the matter of thanking each other: now that you’re officially a Ranger, I have something for you. I believe that the last time we spoke, you inquired about ways to read someone’s subconscious, right?”

“Yes, I did,” Devi cautiously answered.

“Not asking why, don’t worry,” Jack said. He placed another item on the table, something that looked like a shriveled bird-foot. Devi took the item carefully, turning it over in her hands. The bird-foot had a red gemstone embedded in it where the four toes met.

“It’s called Dreamcatcher,” Jack said. “I’m not sure if this will be any help of you at all, but it allows you to join someone else’s dream. That’s your best bet at reaching a person’s subconscious, I’m afraid.”

Devi ran her fingers over the relic, her mind spinning. She couldn’t decide whether Jack was just surprisingly insightful, or he knew more about her and Randel than he let on. Did he have ulterior motives by gifting her this?

“This is very generous,” Devi said at last. “Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it.”

Devi fixed the Dreamcatcher to her belt, thinking about what Randel’s reaction would be when he found out what it was. He wouldn’t appreciate her help, she was sure of that. It made her feel churning-sick about herself, but then what else could she do? If Soul Eater was influencing Randel’s thoughts, the only course of action was to act behind Randel’s back.

Devi could only hope that he’ll forgive her in the very end.

            

    
        Chapter 2.7

    
    
    
    
                “Clean water and a bucket of black paint,” Tora stated his offer, patting the small barrel beside him.

“Paint?” Harold sneered. “What would paint be good for?”

Tora’s nose twitched, having caught a whiff of the young Terran’s breath. Harold was not only dumb, but smelly too.

“You could paint the Middle Fingers’ sign on the walls,” ping, “and use it to mark your territory.”

Tora winced, knowing that his voice had sounded more hesitant than he wished it to be. Pinging his surroundings mid-sentence was bad practice, but the more nervous he was, the more often he did it. It was something many Thardos were guilty of, this need to sense their environment even while speaking. Koren had often chided him for it, but Koren was long gone, and Tora was slipping back into bad habits.

But Harold was thinking about what Tora had said, which was a good sign. Tora pinged his surroundings some more, keeping track of the scrawny man hiding in the back. He was there to back Harold up, probably. This section of the Scavengers’ Alley sounded otherwise quiet, but that didn’t reassure Tora in any way. The heaps of discarded junk and broken-down goletons could provide cover for any number of nasty surprises.

“Heh,” Harold started to chuckle. “The paint is fine. But I have half-a-mind to just beat ya up and take what you have, little rat. I don’t see why I should tell ya anything.”

Stupid, stupid, stupid! Why was this Terran so stupid?

“I can get more water for you later,” ping, “but only if I can trust you.”

This reply had Harold thinking for a bit.

“Ya can trust me,” Harold said. “So, waddaya want to know?”

“Details about what happened in Springzone district,” Tora said. “And I’ll also need an empty barrel if you want more water. This one is my last.”

It had been really hard for Tora to roll even this small-sized barrel here, so this was very likely the last time he dealt with Harold—but the Terran didn’t need to know that.

“Springzone isn’t Middle Fingers territory,” Harold said, crossing his arms.

“But you deal with them often,” ping, “so you must know something.”

Harold scoffed. “Of course I know. Everyone ‘round here knows.”

“Knows what?” Tora asked the first question of many, and then the questioning began. It didn’t go as easily as he had been hoping, but he eventually got as much out of Harold as the Terran’s patience allowed. Making deals like these – trading for information instead of food – wasn’t something Tora was used to, but he believed that he was getting better at it. Harold was good for practice; easy to run away from if he attacked, and dumb enough to say things better left unsaid. He wasn’t anyone important, so he obviously wasn’t in on the big secrets, but he told Tora lots of interesting things anyway.

The Ravagers had assassinated the upper rank of the White Crows a few days ago, then took over Springzone district’s well—along with the entire district. Having control over the entire district’s water supply usually left no doubt as to who was ruling the area. Harold let it slip that the current arrangement affected the Middle Fingers badly, losing quite a bit of standing because of their earlier deals with the White Crows. They seemed to be getting desperate for water, which would be good for further deals—if only Tora could figure out a better way to transport water. He wasn’t going to bribe everyone by rolling barrels through narrow alleyways.

In the end Harold listed quite a few new names in Springzone; who to avoid dealing with, who to find if you needed drugs, smokes, or alcohol, and even a guy who were smuggling exotic pets in and out of the city. Tora did his best to commit the names to memory, shelving them with a dash of doubt. What he heard weren’t facts, just the things that Harold believed to be true.

After his deal with Harold concluded, Tora backed off the way he came and pinged the alleyway to make sure he wasn’t followed. He reached Rustfield’s infamous barber shop quickly, then climbed up on the side of the building by grabbing onto handholds well-worn from use. He pulled himself up to the flat rooftop then used a clothesline to climb over to the next building, where he jumped onto a pair of pipes that ran along the walls. From there on it was an easy progress, scuttling from rooftop to rooftop by following the pipes.

Tora stopped at one of his hidden spots, on a roof not far from Maa’s hideout. The twin pipes were leaking droplets of water there, slowly but surely, and Tora switched the almost full bucket underneath it to an empty one. The Factory poisoned its water to prevent people from stealing it, but if boiled properly, it was still good for cleaning Tora’s fur. Even if Tora had all the water he wanted at Randel’s place, old habits died hard and he didn’t want to be wasteful.

For the time being, he hid the bucket on the roof and climbed down to the alleyway. Not many people were around, just two homeless men smoking under the steps of the tattoo saloon. Tora could also hear the mechanical whirring of a cleaner goleton from around the corner, fading into the background noise that came from the main road. Good. He walked down the alleyway, sticking to the shadows until he reached Maa’s hideout.

Two of the youngsters – Gomori and Rimi – were playing with a ragball outside, but they stopped when they sensed Tora coming.

“Hi Tora!” Rimi said, waving at him. By Thardos traditions Tora was still considered underage, but he had been looking after the children for so long now that they called him Tora instead of Tori. He would never admit it to them, but it felt very good to be considered an adult. Tora just hoped that in a few years when they all grew up, they wouldn’t start calling him Toru instead!

“Hi champs,” Tora said, smiling at them. “Is Maa here?”

“Nope!” Gomori said. “She went to Randel’s!”

Even Maa spent less and less time around here, and Tora couldn’t blame her. Most of the children hung out at Randel’s place these days, because it had water and because it was so much at the edge of the lower ring that the lower ring’s gangs didn’t bother them there. The City Watch patrolled the perimeter of the wall often – to make sure that the surrounding area stayed clear – and so dozens of guards passed by Randel’s building every day. Randel told them that they could sleep in his basement anytime, and the children were only glad to take him up on this offer.

Tora was no exception. He desperately wanted to preserve this current arrangement, but he feared that Randel wouldn’t uphold their deal for long. What would he say when he saw his water bill? He asked for information in return, but what kind information was truly worth that much money? Most of the children were too young to contribute, so Tora had taken it upon himself to do his best and bring as much news to Randel as possible.

Truthfully, it wasn’t only the fear of getting thrown out that motivated Tora; he had been surprised to find out that he enjoyed this news-gathering task a lot. He liked that he had to use his head instead of relying on his swiftness. Making deals and spying on other people was dangerous, but not more dangerous than picking pockets and running away from the City Watch. And the more Tora learned about the city and its people, the better he would be able to avoid any danger!

“Tora! Tora!”

Tazuki slid down from a nearby roof, landing with a few running steps and flailing his arms to keep his balance. He looked frightened, ears perking up and whiskers twitching, and he was breathing as if he had just run a lot.

“What is it, Tazuki?”

“It’s good to. To find you here. I’ve followed Roach. Like you asked me to.”

“What happened?” Tora demanded. “Did he see you?”

Tazuki shook his head vehemently, his large ears flapping.

“No, he didn’t. But I heard him saying. Saying that today he is going to visit the … painter Player. I think he meant Randel.”

Tora stiffened. “Then what are you doing here, Tazuki? Why didn’t you go warn the kids at Randel?”

“T-That’s where Roach is going! He was already on his way. N-No way I’m going there now.”

Idiot, idiot, idiot! Tora shoved idiot Tazuki out of the way and climbed up on the side of the building, pulling himself up to the water pipes as quickly as he could. He sprinted across them, heedless of the danger of slipping and falling, pinging his environs rapidly. He made good progress, jumping from rooftop to rooftop, using the pipes wherever possible. His bare feet caused dull echoing sounds with each step he took, so he drew on his mana and silenced his footsteps, forming a sound-bubble around his feet to keep the noise inside.

Tora was only a corner away from Randel’s building when he noticed the unusual quiet. He spotted a thin Terran man down on the street, his long hair slicked back, cigar in his mouth. This Terran had two muscled Noruk behind him and so there was no no doubt of his identity; Roach and his two goons, collecting protection money. Tora stopped for a moment, silencing his heavy breathing with magic, listening to what was happening down below. Roach knocked on a closed door for the second time and then waited, taking a pull on his cigar. When no reply came from within, he took the cigar out of his mouth and pointed it at the door. Tora couldn’t sense what happened next, but a moment later the entire door broke off its hinges, falling inwards. It made Tora shiver. Players were terribly powerful, and the scariest part was that he could never ever be sure of what they could do. He had learned that lesson recently, when a certain Player popped out of thin air in Maa’s hideout as if it was nothing.

Roach stepped to the side and gestured for one of the Noruk to squeeze himself in. Tora moved on after hearing that, feeling relieved; he would be able to warn the others in time. He had to hurry, though. Even if there were a few more buildings ahead of Roach before he got to Randel’s, it wasn’t guaranteed that he would stop at every building.

Tora crossed a few more rooftops until he reached the one next to Randel’s home, separated only by a narrow alley that he could easily jump over. Children were chattering below on the street, but only until Tora let out a series of high-pitched sounds, amplified with his magic. It was their very own signal for impending danger, a noise too high for Terran ears to hear, indicating medium-level danger. Tora had considered signaling high-level danger, but he didn’t want to spook the kids too much; Roach was not yet here, and he wasn’t coming specifically for them.

Tora waited until the last of the children vanished from the alley below, then hopped onto the fire escape on Randel’s building. Rusted metal bars creaked beneath his feet. Tora climbed onto the outside of the railing and lowered himself floor by floor, until he reached the one where Randel lived. He then dug his claws onto the uneven wall and climbed around the corner, toward the windows that faced the middle ring’s wall. Naturally, he could have just knocked on Randel’s door … but he had to be cautious! This wasn’t spying, this was just precaution. Besides, he still had time before Roach got here and it wouldn’t hurt anyone if Tora gathered some more information about Randel’s home.

Making sure that no guards patrolled the street at the moment, Tora clung to the wall of the building, creeping to the leftmost window. Glass-windows were annoying because they prevented Tora from pinging inside, so he had to rely on his eyes to peek in. He pressed his snout against the corner of the glass and tried to make out what he was seeing. It wasn’t hard to find Randel; he was sitting on the couch right below Tora’s window. Randel was holding an open book in one hand, his other arm around his mate’s shoulders while she nestled against him. Devi watched the book with a look of intense concentration, trailing a finger across the lines as Randel read them out loud. Tora could hear his voice through the cracks of the window; it was a traditional Terran tale, one that was meant for children. Randel had a strange taste, that much was certain.

Baffled by what he had heard, Tora decided that this was enough spying for now. He let go of the wall and dropped down to the street into the riot of colors. Doodles, childish drawings, and splashes of paint covered not only the walls, but also the pavement and the alleyway. It was the ugliest thing Tora had ever seen, making him think as if someone had vomited colors all around the base of Randel’s building. But the youngest kids were really proud of their work and even Randel seemed to be satisfied with this work of art, so Tora kept his opinions very wisely to himself.

He walked back to the fire escape and knocked on Randel’s side door, hoping that it wouldn’t be Devi who opened it. She was a little bit scary.

“Yes?” Randel pulled the door back a crack, looking past Tora’s head first before noticing him below. “Oh, hello Tora! What’s the matter?”

Tora wracked his brain, piecing together the meaning of Randel’s words. Like most Players, Randel was speaking in a dialect; Koren had once told Tora that it was an archaic version of the Terran tongue, kept alive mostly because of the Players.

“We need to talk,” Tora said. “Trouble is coming.”

“Oh-kay,” Randel slowly said, then opened the door wider. “You sound serious. Come in!”

Tora ducked inside, pinging around shyly. He had been in this room only once before; it was usually Randel who came down to talk to them, not the other way around. Devi took a brief glance at Tora as he stepped inside, then turned her eerie orange eyes back to the book in her hand.

“Let me just grab something to sit on,” Randel said as he locked the door behind Tora. He walked across the room to his paintings, and Tora was about to follow him when Devi looked up, making Tora freeze with one foot hovering above the carpet. He stepped back carefully, and Devi returned to her book.

“There you go,” Randel said, bringing two stools over to the kitchen and sitting down on one. Tora didn’t really want to sit, but he did his best to be polite. At least the stool was the correct size for him, unlike the overly tall chairs that Terran people sat on.

“Roach is coming,” Tora said as soon as Randel was listening. “He’s going to be here in a few minutes to collect protection money.”

“Roach is … one of Borg’s men, if I remember correctly?”

“Yorg,” Tora corrected him. “He’s Yorg’s man, who is the leader of the Black Moon. The district where you live is Yorg’s. I have warned you about him already!”

“Alright, alright, no need to rub it in,” Randel said, scratching his chin. “I think I remember now. The Black Moon is one of the most powerful gangs here, right? And Yorg is a native Human, who even has Players in his pocket.”

“Pocket?” Tora asked. “No, he forces Players to work for him.”

“That’s what I said,” Randel said. “So, this Roach is coming here to tax us. Is he a Player too?”

“Yes,” Tora said, whiskers twitching. “He’ll be here any minute now, but he’ll leave you be if you pay him. You can pay him, right?”

Tora glanced nervously at Devi, who had put down her book and was in the middle of strapping on her armor. Tora was starting to worry that she and Randel planned to fight Roach. The kids were in their basement! And facing Yorg and his men was the stupidest thing anyone could do!

“We’ll pay this protection money, don’t worry,” Randel assured Tora, turning to watch Devi too. “Slave-master, goody two-shoes, or eldritch secrets ploy?”

“I did not think we play so soon,” Devi paused donning her armor to reply. “Which is the easiest?”

“Slave-master, probably,” Randel said. “You’ll have to repeat basically two words the entire time.”

“Yes, master.”

“I’d say that you’re already a natural, but I’m afraid of getting stabbed.”

Tora watched this exchange with a good amount of bewilderment. Before he could have asked for clarification, Randel stood up and brought some black and red paint to the kitchen, then began to mix them together on a large palette. He added some water to make the paint more liquid, then slapped both of his hands into the brownish, dark red paint.

“Blood is quite dark when it dries,” Randel told Tora when he caught him looking. “I cannot speak from experience, don’t worry! But I hope that this will convince Roach.”

“What are you doing?” Tora asked.

“Putting on my war paint,” Randel said, which didn’t answer anything, but at this point Tora was already getting used to not understanding everything. Randel finished rolling his hands in the blood-red paint, then started to wipe it off with the bottom of his shirt. He stained his clothing awfully, trying to rub his hands clean without much success; the paint had discolored his skin and got stuck underneath his nails. He even smudged a little bit of paint on his left cheek when he rubbed his face with his dirty fingers.

Next, Randel held out his hand and his black weapon appeared in it, shaped like a spoon. Tora watched in amazement as Randel pressed the tip of the spoon against his collar, shiny spiderwebs appearing on the material as it flowed around and encircled his neck. The handle with the orange gem shrunk down to become a small ball beneath Randel’s chin, oozing and twisting and reforming until it looked like a Terran skull, with the light of the gemstone shining through the eye sockets.

“Nice,” Randel said, feeling at his modified collar with his fingers. He then ran a hand through his hair, making it even messier. “How do I look?”

Startled, Tora coughed a little, unsure what to say.

“You look like you’re running out of clean shirts,” Devi came to his rescue.

“Is that a problem?” Randel asked. “We live in a world where it’s easier to buy new shirts than to wash old ones.”

“You’re full of waste, Randel.”

“Ouch. I hope you meant wasteful.”

“You’re wasteful. Yes.”

“Well then, let’s not waste our time, shall we?” Randel asked. “I want to be there when our guest arrives.”

Devi and Randel left the room in short order, leaving Tora alone—who, after hesitating briefly, hurried after them with silent footsteps. How else would he learn about what had happened? He followed the two Players out to the central hall – a large open space from which the building’s other rooms opened – then down the steps to the ground floor.

They arrived too late. By the time they got to the entrance hall, Roach had already destroyed the heavy door and his Noruk henchmen were standing inside on either side of the doorway. Tora reflexively cloaked himself in a bubble of silence and hid behind the corner, his heart beating wildly in his chest. Was there going to be a fight, after all? Randel wore only some dirty and disheveled clothing, but Devi was in her armor.

“Dammit, slave, I told you to install a doorbell,” Randel grumbled as he walked forward, his voice echoing in the unfurnished room. The entrance hall was empty and gloomy, with only the boarded windows and the demolished door allowing some light to filter in. Tora stayed behind the corner, trusting the darkness to cover him while he peeked at the intruders. Roach walked through the doorway in an unhurried manner, looking around lazily, his hands in the pockets of his heavy overcoat. He took a slow pull on his cigar, its lit end flaring in the darkness.

“So this is where the newcomers live,” Roach said, his voice dry and raspy. “Can’t say I’m impressed.”

“Apologies for the reception,” Devi spoke, her heavily-accented voice calm and measured. “My master and I didn’t have time—”

“Shut up, slave,” Randel barked. “Who told you to speak?”

“Apologies, ma—”

Her sentence ended in squeak and she fell to her knees, writhing in apparent pain—even though Randel hadn’t so much as lifted a finger. Tora pricked up his ears, listening in utter shock. They were just play-acting … weren’t they? Was Randel hurting Devi for real?

“No … please…” Devi whimpered, and Tora’s legs began to tremble.

“Now then,” Randel said, turning to Roach and ignoring Devi’s pleas. “Sorry for the reception, Roach. I’ll make sure the slave learns her lesson by the next time you visit.”

“You know who I am,” Roach said, half-question and half-statement. His cigar was hanging limply from his lips.

“Of course I know you, Roach, don’t be so surprised,” Randel said, pacing left and right as if he owned the place. “What I don’t know is how much tax you’d like to collect.”

“Protection money,” Roach said, reaching up to his cigar and flicking the ash off its end. “We call it protection money these days. You pay, and Yorg guarantees the safety of your home. But if you don’t pay…”

He left the threat hanging.

“Protection,” Randel mumbled, focusing on the wrong part of Roach’s statement. “Yes, protection sounds reaaally good. Right, slave?"

“Y-Yes, master,” Devi said from the ground.

Randel began to chuckle, which lasted for an uncomfortably long time. Roach watched him warily, biding his time, but the Noruk henchmen behind him shifted uneasily as they waited for Randel to stop.

“How much?” Randel abruptly asked.

Roach blew a puff of smoke toward Randel.

“One hundred credits.”

One hundred credits?! Tora couldn’t believe his ears. One hundred credits – roughly a hundred gold – was a ridiculous amount! That much money would feed all of Maa’s children for—well, for a very long time! Did Roach demand so much money because Randel was a Player who would be able to pay? Or was it because other people lived in this building too? No one else in the neighborhood paid a hundred credits, that much was certain!

“One moment,” Randel said, gesturing with his hand vaguely. “Slave, my pouch?"

“At once, master,” Devi said, getting to her feet.

“You speak too much, you wench,” Randel admonished her. “Just give me my pouch, instead of your empty words.”

Devi took a pouch off her belt and Randel tore it out of her hand, rooting around in it for a moment. He pulled out a credit card, tossed the pouch back to Devi, then turned on his heels and walked toward Roach fearlessly—or perhaps carelessly.

“Here, two hundred credits,” Randel said, making Tora’s jaw drop to the floor. “Extra money for the extra inconveniences.”

Randel held out the credit card, but when Roach reached out to take it he grabbed his hand and put it in his palm himself. Roach seemed to be about to punch him, but Randel flitted away quickly, turning his back to the intruders as he ambled back to Devi.

“What inconveniences?” Roach asked.

“Ah, you see, this and that,” Randel said, spinning around with his arms spread. “Some of my hobbies… The children in my basement… The constant screaming… I would really appreciate some protection in case the City Watch discovered what’s happening here, you know? Not that I cannot deal with the Watch! It’s just, well, you know how awfully difficult it is to hide the blood stains. I would need to buy a lot more paint to cover the evidence.”

His voice echoed in the empty room dully, but then that sound died too, leaving only silence. The Noruk henchmen, Roach, and even Tora stood frozen, their eyes on Randel.

“That’s not how protection money works,” Roach said when he found his voice. “It doesn’t protect you from the law.”

“Whaaat?” Randel asked. He spun around to face Roach, placing his hands on his hips. “You mean this Yorg—he wouldn’t protect me even though I paid him twice as much?”

“It’s a tax, you freak,” Roach spat. “It protects you from us, not the City Watch.”

“Ahh,” Randel said, then began to chuckle.

Roach frowned, losing his patience. “Listen—”

He couldn’t finish his sentence because Randel cut him off, speaking a foreign language on a cold and sinister tone, uttering harsh words that clashed together. Randel’s bearing had changed too; he stood straight instead of slouching, his gaze boring into Roach. The collar around his neck shifted on its own, forming thin tendrils with pulsing orange veins that slithered up to his ears and face. Tora shivered at how creepy that looked. He could neither see nor hear the small skull at the front of the collar, but he suspected it was changing too.

“What?” Roach belatedly asked.

“I asked what else can I help you with, Roach,” Randel said, starting to pace again. This time it wasn’t the idle pacing of a distracted person, but the movements of a predator getting ready to pounce. “You got what you came here for, didn’t you?”

Roach puffed on his cigar instead of replying outright, but he was nowhere near as nonchalant as before; his movements were jerky and his posture was tense. Tora’s chest clenched in fear—these Players were going to fight here, weren’t they? Even Devi had started to back off, shaking in terror, her eyes never leaving Randel. Roach noticed this too, glancing at Devi and back to Randel, and then taking an unconscious step backward. The two Noruk by the entrance had already pressed themselves against the wall, as far from Randel as possible.

“We’re done here,” Roach finally said. He tossed his cigar away and nodded at his henchmen. “Come on.”

He turned and walked out of the building without any further comment, and just like that, Randel’s posture became relaxed again.

“Come back soon!” Randel joyfully said, waving at the Noruk henchmen as they all but scrambled out of the building.

Tora gaped, unsure about what had just happened. Had he just seen Yorg’s men run off? Even though they got the money—more money than they had demanded, actually. And Randel … Tora hadn’t known he was so powerful. He was always very friendly with the children, and he never wore expensive armor like the other Players did, so Tora thought him to be mostly harmless. But now … even if he was just acting, he looked really scary and strong. It frightened and reassured Tora at the same time.

“Good fight, Randel,” Devi broke the newly settled silence, holding out her fist.

Randel wandered over to her, touching his fist against hers.

“Good fight, Devi.”

“Did you mark him?”

“Nah,” Randel said. “It seemed like he would have taken an unwanted tattoo badly. If we see him again, I’ll try marking one of his lackeys instead. But we should discuss this somewhere we can’t be overheard.”

Tora jumped in alarm after that last comment, scurrying back up the stairs with silent footsteps to the central hall. Just before he got out of hearing-range, he caught a few more sentences whispered between the two Players.

“Oh and Randel?”

“Yes?”

“Next time, you will be the slave.”

            

    
        Chapter 2.8

    
    
    
    
                I dreamed of something vague and dreadful, before jolting awake to a numb feeling in my entire right arm. Hovering between sleep and wakefulness, I realized it was because Devi was lying on it. As much as I enjoyed her snuggling up to me, I found the numbness in my arm and her pair of pointed horns close to my face quite problematic. One of these days Devi was going to poke my eyes out in my sleep.

“I’ll buy you a separate bed, I swear,” I mumbled sleepily. I had to get away from her horns and get my arm out from under her … but perhaps I could do that after five more minutes of sleep. Yes, five minutes sounded right.

A pillow hit me in the face.

“Morning!”

I tried not to move, tried not to breathe. Perhaps if I played dead, she’d leave me alone.

“I’m going to pour water on your head if you don’t get up.”

“Go bother someone else,” I mumbled from beneath the pillow. Pouring water on me would have been a new level of evil. Surely, she wouldn’t descend so low? Right?

But even while half-asleep, I couldn’t fully convince myself—and so when I heard the telltale sound of pouring water, I jumped straight out of the bed and held the pillow above my head. Devi finished pouring herself a glass of water from the jug, then drank it slowly while maintaining eye-contact with me the entire time.

“Humph,” she said, setting down the empty glass with a tiny frown. “It was a bit stale.”

“Serves you right,” I said, lowering the pillow belatedly. I had been so fascinated by her power move that I hadn’t even realized I was holding it.

“Today is special training day,” Devi said as she made her way to her new wardrobe, shrugging off her nightgown.

“I don’t like the sound of that,” I replied, walking over to the kitchen to wash my face and stop my eyes from wandering. “What kind of special is it?”

“It’s surprise!” Devi said. “But it is fun, just wait and see.”

We got dressed quickly, and I managed to take a few bites out of the leftover dinner before Devi dragged me away from it. This time we used the central staircase to leave the building; Imaya had complained that the fire escape’s creaking and rattling woke her up every morning. She hadn’t been particularly understanding when I told her that I was getting woken up against my will too.

We caught a streetcar pulled by two ostrich-like creatures, and I leaned out of the car to watch them. The morning sun hit their metallic plating in just the right angle, and even while pulling a line of cars their movements looked graceful. Tora had explained to me recently that it wasn’t actually simple golems pulling the streetcars, but machines created by combining Necromancy and Golemancy. Ordinary golems were dumb, but golems built around a skeleton retained some of the original being’s intelligence—which basically meant that they wouldn’t run over everything that got in their way. Ever since I had learned about this, I started to regard every goleton around me in a different light.

Devi didn’t share my excitement about the pair of ostriches, watching the Noruk man in our car instead. He wasn’t as musclebound as the ones that had accompanied Roach, but even so his size was impressive. As the largest species living in Fortram, the Noruk were massive, gray-skinned people with stocky legs and muscular arms that ended with three stubby fingers. Instead of a proper nose they had a short horn protruding from the middle of their long face, wide nostrils flaring beneath it. Their mouth was wide, their ears cone-shaped, and no hair grew on their head—simply said, I preferred to view them as rhino-men.

Devi, on the other hand, preferred to view them as enemies. The reason for this was that both Sylven and Noruk came from the same planet, and they had been in war with each other for an eternity. The Noruk sitting in our car had nothing to do with that, of course; he wore no collar, which meant that he was the descendant of Players and hadn’t even seen his homeland. This didn’t reassure Devi at all. She wasn’t openly hostile, but she rested her hand on the hilt of her dagger as she glared at the rhino-man. Racism and speciesism were heavy topics this early in the morning though, so I decided to distract Devi instead.

“I thought we were going to practice with wooden swords,” I said. “Why did you bring Silverfang?”

Devi tore her eyes away of the Noruk, arching an eyebrow as she looked at me.

“Should I leave Silverfang near those thief-children, then?”

“They wouldn’t steal it,” I said. “They like me.”

“They wouldn’t steal from you, is what you mean,” Devi said. She stepped closer, locking eyes with me. “And I’m not yours.”

“You’re your own person,” I agreed, meaning every word I said.

“Yes, I am,” Devi said, then stepped even closer to give me a half-hug—which would have felt much better if her pauldron hadn’t dug into my shoulder so painfully. I found it a very apt metaphor to our platonic relationship.

I wondered whether I should paint this scene once I got home. I was a decent artist, but capturing complex emotions on the canvas had always been a challenge. In some ways, Nerilia was awfully good for improving my art; this world had shown me so much, let me feel so diverse emotions … doing commissioned artwork on Earth just couldn’t even compare. I was sure that this sense of novelty would fade over time, but in the present it felt more and more difficult to stay mad at the three-eyed aliens for jerking me out of my old life. How could I remain angry with them, when the smartest woman I had ever met was currently clinging onto me, telling me to stop staring off into the distance like a loon and get off the streetcar? It made me wonder how much of this had been planned by our kidnappers from the very beginning.

My contemplative mood ended as soon as we arrived to the training yard. Three Players were waiting for us there, armed from head to toe, and I finally realized what Devi had meant by special training. The Rangers of Fortram, Devi’s shiny new covenant, had come to train with us.

“Hello everyone,” Devi said. “Are we late?”

“Not at all,” the man with the scarred face replied. “We’ve just arrived too.”

Devi then introduced me to the Players while I tried to be as civil as possible. I knew where this was going, and I didn’t like it one bit. Why hadn’t Devi told me her plan beforehand? She could have avoided a lot of awkwardness.

“So, Randel,” Devi said, turning to me. “Today we practice Abilities and teamwork. Heda agreed to fight us—”

“But I didn’t agree to fight anyone,” I cut her off. “Sorry Devi, but you’ll have to practice your Abilities without me.”

Devi had been, of course, expecting this answer from me.

“You agreed to help me train,” she said. “Your Abilities match well with mine. It makes sense to practice teamwork.”

“No, it doesn’t. Not unless you expect me to fight your fights,” I said. “I know what you’re doing, Devi; you’re trying to rope me into more and more Player-stuff. I’ve already told you that I’m not interested.”

Devi drew her lips into a line, her eyes flashing in displeasure.

“You’re already here, aren’t you? It wouldn’t hurt to practice this once—it’s for your own good too!”

I turned away from her, smiling apologetically at the three Players watching our debate.

“Sorry about the drama,” I said. “I’ll be waiting by the fence while you practice.”

“Randel—”

Devi practically growled as I walked past Jack and the others, but thankfully she didn’t try to stop me. I teleported Soul Eater to my hand, extended it into a sword, and stabbed it down into the ground next to the fence. Once I wedged it in deep enough, I flattened the pommel and spread it out into a flat and wide rectangle, then sat down on it.

I felt disappointed, though perhaps not as disappointed as I ought to have been; Sarah had already desensitized me to these kinds of semi-betrayals. Devi had played her it’s-a-surprise card, and now I knew not to trust any of her surprises. I understood the sentiment behind her machinations, though; unlike Sarah, Devi did what she did because she thought it would be to my benefit. It had taken her a while to convince me to spar with her, and the next logical step was to convince me to spar with other Players too.

The problem was that Devi had severely underestimated how much Soul Eater’s influence frightened me. I still saw Simon’s furious face in my nightmares, and I didn’t think I could ever forget that cold certainty I felt when I killed him. Risking a practice fight with Players I didn’t know was just asking for disaster.

“I wish I had a breakfast at least,” I muttered, watching the Rangers of Fortram talk with each other. Devi and Heda put some distance between each other, squaring off. Kim stood aside, perhaps to act as a referee or to prevent serious injuries from happening.

Heda didn’t seem to be carrying any weapon and her plate armor was adorned to the point that it seemed entirely impractical—but I had to give it to her that she looked imposing in the morning sunlight. Devi wasn’t a short woman, but Heda towered over her easily. Neither of the women wore any helmet, which I found stupid, though allegedly this wasn’t an unusual phenomenon for Players. At least Devi had a crown of horns to protect her temples.

The fight began when Devi activated her energy weapon and created two clones in quick succession. A throwing knife appeared in Heda’s hand and she flung it at Devi, who seemed to be startled by this sudden move but avoided the knife by opening a portal in front of her. Her Instant Portals Ability had gained a few levels during our fights in the Dungeon, so now it was actually large enough to cover her entire torso. The knife destroyed the clone who opened the other side of the portal, but Devi was already creating another copy of herself behind her impromptu cover.

A simple sword appeared in Heda’s hand and she advanced in a walk, taking only a passing glance at the second clone that was circling behind her. One of the limitations of Devi’s Simulacrum Ability was that it could replicate only solid materials; this meant that Silverfang’s energy blade wasn’t duplicated in the clones’ hands, only the base dagger form. Heda had noticed this difference too, which was why she ignored the real Devi as she walked out from behind the portal with a deactivated Silverfang in her hand. The Sylven girl moved with stiff movements, following the other clone that her opponent had ignored.

When Heda neared the portal, she lunged past it with a burst of speed, kicking up dirt and swinging her sword at the clone hiding behind it. She stopped her strike before it could have connected with the clone’s neck, realizing too late that it wasn’t the real Devi. By the time Heda turned around, three identical Sylven girls were standing behind her with a vacant expression on each of their faces.

“She fights cleverly,” someone spoke right beside us, and we jumped out of our seat, ready to teleport Soul Eater in our hand—only to realize that it was Jack who had spoken. He was leaning against the fence, his cold eyes fixed on the women’s fight. When did he get here?

“Well, she is clever,” I said, taking a seat again and pretending that I wasn’t startled out of my skin. “I can see why you’d want her in your team.”

“Hrm. Being part of the Rangers of Fortram isn’t only about fighting capabilities, but about attitude. That is why we invited her to our covenant, instead of you.”

“Good to know,” I said, turning my attention back to Devi.

Heda was dodging the stiff attacks of the clones, treating them all as if they could potentially expand their daggers into energy blades. She was quite obviously holding back for Devi’s benefit – a quick counterattack would have gotten rid of the clones – but I supposed that was why they called this a practice, instead of a real fight.

After a bit of dancing around with the clones, the original Devi stopped for a moment and pointed with a finger. Power crackled around her hand for a moment and she fired a short, bright beam of arcane energy at one of her clones. The clone froze for a moment, its eyes lighting up with a white glow, then turned and pointed two fingers back to Devi. Heda noticed this too; she made the sword in her hand vanish and a spear in her other hand appear, striking out at the clone—too late. By the time the spearhead pierced the clone’s skin, it had already fired a burst of power – twice as strong as before – back at Devi.

The beam caught Devi in her chest, lighting up her eyes and making strands of her hair stand apart a little as if she was charged with electricity. Heda threw another knife, but Devi dealt with it the same way as before; she opened a portal in front of her. However, this time the other portal was opened right behind Heda and Devi reached through it, pointing four fingers at Heda’s back.

“Nice try!” Heda said just as Devi fired, hitting her—no, the beam of energy didn’t hit. Something wrenched it out of its trajectory, bending it around Heda before shooting it off to the side and hitting one of the clones in the head. The clone’s eyes lit up, and it shuddered once before it exploded.

“Recursive Ray,” Jack spoke from beside me. “A tricky but devastating Ability.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Much like her energy sword, Devi’s third Ability was indeed a stupidly dangerous weapon. If she cast Recursive Ray a single time, it caused nothing more than a sting; a very-very annoying thing to wake up to, but not particularly painful to the recipient. The scary part of Devi’s Ability was that if she got hit by a Recursive Ray, she could absorb it and fire it again with twice as much power—with the limitation that doing so put a strain on her body. The more power she channeled, the bigger the internal strain was. Her clones were able to bounce the Ray only two times before bursting apart from the internal damage, but that much energy was already enough to murder anyone who wasn’t arcane energy-proof.

“I’d dare to say that I understand where you’re coming from,” Jack continued to speak. “In the beginning I too often wished that I had nothing to do with Player-related things.”

I glanced up at him, but his eyes were on the sparring women.

“What changed?” I asked.

“I changed,” Jack said, shrugging. “You forget gradually. You survive day after day, and by the time you realize it, you have already lived on this planet longer than on Earth.”

“The success rate of that surviving part is what worries me.”

“Yet you refrain from practicing your skills,” Jack said. “You refrain from getting stronger. Why is that, I wonder?”

I frowned, thinking about how to reply.

“It’s like going to the gym,” I said. “Sure, you get fit if you work out regularly, which in turn might make you live longer. But are those extra years in your life really worth it when you spend a large portion of it sweating in the gym? Personally, I’d rather live my shorter life doing things that I actually want to do.”

“You’re coming here, to this gym, almost every other day with Devi.”

“Yeah,” I said, wincing inwardly. “I enjoy sparring with her. But with you guys? Not so much. I have to set my boundaries somewhere, or else I become a gym-rat.”

“If you say so.”

I knew that my argument was weak, so I was glad to drop the matter and focus on the women. They had taken up their starting positions and Devi asked Heda to go all out this time.

As soon as Kim announced the start of the match, Heda activated an Ability that pulled everything toward her; it reminded me of Tamara’s Gravity Orb, except its reach was much longer and the pull was stronger. Devi was lifted off her feet easily, flying straight at Heda, thrusting Silverfang at Heda’s side—but when the energy blade touched Heda’s ornate armor, it winked out. Devi slammed into Heda a moment later, grunting from the impact, and Heda gave her a bear hug with a wide smile on her face.

“Wee woo!” Kim called out just before he hit Heda from behind and wrapped his arms around her head. Heda canceled her Ability and released Devi immediately, but Kim refused to let go and wrapped his legs around Heda’s torso instead.

“Kim!” Heda yelled indignantly.

“Now, Devi, quick! Tickle her while she is distracted!”

“Tickle?” Devi repeated, watching the struggling pair in confusion.

“That’s it!” Heda said, prying her boyfriend’s arms off her eyes. “You are sooo sleeping on the couch tonight, Kim!”

Devi took a few cautious steps backward as Heda started a practice match with Kim that consisted of summoning all sorts of melee weapons into her hands and chucking them at Kim one by one.

“They are really lively,” I said as Kim jumped over a spiky mace while making chicken-noises and flapping his arms.

“That they are,” Jack agreed. He tilted his head left and right, cracking his neck. “Perhaps a little too lively, but that’s a topic for another day. I have a question for you Randel, if you don’t mind.”

“Shoot.”

“I got reports about a tragedy that happened recently in a nearby village. Does Gingerhome ring a bell?”

“Not at all,” I said, looking up at Jack. Now he had his eyes on me, waiting for my reaction. “What’s this tragedy about?”

“A massacre done by a Player. Dozens were murdered by a dark-haired man who wielded a shapeshifting weapon.”

I narrowed my eyes, mostly just to hide how shaken I felt.

“That’s horrible.”

“Horrible indeed,” Jack said. “Imagine my surprise when I tried to find the weapon at the Seed Shop, but found nothing. The Shop doesn’t have any pitch-black transforming weapon webbed with throbbing veins, which suggests that it isn’t something any Player could buy. Yet here you are, sitting on one.”

“Well, it’s not my fault that the City Watch didn’t put any benches here.”

Jack raised an eyebrow at that.

“You take the accusation much better than Devi did,” he said. “She got really upset on your behalf when I told her about this.”

“Oh. I should have known that you’ve already spoken with Devi,” I said, sighing. “So, what did she say about my weapon?”

“Nothing at all, which is why I’m asking you now.”

I hummed, feeling a surge of gratefulness. I didn’t hurry to reply, though. I knew that if I kept silent Jack could rightfully regard me as someone suspicious, but there was no way that I would tell him everything. A better person would have revealed Soul Eater’s secrets, I lamented. I was never going to be that better person, however.

“Rest assured, I’m not the Player who killed those people in Gingerhome,” I said, standing up to transform Soul Eater back to a sword.

“In that case,” Jack said, “I’d appreciate if you could share the capabilities of your weapon. It might not be completely like the murderer’s, but they are alarmingly similar.”

“Oh, they are probably the same kind,” I said. I plucked Soul Eater out of the ground and handed it to Jack. “The Inspector who gave it to me called it a prototype. I can shape the black material by imagining how I want it to look like, but the less it resembles a sword, the harder it is for me to alter its shape.”

Jack nodded, taking Soul Eater from me.

“Does your collar have an item description for it?”

“It does,” I said. “It calls the weapon a demon’s fang and says that as a side effect it might make its owner go insane.”

“Hrm,” Jack grunted, eyeing me carefully. “That’s very forthright for you to say.”

I shrugged.

“First off,” I said, holding up a finger, “the weapon doesn’t affect me because I’m already a little bit crazy. I have so many brilliant thoughts in my head that it’s literally insane!”

Jack grunted, clearly not convinced by my wits.

“Secondly,” I moved on, “I believe that if the weapon could harm my mind in any way, it already would have. I had fought several times with it in the past and used its shapeshifting ability quite extensively. What you should take away from this is that the Player you’re looking for might not have been so lucky. He might be hallucinating or act otherwise unreasonably, which is probably the reason behind his killing spree.”

It was a risk to admit these things to Jack of course, but it was a calculated one; I figured it would be more suspicious if I sugar-coated my weapon’s properties. I didn’t want to keep silent about the possible side effects, just in case Jack learned about them later from a separate source.

“Alright,” Jack said, his expression as controlled as mine. “And what about the teleportation?”

“One of my Abilities,” I said. “It came with the prototype, but I don’t think it’s related to its powers.”

“I see,” Jack said, running his hand along the black blade. He then pressed his thumb against the edge until he began bleeding. “Feel any different?”

“Nope. I’m not going to murder you just because you bled on my weapon.”

“It was worth a try,” Jack said. He eyed the sword critically for a moment longer, then handed it back to me. “The metal is the same material our collars are made of.”

“Seems like it,” I agreed, taking Soul Eater back. There were still a bunch of other things I didn’t share with Jack, like my ability to stop bleeding at will. Even if it was useful information against the murderer, I couldn’t bring myself to say it; admitting that I wasn’t entirely biologically human felt too … personal. I didn’t even want to admit it to myself, let alone to a near-stranger.

Another thing I hadn’t mentioned that according to Soul Eater’s description, I needed to feed the weapon constantly. I wasn’t sure what constantly meant anyway, because it had been about a month since I last stabbed something to death – if killing those sweller-controlled Players counted at all – and Soul Eater worked fine still. And I had also left out that Soul Eater lent me fighting-knowledge—we didn’t want Jack to think that our mind was already under some sort of influence, so it was best if we kept silent about it.

“This troubles me a lot, by the way,” I told Jack, wedging Soul Eater into the ground to sit on it again. “If the Inspectors hand out more and more of these prototype weapons to Players, and those Players start to commit atrocities with them, someone might mistake me for a mass murderer. If people freaked out at the sight of Soul Eater, I won’t be able to use it as a seat anymore.”

“I might have enough sway at the City Watch to make them put a bench here,” Jack said without breaking his serious demeanor. “I’d like to thank you for your cooperation, Randel. The Rangers of Fortram will look for the killer as soon as we have the time.”

“Oh? Why, are you busy with something else right now?”

Jack gave me a chiding look, as if I was forgetting something important.

“Well,” he said, “we have a horde of giant swellers to deal with, don’t we?”

            

    
        Chapter 2.9

    
    
    
    
                We ran along the shaded forest path. Thomas pulled ahead of us easily, running faster than I could have hoped to keep up with. Even as a kid he had been tall, with long legs that gave him a natural advantage. Next up was Roland, because he was two years older than me, and taller too. I was the last in the line, because Sarah couldn’t come play today. Okay, okay! Perhaps even if Sarah had come, I would have still been the last—but! I was going to grow up one day and be faster than everyone. I was already taller than Roland when he was my age. My … age?

I was having one of those dreams again, I dimly realized. A dream that I was vaguely aware of but I was powerless to steer in any direction. A dream that I had dreamed a thousand times already. I could already feel the fear spread within my chest.

“I win!” Thomas said as he reached the enormous uprooted tree that we had found the previous day. It was lying across the path, blocking the way, with a steep slope downwards on our left and a slightly less steep incline on our right. The tree was massive like a ship, with handholds and everything. The sight of it filled me with unease, but Roland and I raced to it nevertheless. We were all excited to get there.

“I’m the captain!” Thomas said, having climbed up onto the trunk already. “The fastest man in the galaxy!”

“That was a close one,” Roland said, grinning as he climbed up too, only seconds behind Thomas. “The smartest man in the galaxy almost beat you in a race!”

Thomas ignored his comment deliberately. “Roland, as the captain I order you to help your brother up the ship and then let’s set sail!”

“I don’t need help!” I yelled, pulling myself up with some difficulty. “I’m the strongest man in the galaxy!”

But Roland just laughed and Thomas started to argue with me!

“You can’t be,” he said. “I heard that Sarah beat you up yesterday when you ate her ice-cream!”

“Yes, but she is a girl,” I said, huffing. “She is the strongest girl in the galaxy.”

Thomas had no good comeback to that, so he just crossed his arms instead. I turned to Roland, who was still chuckling.

“What are you laughing at? I’ll kick your weak butt if you don’t stop it!”

That just made Roland’s grin even wider.

“First off,” Roland said, holding up a finger, “my butt might look weak, but it’s only because all the extra muscle is in my brain! I have so many ingenious ideas in my head that you’d be surprised at the strength of my brain-power!”

“That’s stupid,” I said, then stuck my tongue out at him. Roland always sprouted nonsense like this when we played.

“Secondly,” he moved on, “I only laughed because I felt happy. People do that often when they’re in a good mood, didn’t you know, Randel? Or should I explain this further to the strongest man in the galaxy?”

“I’ll explain how to kick your butt!” I said, lunging at him. What followed was a blur, as my dream became hazy; much to my shame, I couldn’t remember how long we played on the fallen tree. At one point Thomas ordered us to gather materials so that we could set sail, and in the next moment we were all arguing whether we were on a sea-ship or a space-ship. Yet I was aware what was going to happen soon, and so the sense of dread in me rose with each moment.

I wasn’t sure of the reason why me and Roland started another play-fight up on the tree, and I didn’t know what he said to me during that time. But there was a moment I remembered with crystal clarity; my tiny hands slamming into Roland’s stomach so hard that my palms hurt. The look of surprise on his face as he stumbled backward, losing his balance. The sharp crack in my ears as the branch he grabbed broke off. The moment of joy I felt when Roland fell off the tree, making me the winner. The pride swelling within me at my victory, up until Roland’s cries of pain shattered it apart. The spike of panic I felt as he rolled down and down and down the slope, unable to stop, slamming into trees and rocks but tumbling further into the depth until a larger tree finally stopped him.

Roland barely made a sound after that. He didn’t reply to my panicked, shouted questions—and so I went after him, descending cautiously on the slope, barely being able to see from the tears in my eyes. I knew Roland was very, very badly hurt. Thomas decided to run all the way back to find an adult, but I knew he wouldn’t make it in time. He never made it in time.

I screamed when I reached Roland, my scream full of agony and disbelief. My brother was lying on his back, his battered arms and legs twisted in all the wrong angles. He had blood on his face, and he had trouble breathing, and he watched me with sad eyes. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew this wasn’t how it had really happened, he had been in too much pain, barely conscious by the time I got to him—but in my dreams he was always there to speak with me one last time, sometimes kind and accepting and pitying, sometimes broken and hateful and accusing.

“It’s alright,” Roland said. “You proved your strength today.”

“I-I didn’t want to,” I said, falling to my knees, choking on my tears. “I didn’t want this to happen.”

“But it happened anyway,” Roland said, “and now someone must carry on my legacy. I gift you the power of lateral thinking.”

“The w-what?”

“Someone needs to be the smartest on the ship. You should take it over from me, while I’m gone.”

“Don’t be stupid,” I said, clutching at his limp hand with both of mine. “You won’t be gone.”

Roland didn’t reply, and he didn’t say anything else. He never said anything else, just lay there with his eyes closed, head hanging, skin growing cold. I clutched his hand even tighter, afraid that if I let go I would lose him forever.

I jerked when I felt someone behind me. Still holding onto Roland I turned back, seeing that the forest path above was much closer that it was supposed to be. Two figures stood there; one of them was Devi, watching me with eyes full of pity. The other figure looked like me, the adult-me, except he had malevolent green eyes and was watching Devi like a cat watched the mouse. Devi didn’t see him as he reached out toward her, and I cried out to warn her, but he already grabbed Devi by the throat—

We woke up with a start and turned our head to the Sylven woman beside us. She gasped, jolting awake a moment after we did.

“You were in my dream,” I said, sitting up. “Literally.”

I didn’t know what had set me off; her shaken expression, the dried foot of a bird in her hand, or how she touched her neck as if making sure she was unharmed. I didn’t know how it was possible, I didn’t know how she had done it, but the guilty look in her eyes was as good as an admission.

“I was,” Devi said. She sat up on the bed too, turning to face me. “I was in your dream tonight, and in the last three nights.”

“And you saw it,” I said, my voice choking with emotion.

“I’m sorry,” Devi said. “Sorry about Roland.”

“Don’t you utter his name!” I snapped, balling my hands into fists. “Don’t—”

I felt my cheeks burning. I felt ashamed, I felt guilty, I felt like I was better off dead, but no, Roland was dead, and everyone buried him, buried him deep in fading memories and dishonest condolences, and there was nothing I could do about it.

“You had no right,” I whispered, finding it hard to breathe. “You had no right to know—no right to see. Not him.”

“I was not trying to peek,” Devi said. “I wanted to help you with Soul Eater.”

“To hell with Soul Eater!” I said, jumping out of the bed, grabbing and flinging my pillow across the room. “You were in my head! It’s your fault that I relived this nightmare. It’s your fault I saw him!”

“I see,” Devi said, back straight, forcing calm into her voice. “This is like Simon for you, but worse.”

I clenched my jaw as the blood rush to my head, and I did my best not to lose my temper. I glared down at Devi as she sat on the bed, unperturbed, clutching that bird foot still.

“Give me that relic,” I said, cold with anger.

“No,” Devi said. “Dreamcatcher belongs to the Rangers of Fortram. I cannot give it to you.”

I blew the air forcefully through my nose, closing my eyes for a bit. First that special training session with the Rangers, then this? What the hell was she thinking?!

“I understand you’re upset,” Devi said. “But you forget the real problem. Did you not want to learn what Soul Eater can do? Were you not worried that it can control your thoughts? Do you not realize that I try to help you? You play with children, you go to work, you paint pictures, but you never do anything about Soul Eater!”

“Get out.”

“What?” Devi asked, blinking in surprise.

“You’re not giving me that Dreamcatcher,” I said, “and I can’t trust you to sleep next to me anymore. So get out of my room.”

“Now?”

“You heard me.”

Devi opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, settling on just watching me silently. I growled and turned and stomped over to the kitchen to wash my face. The cold water didn’t help. It was the middle of the night, and I realized it was unreasonable to ask Devi to leave now, but screw her, the Inspectors were already rooting around in my head, Soul Eater was messing with my head, why did she have to join in too?! Was it too unreasonable to expect any sort of privacy? I had every right to be angry, and—yeah, I was too riled up to go back to sleep anyway.

“You know what,” I said, grabbing my cloak, “you have until morning to leave the house. I don’t want to see you here by the time I return.”

I slipped on my boots, unlocked the door, and strode out of the room without looking back. The night air was cool and my face was still wet, which felt wonderfully chilling at the moment. I wished it would sting more, I wished it would make me forget. I wished I could find a deep lake of ice-cold water to jump into, to sink into—and keep my mind from returning to all the unpleasantness. The streets of Fortram were quiet, too quiet, and they left too much space for my thoughts.

It was rare for me to lose my temper like I just had. Most of the time it was me who did something that pissed Sarah off. And Devi was very much like Sarah, wasn’t she? No privacy. Trying to manipulate me. Doing what she thought was the best for me, instead of asking me. I wondered if this was something normal, or I had terrible luck with women, or perhaps I just wasn’t assertive enough. Perhaps I should have drawn clearer lines, warning her not to cross them.

“It’s not my fault,” I said out loud, startling a group of teenagers loitering in front of a pub. It wasn’t my fault, but did that make it Devi’s then? I had overreacted when I told Devi to leave. She couldn’t have known. She just wanted to help. That didn’t make me any less mad at her, but now I was mad at myself too. Years and years and years of therapy, and Roland was still a sore subject for me.

Of course, therapy alone was never going to be enough. Not when Sarah kept bringing up Roland whenever she got really angry and wanted to hurt me back. Not when my father dragged me from one private tutor to the next, trying to turn me into a prodigy, trying to make me become a second Roland. Not when I could see the blame in my mother’s eyes whenever she looked at me, her heartache for having lost her favorite child ever so obvious. And, last but not least, not when I knew that I was a piece of shit. A constant disappointment for everyone and anyone in my life.

“Your strongest ale, please,” I told the barkeeper. I didn’t know where I was or how I got to this particular tavern, but I was glad I found some credits in my cloak’s pocket. Roland probably wouldn’t approve to me getting drunk on his behalf, but then what was one more disappointment added to the line? The room was noisy and dirty and filled with cigarette smoke, but I didn’t care, because I found an empty table away from everyone to nurse my ale alone. Alone, up till I was midway through my second mug.

We immediately saw it was trouble. Two muscled men in dark leathers, prowling seemingly casually toward our table. We got to our feet, teleporting Soul Eater to our hand—and staggering against the table. Mistake. We should have teleported to Soul Eater to escape, but our judgement was impaired. Our vision went dizzy. It wasn’t just the alcohol—we hadn’t drunk nearly enough to warrant this nausea. Had we been poisoned?

“Fancy meeting you, Mad Painter,” one of the men said as he reached me. We tried to raise Soul Eater, tried to stand straight, but the strength was rapidly leaving our body, and all we managed was to stumble into the stranger’s arms before we fell unconscious.

            

    
        Chapter 2.10

    
    
    
    
                It felt scary-strange to be out in the rain. The edge of the forest was close now, though the shelter-promising mass of trees didn’t look as imposing beneath the gray clouds as they had been under the bright sun. Devi pulled her cloak tighter around herself, trampling over muddy ground as she followed her teammates. So wet and cold! Devi adjusted her hood for the umpteenth time, the fabric not quite large enough to cover her head the proper-way. It was clearly designed for small-and-round Human ears instead of her pointed ones, and so the rough fabric irritated the tips of her ears.

Devi shivered, watching droplets of cold rainwater drip from her horns sullenly.

“It’s nice to have some rain finally,” Heda said, slowing down so that she was walking beside Devi. “The weather is usually very dry and hot in this time of the year.”

“I don’t like the rain,” Devi said. “It’s very cold.”

“Really?” the tall woman asked, surprised-sounding. “I don’t think it’s too bad. Do you have warmer rains in your world?”

“We do,” Devi said. “In Ylvasil we don’t go out in the rain. It burns our skin.”

“Wow,” Heda said. “It rains boiling water?”

“No,” Devi said, shaking her head. What was that word called again? “Acid. It’s acid in the rainwater.”

That has been a fun word to learn with Randel. For a moment Devi’s lips curled upwards, but her smile faded quickly as she remembered a more recent memory. Creator, why? Why did that Human man make her feel all these conflicting emotions? It had been so much simpler in Ylvasil, where Devi could just hate everyone around her.

“Your world sounds like a really harsh place,” Heda cautiously said, studying Devi’s face. Jack and Kim reached the edge of the forest up ahead, and Devi pretended to watch what they were doing until she composed herself.

“Ylvasil is very hot and dry,” Devi said. “But I didn’t know better, until I arrived to Nerilia.”

The cold rain wasn’t much to her liking, but she knew it would pass. Now that she learned how good the sunlight could feel, she wasn’t going to let him go that easily.

“It’s so weird that you find this world the better place,” Heda said. “Even after six years, I still find myself dreaming about going back to Earth. Not the Earth as it is now, obviously, but the one in the past.”

“Hmm?” Devi furrowed her brow, wondering if she understood Heda right. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, I mean—could it be that you don’t know yet?” Heda asked. “Have you talked with other Sylven Players yet?”

“Talk? About what?”

“Oh. Well…” Heda trailed off, hesitant-uneasy. The two of them reached the trees where Kim and Jack were already waiting, looking at the projection of Kim’s collar. It was showing a large uneven shape that Devi recognized as a map, complete with little marks about each of the sweller sightings.

“You won’t like it, Devi,” Heda said. “I don’t know how to put it nicely, so I’ll just say it; everyone you knew on Ylvasil is probably dead.”

The two men looked up from their map upon hearing Heda’s grim-statement, but Devi just brushed a lock of wet hair out of her face and waited for the woman to continue.

“Every Human was taken from Earth at the same time,” Heda said. “Even Players who arrived hundreds of years ago to Nerilia. They all left Earth when I did, in the year of twenty-twenty. We’re all in the future, so to speak.”

The conclusion was obvious; the Inspectors kept every would-be Player asleep until they loosed them on Nerilia. Devi didn’t know how such thing was possible without the Players getting old, but she had talked about this with Randel already. He had told her a theory that there could be thousands of hibernated Players somewhere … but he never bothered to talk to other Players about this. He had said that he’d rather not know.

“But it could be different for Sylven,” Kim said, perhaps to console her. Devi didn’t feel any loss-sadness, but Kim could have mistaken her contemplative silence for it.

“It’s fine,” Devi said. “I have no one from Ylvasil who I want to see again.”

It wasn’t an entire-truth, for Devi cared for her father and her brothers … but she would not shed a tear if she never met them again. She had no close friends either – her father had made sure of that after the incident with Kino’lynn – and her peers at the Royal Court she was only glad to be rid of.

“Are you sure that you’re fine?” Heda asked.

“Yes,” Devi said with practiced ease. “We should focus on our Quest. Let’s find swellers, yes?”

The reason why they came out here in the cold rain was because Jack had received another report about the enormous swellers. A group of wood-cutters had died not too far from Fortram, and apparently cutting wood was a job in this world and not something punishable by death.

Devi was looking forward to hunt down the swellers, because it would be up to her to kill the monsters; Jack had told her that she had the most fire-power in the group. To be truthful, she found this hard to believe. She was still a soft-horn when it came to being a Player! Heda had said that energy-weapons like her Silverfang were Sylven-specific items, but Humans surely had powerful weapons too—or so Devi thought. She wasn’t going to complain, however. If Jack wanted her to prove herself, he didn’t have to ask her twice.

“The last sightings happened somewhere around here,” Jack said, pointing deeper into the woods. “We’ll proceed in formation. Kim, save your eyes for now—we might need your mana later. I’ll take the lead with the Listener, but watch out for camouflaged rocks.”

“Yes, sir,” Kim jokingly said, doing an odd salute. “Any rock is a suspect!”

“Not any, just the really big ones,” Heda said, walking forward. “Come on guys, Devi is right. We should focus on the Quest and find those swellers already!”

Jack stood still, watching with a disapproving frown as Heda and Kim marched on without him.

“I swear they hear only every second word,” he grumbled, then pulled a small black cube out of his pocket. “This is the Listener, Devi. It can hear heart-beats, but I already told it to ignore the four of us. You’ll know that something large is nearby if it turns red.”

“Or if Heda and Kim get ambushed.”

“Or that,” Jack said. “Let’s follow them. We probably won’t need the Listener to find the giants, but if you don’t mind taking an advice from an old man, it pays off to be careful.”

“But you’re not old,” Devi said, walking on Jack’s side with half-a-step behind. “I saw Humans with much whiter hair than yours.”

“I’m old by Player standards,” Jack said. “A few more missions with Kim and Heda and my hair will turn white like yours.”

Devi simply nodded, suspecting a joke but not quite understanding it.

The four Rangers of Fortram marched on beneath the tall trees, the mass of green leaves providing ample shelter. Now that they were out of the rain, Devi felt relieved. Perhaps it was just her imagined-perception, but the cold air around her felt a bit warmer and her footsteps came a bit lighter. She felt energized—and that was when she sudden-remembered. Traverse the forest, her Covenant’s first maxim!

She tucked the front of her cloak down and turned her collar’s projection on. Her simulated, miniature copy was walking in the middle of the screen just like she was, a green aura around her indicating that she was in good health. The left side of the screen with the menu buttons seemed to be unchanged, but on the right side, Devi spotted something new.

Attributes Tenacity: 1
Strength: 0 Dexterity: 0
Magic: 3Spirit: 3

Boons
Guided

Guided had a small-and-neat emblem next to it, depicting a tree. Devi tried to open an information panel about it, first by thought and then by touching, but nothing seemed to happen.

“The magic of this world can be divided into two distinct categories,” Jack spoke. His eyes were on their surroundings, but he must have noticed what Devi was doing—which left her with a slight-guilt, for she was supposed to be looking out for swellers too.

“Which two categories?”

“I like to call them soft magic and hard magic,” Jack said. “See, Weapon Skills and most Player Abilities are hard magic; they have strict rules and behave in expected ways. Soft magic, though? You can never be sure about it. Boons from Covenants and Player Domains are soft magic. Healing too.”

“Healing?”

“Your injuries heal unnaturally fast,” Jack said, “but only once you’re out of danger. The healing process follows no rules. Its speed can be very different, based on the situation you’re in.”

Devi stroked her right palm with her left fingers, remembering all too well the scraped-bloody wounds her portals left on her hands in the Dungeon. Her injury had indeed healed quickly enough for her to be able to hold a weapon again … but after that it took a long time for her wound to completely disappear.

“I see,” Devi said.

“If you don’t mind taking an advice from a man who has way too many scars, don’t rely on that healing too much,” Jack said. “If you expect it to save you, it will just screw you over. The rule of thumb is to avoid getting injured by any means; Abilities or healing items are very rare, and more often than not they have some draw-backs.”

Devi was getting lost among the Human slangs again, but she believed she got the gist of what Jack was saying. Something didn’t fit, however. One of her unselected Abilities was called Injury Transfer, which was almost like a healing Ability. Did this mean that her Ability was an uncommon-kind of power?

“Do we have any healing?” she asked, suddenly curious. She was aware of the general capabilities of her three companions, but they hadn’t shared the specifics with her. That would have taken up quite a lot of time, because Jack, Heda, and Kim were Players who had more than five Abilities already. They swapped them at the World Seed all the time, so that they brought the most appropriate Abilities to each Quest.

“None,” Jack admitted. “Unless you count Kim’s Domain as one. But a Domain won’t be triggered easily, so as a general rule you shouldn’t count on them. You know how Domains work, right?”

“I know that they activate when we’re about to die,” Devi said. “Randel called it plot-armor.”

“Your friend has some interesting ideas,” Jack said with a smile on his scarred face. “I can’t say he’s wrong, though. The problem with Domains is that we can’t activate them whenever we want to; threatening to kill Kim won’t work.”

“Heda is threatening to kill Kim all the time,” Devi said. “Perhaps he got used to it.”

“That he did, indeed.”

Devi watched the Human couple as they bicker-bantered up ahead. One of them was a tall woman with yellow hair, the other a much shorter man with black hair. Even their faces were so different; Heda’s face was longer with sharp cheekbones and strong nose and big blue eyes, while Kim’s face was more rounded with wider nose and narrow black eyes. They looked nothing alike, but their personalities fit together well, and so they claimed to be boyfriend and girlfriend. They also felt something that the Humans called love, which Randel had explained away as chemicals in people’s brain. However, Devi had spoken with other Humans too and they described it as a higher force binding people together—something that Devi found genuinely inspiring.

Love. The closest thing Devi could think of came from the land of House Xyr, a faraway corner of Ylvasil populated by a tribe of Sylven with a strange culture. House Xyr claimed that every person had a Destined One—also called as a soul-mate. It had been a while since Devi had last read about them, but it was common knowledge that House Xyr was dwindling precisely because of their inferior beliefs. They would marry only their soul-mates – who was sometimes from the same sex, even – and this resulted in much fewer offspring.

On the mainland, soul-mates were popular in fiction books … but it was most often used to portray close-friendship between two men. Devi had never given it much thought before; fighting alongside her soul-mate had been a far-off concept for a girl who wasn’t allowed to hold anything remotely dangerous! But then she woke up in Nerilia, and fiction became reality. She held a knife for the first time. She held a sword for the first time. She battled monsters for the first time. For the first time in her life, she was making a difference. She fought side by side with a man, and her deeds were appreciated.

Devi rolled up the sleeve of her cloak to look at the ink-like dagger symbol on the inside of her wrist. Randel’s mark. If anyone else had done this to her, she would have found it outrageous—but with Randel, it was a mark of trust. When they fought together, she trusted him to not use the mark to put her in harm’s way. In return, he trusted her to have a decoy ready to swap places with. Devi brushed her fingers against the dark symbol, wondering if this could be called love. The more she thought about it, the better it fit the Sylven term of soul-mates. It suited both House Xyr’s definition and the traditional interpretation too. It fit Devi and Randel, and it felt so right.

“You seem to be distracted today,” Jack said, jolting Devi out of her thoughts. “Is the Quest bothering you?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Sorry. I’m fine.”

She had other friends now, and a team who appreciated her fighting skills too. It was best not to forget that even without Randel, she would be fine.

“I wish I could say that I was nervous on my first mission too,” Jack said, “but the truth is that I barely remember.”

“Humans are forgetful creatures,” Devi said, forcing some levity into her voice. “But you need not worry about me, Jack. I am not nervous, and I am not distracted anymore. I know what I need to do.”

“That’s good,” Jack said, “because it seems like we found something.”

Devi glanced at the Listener and saw that the small cube had a glowing-red-hot color already. She stopped walking, and so did Jack. The forest around them was silent, save for the patter of rain on the many-many leaves above them. The looming-tall trees and the stormy-gray clouds above blocked much of the sunlight, but even in the gloom Devi was able to see the silhouette of something large in the distance. It was on her left—Heda and Kim had already passed by it without knowing. Jack let out a high whistle, not unlike what some of the birds in this forest could sing, and the other two Rangers turned back immediately.

Devi took the lead, approaching the large shape cautiously. It didn’t seem to be moving. As she got closer, it became obvious that the sweller was resting, its legs hidden beneath itself to look like a large – and somewhat odd – rock. Green moss grew all over the monster’s skin, and Devi even spotted small-nimble plants growing out of it. Although this rock definitely seemed suspicious now that Devi knew what she was looking at, if she hadn’t known about the swellers she would have just considered it as another oddity of this strange, green world. There was a path of slanted trees and broken branches behind the sweller, the result of its passing as it had squeezed in-between the trees. Judging by the destruction, the sweller’s size was medium-to-small compared to what Devi had seen before; about half the size of the looming-tall trees.

Recursive Ray, or Silverfang? The sweller was a small one and it was unaware of her presence, so perhaps approaching it with a sword would be more prudent. Devi needed to preserve her mana more than the energy-charge of her dagger.

“We got your back, should you need it,” Heda whispered.

Devi nodded, then drew Silverfang and activated it with a thought. Bright light coalesced around the blade, illuminating the gloomy-dark forest. The blade hissed softly as small drops of water fell upon it from the leaves above, evaporating instantly. Devi walked closer to the resting sweller, watching it closely for any sign of movement as its lumpy body towered over her. But the sweller lay perfectly still, and so Devi took her time to line up her sword and activate Thrust.

Silverfang sunk into the creature’s flesh with ease, at which the sweller shuddered. It began shifting, but Devi wasn’t done yet; she expanded her sword, drawing on its energy-source to overcharge it. When she judged that the blade was long enough to reach the trembling sweller’s core, she swept her sword to the side. Although the blade met some resistance and Devi’s arm burned from the effort, the blade slid through the creature’s flesh much more easily than any ordinary sword would have. The sweller let out a pained chitter, then fell still once again. At first Devi expected blue blood to gush from the wide cut she had made, but then she saw that the gray flesh was completely burnt and cauterized.

She took a step back, unable to decide whether to feel elated or horrified at what she had done.

“That went surprisingly well,” Kim broke the silence. “I was expecting it to call its friends before it died.”

“That might have been the better outcome,” Heda said. “It would have saved us the trouble of finding them all.”

“That’s also a good way to get overwhelmed and die,” Jack said. “There is something off about this place, by the way. Kim, please lift the body aside.”

Devi backed away from the corpse as Kim stepped forward, extending both arms with his palms out. Blue light enveloped the sweller that suddenly moved, floating slowly upward. Eight segmented limbs folded out from beneath the bulky body as Kim lifted it up and up, revealing first a pale-gray torso, belly, genitals, and finally a pair of legs.

“Disgusting,” Heda mumbled, pinching her nose against the sour-smell that wafted them. She tapped a finger to the side of her waist, after which Devi felt a soft-warm breeze that washed away the odor. Meanwhile, Kim tossed the sweller aside with his telekinetic power, and so Devi cautious-approached the hole that the monster had rested in. It wasn’t just a small pit for the sweller’s legs to hide in; the hole ran deep, the sides of it slanted slightly so that Devi could have walked in and out of it if she wanted to.

“This is not a hole,” Devi said. “This is a tunnel.”

“An entrance to the Dungeon, to be more precise,” Jack said. He was holding a medallion that wiggled in his grasp like a small bug, tugging on its chain as if trying to get closer to the tunnel.

“It can’t be the same Dungeon that Devi has been in,” Heda said. “We’re still too close to Fortram. Right, Devi? You said it took you two days to reach the city after you escaped the Dungeon.”

“We did a lot of sleeping in that time,” Devi said. “But yes … it was not this close.”

Something was afoot, Devi could see that much too. The Dungeon was supposed to have eight entrances, but how could they spread so far-and-wide? The entrance that Devi had first entered through was so far away from Fortram that the city had looked almost like a pebble-speck from that distance.

“I doubt it’s another Dungeon,” Jack said, “but we’re about to find out.”

“We’re going to clear it?” Kim asked, eager-sounding.

“We’ll try,” Jack said. “It’s not what we planned, but we should be able to handle it. We can’t afford to bide our time and get backup, not if my suspicion is correct.”

“You’re so dramatic, Jack,” Heda said, rolling her eyes. “Just tell us your suspicion. Does the Dungeon have more than eight entrances?”

“No, it’s worse than that,” Devi said with terrible-realization. “The Dungeon is crawling toward Fortram! Like a sweller, ready to eat it.”

She watched the faces of her three companions, expecting rebuttal but finding none. They all looked concerned-worried, too used to the strange magic of this world to outright reject her idea. Devi didn’t know how a moving stone-city could be real-existing, but she had seen many impossible things already. If the gods of this place willed it so, she had no doubt that a Dungeon would be able to move.

None of them knew what would happen if the Dungeon reached the revolving city, but all four of the Rangers of Fortram agreed that it was better to prevent that from ever-happening. Devi walked down into the tunnel close behind Jack, and soon enough the already-familiar message greeted her.

You have entered the Dungeon: Swellers of the Deep

            

    
        Chapter 2.11

    
    
    
    
                I woke up with a pounding headache. Sore throat. Thirst.

I pushed myself up and opened my eyes, taking in the windowless room I was in. Low light from a magic-lamp illuminated the cages around me. The cage I was locked in was larger than the others, tall enough so that I could have stood up if I wanted to. The vertical bars at the sides were made of some kind of dark wood instead of metal. The entire stuffy room smelled like a nightmare. A trashy nightmare. I coughed, turning around slowly—and realizing that I wasn’t alone.

“Good morning, mate.”

The other occupant of my wooden cage was a man with a shaggy beard and dirty blonde hair, wearing only a pair of shorts and nothing else. I looked down at myself. My boots and my cloak had been stolen, but at least I got to keep the T-shirt I had slept in.

“Morning,” I said, my voice cracking.

“Here, drink from this,” the man said, handing me a clay jug. “Be sure to ration it, though. We don’t get to have much water.”

I took a few sips of the water and looked around once more, noting a chamber pot in one corner and practically nothing else inside our cage. The other cages were mostly empty too. Mostly, but not entirely; the room was filled with the noises of small animals, locked away in heaps of hutches just across my cage.

“I’m Randel,” I said once I drank enough. I felt a bit better, in spite of the smell. I even noticed that the other prisoner was hiding a Player’s collar under his beard.

“I’m Stanley,” he said, “or Stan if you’re my mum. You must have some questions about where we are, eh?”

For a moment I felt tempted to say that I didn’t want to know, but I reminded myself that Stanley was just a victim too … unless my captors were deviously smart and put an unwashed man in the cage with me just to earn my trust and get my secrets. Huh. I decided I wasn’t going to be paranoid like that.

“I suppose there’s a reason I’m still alive,” I said, clearing my throat. “Whoever captured me is either demanding a ransom … or they plan to harvest the mana I have, perhaps?”

I held a hand out, palm up, and tried to teleport Soul Eater to my hand. Nothing happened.

“Harvest is a good word,” Stanley said. “I like it.”

He stood up and walked over to my side of the cage, jerking a thumb at the corridor next to our cage. There was a waist-high wooden pole stuck in the ground with a slanted disc on its top, facing away from us. The pole stood just out of arm’s reach, right in front of the empty cage next to ours.

“That’s the control panel for the relic we’re sitting in,” Stanley said, sitting back down. “Yorg can see our Abilities listed on a small screen, read their details, and disable any of them.”

I took a few more sips from the jug, my head throbbing a little bit less.

“Yorg?” I asked.

“We’re somewhere deep within the base of this criminal overlord called Yorg,” Stanley elaborated. “His gang is called the Black Moon.”

“That name sounds familiar,” I said. Damn. Had I chased Roach away just to find myself at Yorg’s mercy anyway? I reached out and gave the wooden bars of our cage an experimental shove, but they didn’t budge at all. Perhaps a really strong person would have been able to break out with only their bare hands, but neither I nor Stanley were stocked in the muscle department.

“This cage looks really convenient for capturing Players,” I said. “Especially people with teleportation powers.”

“Yeah,” Stanley said, nodding several times. “I reckon it’s a relic from two or three hundred years ago. Players back then had way more destructive power, but the populace in turn received a wide variety of magical artifacts to stop them. By contrast, Abilities nowadays tend to lean toward utility and there are far fewer relics.”

I lifted an eyebrow at his ad-hoc history lesson.

“It’s been a while since I had a conversation with anyone,” Stanley said. “I’m glad you’re here, as horrible as this situation is. This beats talking to myself, even if you don’t seem to be a very chatty person.”

“I just woke up,” I said. “Mornings are the worst.”

“Oh, well. I don’t actually know what time of the day it is, because I haven’t seen sunlight in months. We could say it’s actually evening now, if that would make you more talkative…?”

I smiled. Why was I smiling? I was locked in a cage and my life was going downhill faster than it had done on Earth. I wiped at my face and took a deep breath. I needed to think.

“Just give me a moment,” I said.

I opened my collar’s menu and touched the projection to navigate to the Abilities panel. Both my Spatial Symbiosis and my Mark of Replacement were grayed out, indicating that they were disabled. My choice of new Abilities however – the reward for having reached Legend 3 – were seemingly available still.

Always Armed Teleport your equipped weapons anywhere onto your body. Your equipped weapons stick to any part of your body at will. Teleport cooldown decreases by level. Adhesive strength increases by level.

Cloak of DarknessBlend into the shadows to become invisible. Efficiency increases by level. Upkeep cost decreases by level.

Dark Wire
Summon a floating spool and materialize a sharp wire between the last two spools you created. Pull all spools toward you at will. Spool duration increases by level. Wire strength increases by level.

I closed my collar’s menu, leaning back against the wooden bars.

“Stanley, I’m curious,” I said, turning to the man who was now watching me with keen eyes. “How did they disable our Abilities? One by one, or all of them at once?”

“They need to turn them off one at a time,” Stanley said. “That’s the whole point. I got to keep one of my Abilities, which they can use for their own benefit. Here.”

I saw a glint in his hand, then he tossed me something small—a golden coin. I caught it and turned it over in my hand, noting that it had the face of a handsome man on one side and a small stringed instrument on the other. It wasn’t the currency that the Terran Empire used.

“You can conjure gold?” I asked.

“It’s better than that,” Stanley said. “The Ability is called Bard’s Blessing. The coin averts a single misfortune or makes its holder lucky once. I can create only a couple of coins per day, and they crumble to dust after their luck is used up.”

“Mmm,” I said, rolling the coin between my fingers. “Can you carry a pouch full of these?”

“You can, but there's no use,” Stanley said. “They would all break apart at the same time.”

“Ah. That’s sad.”

“It’s very useful anyway,” Stanley said. “I hope that you also have something that Yorg can use, because otherwise you’ll be in trouble.”

“I may have something better,” I said. “What do you think? If a Player had any unselected Abilities before he got to this cage, would they have shown up on that display?”

“I-I don’t think so,” Stanley said, practically trembling in excitement. “Gods above, I’m almost certain they wouldn’t have.”

“Yeah. Yorg probably didn’t consider this either. I mean, what kind of silly Player doesn’t choose his Abilities right away?”

“I’m sure he had his reasons.”

“Yeah. But if such silly Player really existed, then getting to this cage would surely feel like a plot, don’t you think?”

“A plot?” Stanley asked. Curiously, he didn’t seem to be baffled; I had a feeling that he was playing along deliberately.

“A plot by the gods,” I said. “They must really want this silly Player to choose new Abilities. This cage is just the right tool for forcing the Player to do that—which feels too perfect to be a coincidence, right?”

“Yeah, mate. Absolutely. But then what else could that Player do, aside from dancing to the tune of the gods? It’s either that, or staying captive in this dirty cage.”

“Yeah. Exactly.”

I wedged the back of my head between two of the bars, then closed my eyes. I wondered how much time had passed since my argument with Devi. Had she already moved out or did she know that I didn’t really mean it? Either way, she had absolutely no obligation to stay by my side. She could get up and find herself a new home or even a new city whenever she wanted. I wouldn’t have blamed her if she decided that she had enough of me. Sooner or later everyone did.

“What are you doing?” Stanley asked.

“What else?” I asked, opening my eyes a crack. “I’m staying captive in this dirty cage. I want to talk to our captors.”

Stanley stared at me for a good couple of seconds, then his beard began to jiggle—and I realized that he was chuckling. He broke into a laugh soon after, hysterical and bitter but a laugh all the same.

“Damn, you’re good,” Stanley said, clutching his stomach. “Really good, Randel. I haven’t felt this alive in weeks. Your style—ah. I cannot wait to hear your conversation with Yorg.”

I said nothing, watching him with a tinge of concern. After weeks of captivity in these conditions, I could imagine how it would have felt to hear what I had just said. Honestly, a little bit of unhinged laugh was a rather tame reaction in my book.

The wait was long and boring. Stanley liked to talk, and so I listened to an entire dissertation about the servant who usually tended to him, bringing food and water and changing the chamber pot. At one point I got up and started to pace around the cage. Three steps in one direction and two in the other; not exactly a satisfying amount of space. After a while I stopped and stared out of our cage instead, observing the animals on the opposite side.

In a relatively large cage on the bottom of the stack, there was a large tortoise-like creature with a bright green shell. I watched as it laid two eggs and swept them to the back of its cage—where dozens more of the same small eggs were bunched up. On top of the tortoise was a feline creature that I had first taken as a golem-cat. It had metal scales all over its body, but upon closer inspection its movements weren’t mechanical at all. The feline held intelligence in its eyes as it pressed its muzzle against the bars of its cage, trying to spot the source of the twittering noises coming from above. On the top of the stack there were multiple bird cages with all sorts of avian animals inside, big and small, all of them very tropical-looking. I saw a small blue bird that sent glitters everywhere with each flap of its wings and another bird that kept changing the color of its feathers, going through the colors of a rainbow.

“They are smuggled magical animals,” Stanley said, standing beside me. “I hadn’t realized before I got here, but they’re a pretty big deal in certain circles. Nerilia has an insane amount of magical beasts, many of them uncatalogued, and it’s a sign of prestige among nobility to own the rarest ones.”

“Hmm,” I said, rubbing the coin that Stanley had given to me between my thumb and index finger.

“They are semi-illegal, by the way,” Stanley said. “Some of these animals possess quite dangerous magics, so the City Watch tries to confiscate them under some arbitrary excuses. That is, unless you’re rich. Having these beasts locked away in your mansion is perfectly fine for some reason.”

The metallic cat turned its head and matched my gaze with its cool gray eyes, which then flicked down to the glinting coin between my fingers. My aim had never been very good, but … this was a lucky coin, wasn’t it? I reached through the bars of my cage, aimed, and threw. The golden coin clipped the bars of the cage but bounced inwards, landing at the feet of the cat—which pounced on it immediately.

“What are you doing?” Stanley asked. “Those coins aren’t cheap, you know!”

“Animals deserve some luck too.”

“It’s a cat,” Stanley said. “It already has nine lives. Is that not plenty of luck already?”

“Yeah, but look at how cute it is as it plays with the coin!”

Stanley was silent for a moment.

“So you’re a cat person.”

“I had a cat back on Earth,” I admitted. “I guess I miss him.”

The metallic cat eventually got bored of the coin and tucked it away in the back of its cage, so I pestered Stanley for some more. He refused to give me any and he refused to stop talking, and I quickly learned that this prisoner-lifestyle was really stressful.

Fortunately, some time later – which felt like hours to me but only minutes to Stanley – I could hear the sound of approaching footsteps. The door I could only barely see slowly opened. Stanley sat down at the back while I decided to do the opposite, leaning against the front of our cage and pressing my face close to the bars. I noted with amusement that the cat on the opposite side was mirroring me.

Two men entered the stuffy room. One of them was a familiar Player called Roach, wearing his leather overcoat that had to be way too warm for Fortram’s weather. The other man had short black hair and a crooked nose, clad in a business suit. Seeing him in a suit actually surprised me; I hadn’t seen anyone in this world before who wore such fine clothing. He even had a neat black tie!

“Welcome, Yorg and Roach, welcome,” I said in a cheery tone as they walked closer to my cage. “Come, come, make yourself comfortable!”

My tone visible annoyed Roach, but Yorg’s face remained impassive. At least, I was hoping that the other man was Yorg; he certainly had a commanding air about him. The two of them stopped in front of my cage—they stood so close to me that I could have reached out and grabbed them if I wanted to be foolish. I leaned backward instead, my hands holding onto the bars of the cage so that I didn’t fall onto my back.

“He is the one,” Roach said, then turned to observe the wooden panel next to the cage. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Only two Abilities?”

“Power comes in many shapes and forms,” I said with my best wise old man imitation.

Roach narrowed his eyes, watching me critically.

“Where is the skull from your collar, Mad Painter?”

There it was, that moniker again. Why couldn’t they give me a cooler nickname, like Loophole or Maestro?

“First off,” I said, letting go of the cage with one hand to raise a finger, “I’m not mad. I don’t know who decided to call me Mad Painter, but I only look mad, and it’s only because I have so many crazily genius thoughts in my head!”

“Whatever you say, Mad Painter,” Roach said. He looked much smugger now that I was in a cage.

“Secondly,” I moved on, “the skull got stolen, unfortunately. But I might be able to get it back once you let me out.”

“You wish,” Roach said with a snort.

“I mean, it’s obvious that you came here to do business,” I added, then looked into Yorg’s dark eyes. “I like businessmen. I like doing business! My current conditions leave a lot to be desired, admittedly, but I’m willing to negotiate. There’s no need to be unfriendly with each other, right? I’ve been meaning to arrange a meeting with you anyway, Yorg. You and I could work splendidly together!”

“I’m listening,” Yorg spoke, his voice calm and deep.

“Soul Eater,” I said, licking my lips. “My dagger. Do you have it?”

Yorg looked at Roach, who nodded. “We do.”

“It’s the most wondrous weapon you have ever seen,” I said. “It’s made of the same indestructible stuff as a Player’s collar, except – and now be amazed – I can change its mass and shape with my mind. Imagine the possibilities! It’s a free energy source, basically; I can make it small, then increase its size and weight with nothing more than my mind. Oh, and because you won’t find tougher stuff than it, you can use it for all sorts of purposes, like a furnace! I can transform it to the world’s strongest box and seal every opening on it!”

I didn’t endeavor to reform this world as an inventor, but the possibilities with the unique powers Devi and I possessed were certainly tantalizing.

“But this Soul Eater is bound to you,” Yorg said. “So I’d have to keep you alive if I wanted to use it.”

“Well, yeah, there is that. But—”

“Not worth my time,” Yorg said turning to leave.

Well, this hadn’t gone the way I hoped. I supposed it was time to get serious.

“Wait,” we said, straightening our posture. “We’re not done talking.”

Yorg stopped, then turned back to us with a satisfied glint in his cold eyes.

“That’s the person I wanted to talk with,” he said. “Speak, Mad Painter.”

“It’s called Soul Eater for a reason,” we said, keeping our tone low and even. “But you don’t believe in souls, do you, Yorg?”

Yorg inclined his head.

“The white vapor that leaves the body upon dying is the person’s essence,” we said. “It’s their personalized mana, so to speak. Players absorb it outside the cities, and World Seeds absorb it inside the cities. Native humans had no hope to feed on the mana of others—until now.”

“Wrong,” Roach interjected, puffing on a freshly lit cigar. “Humans can take the mana of other species with a touch.”

Yorg turned to Roach sharply and yanked the cigar out of his mouth, squashing it on the feline’s cage with the same motion.

“Not here,” he hissed, borderline angry.

“S-Sorry,” Roach said, taking a step back. Yorg turned to us a moment later, and so neither of them saw the feline behind them as it extended a long and elastic tongue and snatched the cigar from the top of its cage.

“Native humans can exchange mana with other species,” we corrected Roach as if nothing happened. “They push their own essence into others and get theirs in return. Actually taking essence without giving anything back – thus increasing your own mana base – is unheard of.”

I had only intended to bluff about what Soul Eater might do, but now I realized that I felt a peculiar certainty about what I was saying. Was my weapon supplying me with knowledge again? This was the first time it reached out to me outside of combat, and it scared me.

“But this Soul Eater is bound to you,” Yorg said. “So what use is it to me?”

“Soul Eater is bound to me, but it isn’t an item made for Players. Its powers can be replicated—in fact, have you heard of the massacre at Gingerhome? Someone else has already started to experiment with this technology. Soul Eater’s powers can be studied, its secrets can be unveiled … with my help, of course.”

“Of course,” Yorg said. He studied me silently, but I kept my face carefully blank as he did. He was really good, I had to admit; that little incident with the cigar aside, he had given nothing away yet. I had no grip on him, I had nothing that I could use. It didn’t help that he was in a position of power where I had to talk more if I wanted to make a point or leave an impression.

Yorg’s sharp features, his uncompromising attitude, and the way he looked at me reminded me of a hawk. A wily and practical hawk, if my instincts were right, which at least assured me that he wouldn’t do anything rash. He’d first investigate what I said, see Soul Eater for himself, then decide what to do with me.

“You said that you wanted to contact me anyway,” Yorg said. “Why?”

“Oh, that!” I said, wringing my hands. “It’s just a little favor I need. Hehehe. It’s a little embarrassing to say, but … I want to feed through Soul Eater, I want to gain levels, I want even more power, and I want you to arrange murders for me that cannot be traced back to me! I can’t keep doing what I’m doing without drawing attention to me. I need you to pass Soul Eater around and stick people with it!”

I was breathing heavily by the end of my tirade, but I watched Yorg, and he watched me without so much as a blink.

“You know what I think?” Yorg asked. “I think you are lying.”

My shoulders sagged, then I broke out in a silly smile.

“Oh, well. You got me, Yorg, good job! Indeed, I might not have been completely honest—”

“You are lying, but it hardly matters,” Yorg spoke over me, “because I do believe that this Soul Eater is something worth looking into. Well done, Mad Painter, you get to live a while longer. Roach?”

“What?” Roach asked, frowning as Yorg turned to go.

“Correct your attitude if you don’t want your son to lose any more fingers,” Yorg said. “You know what to do next.”

“Y-Yes, boss.”

Yorg strode out of the room and slammed the door shut behind him, while Roach remained standing where he was, his face ashen. When he finally moved, his eyes were staring daggers at me.

“You didn’t hear that last part,” he said. “You didn’t hear it, but pray that I find your precious Soul Eater—or else you’ll be losing fingers too.”

“You said that you had my dagger,” I couldn’t help but point it out to him.

“Of course I said that! What else do you think I would have told Yorg?! Degenerates, all of you! I swear, if Joe already pawned it off…”

He continued muttering under his breath as he left the room. I let out a quiet sigh then, closing my eyes for a moment. This conversation had been almost as stressful as a job interview.

“Well, that was interesting,” Stanley said, stepping up to me. “Mad Painter.”

“Don’t you start too,” I said with a groan.

“It’s cool,” Stanley said, patting me on the shoulder. “You should have told me that you already had a reputation. I’m awfully out of touch with the outside world these days…”

Stanley continued his chatter, but my attention was taken by the animal on the opposite side. The creature with the steely scales was gone, and its cage was now occupied by a cat with a fiery mane instead. It reminded me of a tiny ball of fire. So beautiful. The cat watched me intently with a pair of crimson eyes, growling—no, gurgling.

I ducked by reflex as the animal spat something at me, the glob igniting in the air as it flew. Liquid flames splashed against the wooden bars above my head and I felt the heat on my face even as the cage shivered, shuddering and groaning, the wooden frame recoiling.

“What the—” Stanley began, but a loud snapping sound cut him off as the cage literally tossed away three of its bars, the ones that had caught fire, in order to stop the flames from spreading. The scorched bars fell to the ground and the wooden cage cracked and shifted and moved, the sections closest to the fire bending away as much as they could.

I stepped through the hole on the side of the cage, kicking the broken bars away to peer inside the cat’s cage. A pair of clever little eyes met my gaze, and I fell in love.

“Hey Stanley, do you know how to pick a lock?” I asked, turning back to look at the gaping man. “I’m taking the cat with me.”

            

    
        Chapter 2.12

    
    
    
    
                “I’m thinking of calling you Nosy,” I told the cat as he hopped out of his open cage.

“Why Nosy?” Stanley asked. He was floating in the air, trying to cajole out the rainbow bird from its cage.

“My previous cat was called Nosy.”

“Makes sense,” Stanley said. “The cat has a nose, so the name is fitting!”

Nosy bounded across the room to stretch his legs and I took a look around, weighing my options. After my successful escape from the cage, I had regained my Abilities … but teleporting to Soul Eater didn’t seem to be a wise idea. Not only would I be leaving Nosy and Stanley behind, but I would also probably end up in a room full of thugs.

“Do you have any Ability that can incapacitate Yorg’s men?” I asked Stanley. I knew he had some sort of flight Ability as well as Bard’s Blessing, neither of which would be overly useful for us.

Stanley was about to reply when his bird broke free, flapping its rainbow feathers wildly and flying a panicked circle around the small room. It found no way out, so it settled on the top of the wooden cage—where a glob of flaming spit struck its back immediately. The cage shuddered again, the burning bird dropped to the ground, Nosy pounced on it, and I tacitly turned away as the cat tore into the bird’s neck.

“Fine,” Stanley grumbled. “I didn’t really want a pet bird anyway.”

He floated a bit higher, sitting with his legs crossed. It felt a bit weird to talk to someone who was defying gravity so effortlessly, but I supposed his casual display of flight could be compared to my casual use of Soul Eater. Shifting the black metal’s shape was just so fun, not to mention useful, that I didn’t even care that testing its powers was exactly what the Inspectors wanted me to do.

“I don’t have much that would help us leave unseen,” Stanley told me. “I don’t have any offensive Abilities either. Not even something that might incapacitate those bad guys quickly.”

“What do you have, then?” I asked.

“Why, talent and a honeyed voice, of course.”

“Dammit, Stanley … I think you’re my new role model.”

“Woah, that’s a high praise! Thank you!”

“Would you consider singing on my funeral?”

“Now, now, let’s save the sarcasm for later,” Stanley said. “I’m a support Player, so I might be able to help you out. What can you do, Mr. Mad Painter? Paint with their blood?”

“Nah,” I said, averting my eyes. “I’d like to avoid fighting them, if possible.”

It was only wishful thinking, I knew. The sinking feeling in my stomach told me that I might not have a choice in this, that this might end with someone’s blood getting spilled. And the funniest thing about it? It wasn’t even losing my life I was afraid of. I knew I wouldn’t die. No, what scared me the most was that I would feel nothing but cold certainty as I massacred Yorg’s men, that the slaughter at Gingerhome was an ill omen about what I was going to become.

I imagined that my Inspector was rubbing her hands together at the moment, gleefully assured that we wouldn’t escape without resorting to violence. Was there anything I could do about it? Not without more information. I didn’t know how deep within Yorg’s base I was, or how many members of the Black Moon we would need to sneak by.

“Hey,” Stanley said, his voice soft. “We’ll do our best, alright? If we do our best and it still comes down to kill or be killed, it’s not our fault, right?”

“Sure,” I said, not really meaning it. Perhaps my conscience would be cleaner if I blamed the Inspectors for everything, but if I did that I would be admitting that I was nothing more than a puppet. I shook my head and walked over to Nosy, who seemed to be done with his meal and was currently licking the blood off his fur. He looked up at me with his bright crimson eyes as I knelt next to him.

“Listen, buddy,” I told him, “we’re going to make a run for it any moment now. It will be dangerous, and you’ll need to stay close to us or else they might just capture you again. Got it? Just follow us until we’re out of here. Breathe if you understood me and clap your paws twice if you didn’t.”

Nosy stared at me for a moment longer, then moved closer and rubbed his back against my leg.

“I take this as an agreement,” I said. “Also, I’m going to scratch you between ears now. Don’t freak out.”

I sunk my hand into the soft, flame-red fur at the back of Nosy’s head. His hair was really warm—hot, almost. I petted Nosy gently and he seemed to be enjoying it, pressing himself further into my palm as he purred. Cats were cats, apparently, even if this one was able to spit fire.

Pet acquired: Nosy

I waved my collar’s projection away with a flash of annoyance.

“The Inspectors try to ruin our relationship with system messages, but I won’t let them,” I told Nosy, rubbing his head some more.

“Pets can be really useful, though,” Stanley said, floating past my head while hanging upside down. “I met a tamer once who had like five or six animals. He could do some really cool stuff with them.”

“Nosy can already do cool stuff by himself,” I said.

“Yeah, sure,” Stanley said, flipping over in the air. “What I’m trying to say here is that you should check your collar. Perhaps you received something that would help us escape.”

I wanted to object and to tell Stanley that I didn’t need powers from the Inspectors … but I knew it would have been narrow-minded. Fighting down my distaste, I opened my collar’s screen and flicked through the tabs until I found Nosy’s entry under the Company menu.

Nosy, elemental panther
Description: As one of the last remaining members of his species, Nosy is a rare feline born at the ley lines of the Southern Desert. His magical affinities allow him to take on the properties of six elements: fire, water, earth, air, metal, and wood. Like most elemental beasts, he enjoys an extraordinarily long lifespan and never stops growing during his lifetime.
Perk – Animal Conduit:
You can cast your Abilities through Nosy as if he was yourself. This perk doesn’t have any levels.

“This thing says that you’ll become fat,” I told Nosy, who seemed to be enamored with the holographic display, batting a paw against it. I flicked to a different tab, and he jumped a bit in surprise before going back to poking at the screen.

“Nothing that could help us escape?” Stanley asked, floating above me to peek at my screen.

“Not unless Nosy can escape on his own,” I said, standing up with a sigh. “We’re left with plan B, then.”

“Plan B?”

“Walk out through that door and hope for the best,” I said. Either we had to sneak out unseen, or walk through Yorg’s base while acting like we belonged. Confidence was key, I knew, but even with confidence it would be difficult to pull this off. Stanley wore only a pair of shorts, and I didn’t look much better either.

I picked up Nosy – a bundle of warmth against my chest – then walked to the door and pressed down on its handle, finding it terribly pleasing that it opened effortlessly. I didn’t want to admit to Stanley that I kinda forgot about the possibility of the door being locked.

Nosy fidgeted in my arms as we stepped out to the hallway, my bare feet cold against the stone. Distant cheering and yelling belied the emptiness of this place. The long corridor had multiple closed doors on either side of it with sparsely placed flickering magic lamps. I couldn’t even call them magic lamps, truly; I could see that the runes which provided the light were carved directly into the wall itself.

“I’ll scout ahead,” Stanley whispered, then flew down the corridor. Seeing this, Nosy wiggled himself out of my grasp and stalked after him.

“We’re so busted,” I mumbled, walking after the two of them; a flying half-naked man and the most brightly-colored cat I had ever seen. They stopped at the end of the corridor, peeking around the corner cutely—well, Nosy did it cutely, Stanley not so much.

When I reached the corner and saw what they were looking at, my mood soured even further. Brightly lit large room with high ceiling, many tables and chairs, and many people. Some kind of small warehouse that had been turned into a bar, it seemed like. I saw no windows however, which led me believe that we were beneath ground level. Whether that was true or not, our motley team certainly wouldn’t be able to sneak through the bar unseen.

“Follow me,” I told Stanley as I scooped Nosy up again. “On the ground, please.”

I walked out into the open with Stanley in my heels, and was pleased to see that the people in the room didn’t immediately pulled their knives on us. The room was indeed large with multiple doors all around, but I had no time to hesitate. I headed for the one farthest from the counter, where a bald barkeeper with prosthetic arms was mixing drinks for a customer. Some of the men sitting by the door eyed us as we walked by, but they didn’t say a word as I opened the door and entered.

The noise of the cheering people immediately doubled, which was a clear sign that I hadn’t chosen doors correctly. But the patrons were already giving us odd looks, so I walked in—and found myself in an underground fighting pit.

Nosy anxiously twisted his head around as we found dozens of people with their backs to us watching the large, circular cage down below. A two-headed gorilla was trading punches with a Noruk man, the bare chest of the rhino-man riddled with bruises. The men and women who watched the fight had yet to notice us, but it was obvious that we wouldn’t be leaving Yorg’s base this way.

“I knew they had larger beasts too,” Stanley said, following me as I turned back. I couldn’t get very far, because two of the men who had been sitting near the door were now standing in the doorway, blocking our exit. Both of them looked as if they could bend me in two with a single hand.

“Out of the way!” Yorg’s deep voice boomed from behind, but when I turned back in fright, I saw only Stanley. Nevertheless, the two goons recognized the voice too and I used their hesitation to push through, re-entering the bar.

I headed for another door, but this time the tension in the room was palpable. Fifteen or so patrons and the barkeeper, all looking at us with animosity and distrust. A women with a shaved head and a pair of swords at her hips stood up when we got to the middle of the room, barring my way.

“Looking for something, gents?”

“Yeah, we’re looking for the way out,” I said. “We should tell Yorg that Roach failed to retrieve Soul Eater.”

“The—what?” the woman asked, caught off-guard by my second sentence. It didn’t matter much, because I had no time to talk my way out of this; from the corner of our eyes, we saw that the bartender pulled out a rifle from under the counter.

“Catch,” we said, tossing Nosy into the woman’s face.

She yelled as the feline clawed at her, we teleported Soul Eater into our hand, the barkeeper fired, but we managed to duck under the ray of decay that he shot at us. We whipped Soul Eater at him, flinging the black dagger across the room and hitting the bartender’s neck. As the bartender dropped to the ground, Stanley flew up to the ceiling and all the other patrons jumped to their feet. The bald woman tore Nosy off her face and reached for her swords, but we bore down on her, striking at her jugular with the edge of our palm. As she staggered back from the strike we grabbed her head with both hands and snapped her neck.

Part of us felt dismayed, but we had no time to be sentimental; killing the woman didn’t take more than two seconds, but the closest patrons were already on us. A tattooed man swung a knife at our face but we leaned out of the way, grabbing his arm with one hand and punching his face with the other. We left a Mark of Replacement on his face as we broke his nose, then spun around him, kicking the man behind him in the chest to create some space. One of the patrons sprang toward us with an impossibly long jump – his movements enhanced by his mechanical limbs – and we avoided him by rolling across a table and landing on our feet on the other side. Ten seconds. That was how much time we needed to teleport Soul Eater again. The man with the mechanical limbs grinned savagely as he easily tossed the table aside and lunged, throwing a punch at our chest. We swapped places with the man we had marked, finding ourselves at the edge of the crowd with a hand at our nose, watching the man fly across the room from the impact of the punch.

While the members of the Black Moon gaped confusedly, we teleported Soul Eater to our hand and shaped it into a sharp sword. The first man didn’t even know what hit him; we stood in just the right angle to behead him with a single, clean strike. The next man barely had time to turn around before we split his throat open, and we advanced on the third who hastily raised a sword that he clearly didn’t know how to use. We cut his hand off but didn’t have time to kill him, because someone else lunged at us from behind. We whirled around and grabbed his wrist mid-swing, then ducked under his arm and disemboweled him as we stepped past him to move on to our next opponent. Maintaining our momentum was more important than properly finishing off everyone.

Congratulations, your level has increased! 
Level 10 reached.

No essence left the bodies when they died, but we had our fill nevertheless. More men burst through the door that led to the fighting pit, but Stanley was distracting many of them and Nosy was doing his best too, darting under tables and setting clothes on fire. The rest of them we were able to handle, though only barely. We had to rely on our teleportation multiple times to avoid getting overwhelmed. Knives, daggers, skeletal and mechanical fists—all wielded with subpar skill. What concerned us more was getting exhausted … and also the rifle.

A woman picked up the bartender’s rifle and fired a ray of decay at us. We evaded it narrowly by grabbing one of the men who tried to stab us and used him as cover. The man screamed as his hair fell out and his skin began to rot, but we kept him in place, flinging Soul Eater over him, toward the woman with the rifle. We timed our teleportation to the moment when Soul Eater flew past our opponent, and so we appeared on top of her and finished her off as we tumbled to the ground.

The remaining patrons caught on quicker this time, trying to catch us as we rolled back to our feet. The room was getting messier, making it more and more difficult to keep the layout of our battlefield in mind. As we ducked around a set of broken tables, one of the patrons cast light magic from his palm at us—and though the light wasn’t blinding, it distracted us so that we stepped onto a shard of glass with our bare foot. We stumbled, and this moment of hesitation was enough for the man with the mechanical limbs to attack, bowling over two other men as he shot toward us with a burst of speed. Evading him was hopeless, so the best we could do was to duck under his punch and thrust Soul Eater straight through his chest. It did nothing to stop his momentum however, and the air was knocked out of our lungs as the man slammed into us, taking us both down to the ground.

Soul Eater had gone through our opponent’s body completely, at the very least. Ignoring the dying screams of the man on top of us, we twisted the black blade and formed a handle at its tip. We then teleported out from under the impaled man, landing in a crouch on his back. The handle was so slick with blood that we had to make the handle grab into our hand for a more secure grip. We shaped Soul Eater’s original handle into a blade at the same time, pulling the weapon out of the body.

Congratulations, your level has increased! 
Level 11 reached.

Unsurprisingly, Yorg’s men grew hesitant to attack. They saw the blood dripping off our black blade and heard the pained groans of the wounded. We stood up straight and tall on the corpse, dismissing our fighting stance to assume a more confident posture. Our body was plagued by fatigue and we had a cut on the sole of our foot, though we were able to stop the bleeding with minor mental effort. The glowing veins beneath our skin were clearly visible now. We lifted our blood-coated sword and rested it on our shoulder, then looked at the remaining men. One by one, slowly and measuredly, daring them to challenge us.

None of them did.

“What is it you’re fighting for?” we asked, our voice as cold and sharp as it could get. “Is it something worth dying for? Is it something worth getting butchered for, like pigs in a slaughterhouse?”

We waited for them to retort. None of them did.

“You’re nothing to us, mortals,” we said. “Nothing. Your lives are specks of dust on the grand canvas of the cosmos. Insignificant. Meaningless. So run, little insects, run if you value your pathetic lives—because we surely don’t.”

There was a beat of silence before they all burst into motion. Not everyone looked as afraid of us as we hoped they would be, but none of them thought it wise to stay either; they fled through whatever door they could find, carrying the injured with them. We waited patiently for them to be gone, standing still until our eyes began to water. Annoying. Acrid smell filled the room as the chairs continued to burn, smoke mixing with the smell of blood.

“Holy hell, mate,” Stanley said, peeking over the upturned table that he had used as a cover. “That was one of the best evil-guy speeches I’ve ever heard.”

I looked at the wrecked room, at the corpses and at the horrid amount of blood, blood that I was drenched in—and I threw up at my feet. My stomach was almost completely empty, but I couldn’t stop heaving, because even if I closed my eyes the smell of blood remained.

“No,” I groaned, dropping to my knees. “I should have stayed in the cell.”

I didn’t want this. This wasn’t my doing. I didn’t really—it wasn’t me who killed those people. Not me. Why did I feel so … satiated? I hadn’t wanted to do this. I hadn’t done any of this. I wished I could make it stop somehow. I wished I could forget.

“Hey,” Stanley tried to pat our shoulder, but we slapped his hand away.

“We can deal with the annoying emotions later,” we said, getting to our feet. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Oh—right,” Stanley said, casting a worried glance at us. We transformed Soul Eater back into a dagger, then wiped our hands on a dead man’s shirt and teleported our dagger to clean it as well. Nosy ambled forward, skirting around pools of blood and hopping over the corpses nimbly. We turned around, trying to decide which way to go.

“We should have asked one of them—” Stanley began, but his sentence was cut short as one of the doors burst open and Roach strode into the room. He stopped short, his face darkening as he took in the scene in front of him.

“What a pity,” he said around the cigar in his mouth. “Seems like you’re going to lose more than just a few fingers.”

The cigar’s smoke swirled and grew as it coalesced into a solid spear in Roach’s hand, and we got ready for our second round of combat.

            

    
        Chapter 2.13

    
    
    
    
                We decided against attacking right away. Although we believed that finishing fights quickly was the best strategy against Players, this time we were starting the fight from a severe disadvantage; Roach knew about our Abilities, but we didn’t know his. He had proper equipment, while we needed to be careful about stepping into something sharp or slipping on a pool of blood.

We had Nosy and Stanley with us, on the other hand. We didn’t expect either of them to be useful, but perhaps they could buy us a second or two against Roach. Our opponent with his dull gray spear bided his time too, unfortunately; he was gathering a cloud of smoke above his head, expanding it and rolling it along the ceiling in our direction. Depending on how much control he had over the smoke, he would be potentially able to suffocate us.

While we elongated Soul Eater’s handle, Nosy decided to end our little standoff by spitting a glob of flames at Roach’s head. A tendril of smoke reached down from the ceiling at the same time, solidifying for a moment to block the projectile before turning back into its gaseous form.

“Randel versus Roach, with Nosy to encroach,” Stanley suddenly sang. “The fight is on, coach!”

He did a backflip in the air before flying to the other side of the room, as far from Roach as possible. We would have felt disappointed, had we not caught the flash of alarm on Roach’s face.

“This is your last chance to go back to your cell,” Roach warned us, tossing his cigar aside and grabbing his weapon with both hands. We finished transforming Soul Eater into a sleek black spear a moment later, matching Roach’s. The black metal was a bit too heavy to our liking, but it would have to do. We shifted our stance, raised the spear above our shoulder, then threw it at Roach with as much force as we could muster. Multiple tendrils of smoke reached down from the ceiling immediately to block the spear’s path. Although Soul Eater punched through the first few tendrils, the multi-layered barrier stopped the spear short.

“My turn,” Roach said, opening with a move that felt familiar from our duels with Devi; it was the Lunge Weapon Skill, except much faster than hers. We barely had time to evade the attack as Roach shot across the room, and so we had no chance to retaliate no matter how defenseless he might have been in that brief moment. A tendril of smoke tried to grab us from above and we stepped to the side, but Roach was already following up on his attack with a spear thrust. We teleported Soul Eater to our hands to parry his strike, then hopped back as a spike of smoke dropped from the ceiling. Roach raised a hand at us as we retreated and a wide, viscous net burst forth from his palm. Our teleport was on cooldown, so all we could do was to turn Soul Eater sideways and toss it into the net, letting the sticky material wrap around the weapon instead of us even as more smoke-spikes formed above our head. There was no denying it; Roach outmatched us completely.

“Roach attacked fiercely, killing Randel nearly,” Stanley sang, his voice rich and melodic. “Ooh, but only nearly, because Randel moved clearly fast like the wind.”

We jumped out from under the smoke-spikes as they crashed to the ground, and almost overbalanced as our body felt much lighter than before. Roach attacked again, a Weapon Skill boosting his speed once more, but this time we had no trouble dodging his thrust. We twisted our torso and let the spear pass by our chest, then grabbed the handle and tried to wrench it out of Roach’s hand—only for the entire weapon to collapse into smoke. Afraid of breathing in the smoke we jumped aside, but Roach just reformed it into a long sword.

“Nosy in the meantime, that clever little feline, licked the smoke to wear it like a cloak!”

We circled around Roach as even more smoke billowed toward him from the burning furniture, and he gathered it to form a sword in his other hand too. From this angle we could see Stanley as he sat cross-legged on a table, beating his fists rhythmically against the wooden surface and drumming a beat that could pass as dramatic. The smoke swelled even more while Roach eyed us, daring us to attack.

“The air grew thick with the smoke, but Randel was a wind-fast bloke. His movements created breeze, which blew the smoke away like a sneeze!”

We swept one hand above our head and sure enough, our movement elicited a wave of air that broke the smoke apart. Roach didn’t watch this idly, of course; he turned around and shot a sticky web at Stanley, who rolled off the table to cover behind it.

“He moved like the breeze, but help me please!”

We teleported Soul Eater to our hand and tried to stab Roach from behind, but tendrils of solid smoke protected him even without him looking. More smoke gathered around us, and we swept our spear in a wide arc to blow it all away while Roach advanced on Stanley. His long overcoat ruffled for a moment before two shining-blue shapes dropped to the ground from underneath it; spectral cockroaches, sized like small cats. Roach lunged at Stanley while his large cockroaches skittered toward us, and we shifted our grip on Soul Eater to defend ourselves.

Still boosted by whatever Stanley did to our body, we slammed our spear through the first cockroach and evaded the other by jumping up to a nearby table. The second creature skidded on the ground as it tried to turn around, but by then we yanked Soul Eater out of the first cockroach and threw it at the second one. Although we hit the cockroach head-on with the spear, we realized that it wouldn’t matter much; as soon as Soul Eater was removed from the first cockroach, its missing parts reformed and it continued to come after us, barreling into the table’s leg.

“R-Randel?!” Stanley said, weaving in between the flurry of strikes that Roach was launching at him. We didn’t have time for the cockroaches—though we supposed that was exactly their point, to buy Roach time.

If the spectral creatures wouldn’t die no matter what we did, we just had to kill their source. The table underneath us tipped to the side as the cockroach broke one of its legs off, and we jumped off nimbly and sprinted toward Roach. Our opponent sent two more cockroaches at us, but we teleported our spear to our hand and used it to vault over the incoming creatures. The smoke parted as we landed close to Roach, spinning the spear around our shoulders to bring it forward, striking at Roach’s side—only for a transparent blue carapace to appear on his back and completely negate our blow.

Roach didn’t even so much as glance at us anymore.

We dodged to the side to avoid a pair of cockroaches snapping at our leg, and turned around to see that the other two weren’t far behind either. We let out a frustrated growl; our body was weak and pathetic, and Roach treated us like nothing more than a nuisance while he chased after Stanley. We batted away cockroach after cockroach with the tip of our spear, but they kept getting back up while our arms got more and more tired.

“Oh, c’mon!” Stanley said, dropping low to the ground to avoid Roach’s sword—only for one of the cockroaches to lurch forward, latching onto Stanley’s leg. It all went wrong in a heartbeat. Stanley gasped in pain as the spectral bug bit into his calf and he tried to fly up quickly, but Roach was quicker, slashing one of his swords across Stanley’s chest. Stanley careened down into a table in a spray of blood, and only a fortunate jerk of his head prevented a falling spike from splitting his skull open. Roach then stepped closer to Stanley and raised his sword—and the fabric of the Material World suddenly grew thinner.

Music filled the air and we stopped to stare, for we were aware what caused this snare. It was Stanley’s Domain, worming its way to our brain just as he was about to be slain. Roach’s eyes went wide, fearful; an unseen audience clapped, cheerful. Not wasting his time, Roach struck—but Stanley, in a bout of luck, flicked a golden coin right into Roach’s eye and nearly blinded the hapless guy.

“Take that,” Stanley cheerfully said as Roach’s blade missed his head. He flew away with his bleeding chest, distressed and messed but not suppressed.

“What the hell,” Roach said with a yell. All his cockroaches had stopped advancing; they stood upright instead, dancing. The lights dimmed in the room, leaving me in gloom—until two spotlights turned on with a boom. They shone on me and Roach from the ceiling, as if we were the stars of this chilling evening filled with bleeding, beating, and killing without meaning.

“This is ridiculous,” Roach sneered, his smoke acting weird. It coiled like a theatrical fog, inviting me to monologue.

“This ends now, evil slaver,” I said with a conviction I tried to savor. “It’s everyone’s right to be free—yet you have locked me up, however briefly. I’m afraid we won’t be able to get along; I now stand here to right the wrong! You may be strong, but as long as my song is sung, I can fight you all day long.”

Turning my words more thematic, the music got more dramatic. The beat of the drums were soon joined by flute, then the melody grew stronger by adding a lute. At the sound of this chord I brandished my sword, and stepped toward Roach while our audience roared.

“Are you kidding me?” Roach asked unfittingly. “This Domain is a pain, a plain disdain, an inane terrain!”

He looked around to search for Stanley, but I spoke again, confident and manly.

“You can’t ignore me anymore; I’m stronger than before. Here comes the encore!”

The crowd cheered as I charged in with Soul Eater, but even though I was eager, my strike was way too meager. Roach blocked my blow with his sword and slashed at me as a retort. We jumped back in a blink, finding it hard to think. What was the meaning of this? Something was amiss. We couldn’t move the way we wanted, which left us uneasy and daunted.

“You’re still weak,” Roach had to speak, but I just smiled; I would not be defiled.

“It’s not the sword that matters but the heart! Let me impart this to you; it would be smart if you could tell the two apart! The goal in my heart shines so bright that its righteous light lends me might.”

“What the hell are you talking about,” Roach growled, slashing at me to resume our bout. I kept dodging his strikes, lightning fast they were; the tips of his blades were nothing more than blur. He hacked and whacked and smacked me around and I kept giving him ground, being no match for him pound for pound. I got a shallow wound here and there a small cut, and though I could stop the bleeding somewhat, I had no chance to strike back; I had lost my knack.

“This isn’t how I imagined my future,” I said, scrambling over broken furniture. Roach formed more smoke-spikes and let them fall, but even as I evaded them all, he dropped his sword and held out his palm; aiming at me, steady and calm. He shot a sticky net at me again, and I had no time to dodge right then.

Finally, I thought, and let myself be caught. The force of the impact blew me off my feet, plastering me to an upturned seat; tied up nice and neat like a piece of meat. With Soul Eater in my hand I could not retreat, to my apparent defeat.

“Oh no,” I said with woe. I tried to look weak and helpless, but my heart was beating fast—what if this scheme was my last?

“I’m about to rip out your throat,” Roach stopped to gloat. “You can moan and groan, but I have shown that you’re no match for me alone.”

He pointed a smoke-spear at me as he came closer, the Domain forcing him to act like a poser.

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said, my words changing the song. “You thought that I’ve been alone all along.”

With a sudden twist, a small gray beast burst through the mist and bit into Roach’s wrist; his sharp fangs pierced coat and skin, much to Roach’s chagrin. I cast Mark of Replacement through Nosy’s bite and to my delight, I felt my mark appear outright. To dispose of his attacker Roach punched Nosy’s nose, who let him go to avoid receiving more blows. Nosy’s long dark fur rolled and swirled like a storm cloud; he returned to the smoke to wear it like a shroud.

“You annoying pest—”

Roach couldn’t say the rest, because we swapped places at my behest.

I towered over Roach, who lay trapped in his own net; he cried out in alarm as our eyes met. Panic took him over and he struggled to get free, uselessly, for the power of this story stood with me. The lights began to dim as I thrust Soul Eater at him; his chances of blocking the spear were slim.

Clang! The fang of the spear sang as it found the ground next to Roach’s head.

“I’m not dead?” Roach said, opening his eyes as his dread fled.

“You know, I’m not that mad,” I said. “Your son doesn’t have to lose his dad.”

Having expected his demise, Roach looked at me with disbelieving eyes. The unseen crowd let out a disappointed sound as I turned around, leaving Soul Eater in the ground.

“Come on Nosy, we’re leaving,” I said, seeing the smoke receding. Weaving around the people I killed, I walked out of the room filled with regret and guilt.

Quest fulfilled: Yorg’s conceit
You earned one Feat!

On the final notes of the music’s beat, Stanley joined me in retreat and our scene became complete.

            

    
        Chapter 2.14

    
    
    
    
                “It’s empty like a desert, and boring like my mother’s dessert.”

“Sorry?” Devi asked, glancing back at Heda over her shoulder.

“Never mind, it rhymed better in my head,” Heda said. “It’s true, though. This Dungeon is suspiciously empty.”

“Heda’s rhymes have scared all the monsters away,” Kim said. “Just wait until she starts singing, Devi. You’ll be running too.”

There was a loud smack behind Devi, and the lights wobbled.

“Kim, focus,” Jack said. Kim’s floating eyeball righted itself, turning the bright yellow light that came from its pupils to the tunnel ahead. The second eyeball was flying next to Devi’s head now, blinking with a slight delay compared to the first so that the tunnel was illuminated at all times. So far they hadn’t encountered anything more dangerous than a low-hanging ceiling, but Jack’s caution was unwavering.

“The Dungeon was this empty the first time too,” Devi said. “Is it so unusual?”

“Unusual,” Jack said, “but not impossible.”

“If the Dungeon is moving toward the city, that’s another clue,” Heda said. “Someone must have claimed the Dungeon Core.”

“Claimed?” Devi asked.

“You can take the Dungeon’s Core to become a Dungeon Master,” Heda said. “And as a Dungeon Master you can grow your Dungeon however you want.”

“Unclaimed Cores follow similar patterns,” Jack added to the explanation. “If someone claimed this Dungeon’s Core, that would explain why this place is so empty.”

Devi did her best to grasp what Heda and Jack were saying. Were Dungeons able to grow like plants and trees, or was it a different kind of growth? Perhaps that was why this place was getting closer and closer to the city—it was growing in that direction! So if they wanted to stop this Dungeon, they would need to stop its master.

“How do we find this Dungeon Master?” Devi asked. The tunnel was getting wider now, which gave her hope that they would arrive to another chamber.

“There are rules,” Heda said. “If we beat the Dungeon’s main boss-monster, the DM will be summoned to the boss room. Then the DM can either give the Core to us, or we’ll kill him to become the new DM.”

“Or her,” Kim corrected Heda.

“I bet you one week of housework that the bad guy is a guy,” Heda said.

“That’s sexist,” Kim said. “And it’s not fair, because I wanted to bet on a man too.”

“We don’t even know for sure whether there’s a Dungeon Master,” Jack said. “Focus on this instead.”

The tunnel ended just as Jack finished speaking, and they arrived to an eerie-familiar place. Ahead of them lay a deep chasm, over which a small bridge had hung once for now only two totem poles stood as the remains of the collapsed bridge. Kim sent one of his eyeballs ahead, which zipped first to the other side and then down below to the chasm.

“I don’t see anything suspicious,” Kim said. “The remains of the bridge hang on the opposite cliff, and there’s a small river below. Should I cast Winged Feet on everyone?”

“Please do,” Jack said, and Devi tensed in anticipation; she was excited to finally try out Kim’s Ability.

“One Winged Feet with Multicast, at your service,” Kim said with a bow, and tiny-glowing wings appeared next to everyone’s ankles. Devi looked down at her own feet, noting how the two pairs of wings fluttered even though she was standing still. She raised one foot and stepped onto an invisible platform, shaped by only her imagination. She raised her other foot, stepping higher up as if she was scaling a staircase. It felt odd-unnatural to tread on thin air, but doing it came easily. She changed her mental imagine to a downward slope, and felt the solid air beneath her feet change its shape.

“Girls, you coming?” Kim asked. He and Jack were already wading across the chasm as if it was nothing.

“I hate heights,” Heda grumbled. She glanced at Devi with an odd expression – her pale cheeks having turned reddish for some reason – then broke into a run, sprinting across the chasm as fast as she could. Devi followed in a more sedate pace, finding the endless-dark beneath her intimidating, but forcing herself to face it. Walking on the air came easily; she just had to imagine an invisible pathway beneath her feet. A sudden-loud crash startled her for a moment, but it was just Heda slamming onto the wall on the other side—followed by Kim’s laughter.

When Devi stepped onto solid ground, she turned around to gaze into the chasm one last time. The chasm that had once almost claimed her life; she was nigh-certain that this was the same place. There was barely any light last time and she had been running from the stone sweller, but she remembered this place well; here she had triumphed, in spite of the odds. For the Rangers of Fortram this chasm was nothing more than a nuisance, but for Devi of no House this was a place where she became a survivor.

They moved on after Heda finally finished bicker-bantering with Kim. It didn’t take much time to reach the next notable scene—except, it looked nothing like the village with the river Devi had been expecting. The new chamber was alight with the odd-blue lights of the large, person-sized mushrooms along the walls. The ceiling reached so high that the blue illumination couldn’t even reach it. The center of the chamber was empty, save for the lone figure that stood in the middle. Faded-blue skin was visible beneath the figure’s ruined armor, and instead of a head it had a sweller sitting atop its shoulders.

“It’s a Player,” Devi cautioned her teammates as the creature raised the sword it was holding.

“An undead Sylven Player,” Heda said. “That’s new. I’ll—”

The man-sweller pointed his sword upward and a blinding light with the crack of a thunder struck from the ceiling, forcing Devi to close her eyes. When she came to her senses she saw that Heda was holding out her arm, electricity crackling over her hand as she threw the lightning back at the man-sweller. The creature staggered as it took its own attack in the chest, but it stayed on its feet without any visible injuries.

“Woah,” Heda said. “Tough guy.”

“I’ll deal with it,” Jack said, shrugging off his cloak to reveal the assortment of knives and daggers strapped to his leather armor. “Kim, lights please.”

Devi trusted Jack, but she wasn’t going to stand by idly. She created two decoys in quick succession even as one of Kim’s eyes flew behind Jack, shining its light more intensely. It was about the shadows, Devi realized. Jack’s shadow grew large and long, reaching the man-sweller as it lumbered toward the team. Then the shadow became darker and deeper, and Jack was gone—emerging from his own shadow right behind the creature. Jack swept one of his knives at the back of the sweller’s bulk, then sank back into the shadow to reappear in his original place.

“It’s done,” Jack said, sheathing his knife.

“What’s done?” Devi asked, watching the man-sweller as it turned around, clearly confused about how it got hurt.

“The fight,” Jack clarified, and the man-sweller fell to its knees a moment later. The small cut on the back of its bulk was barely-visible, not even bleeding all that much. Yet there was clearly something wrong with the creature, for it dropped its sword and knelt motionlessly, not even making a sound. A couple of heartbeats later it toppled over, laying still.

“It’s dead?” Devi asked, awed-impressed.

“Hopefully,” Jack said. “It could be faking it if it had poison resistance—”

“Don’t listen to him, Devi,” Kim said, walking up to the man-sweller. “Jack is just being humble again. This thing is dead three times over.”

“Kim,” Jack warned him, but Kim nudged the man-sweller with his boot anyway.

“See? Dead. Let’s move on, guys and gals.”

“Kim!” Heda spoke, sounding appalled. “That has been a Sylven man once! Think about Devi. We should at least bury—”

“No, it’s fine,” Devi said, her voice grim-dark. “He did not deserve less. Kim is right, let’s move on.”

“Oh, that’s—okay,” Heda said.

It was more than likely that the dead Sylven was from House Quinn, yet Devi didn’t feel any vengeful-satisfaction at the death of a man who had once tried to lay his hands on her. She felt only cold-detached. This wasn’t the first man dying at her feet, and he wouldn’t be the last.

The team walked across the chamber to the exit on the other side. There was no riddle-gateway this time, just an empty corridor leading downward. A pity, for Devi was prepared to match her new sword against the shifting stone gate.

The Rangers of Fortram descended deeper into the Dungeon, their footsteps echoing dully. The same person-sized mushrooms from the man-sweller’s chamber continued to grow in this new tunnel too, providing plenty of light. They made Kim’s floating eyeballs unnecessary, and so he sent them ahead to scout.

“Looks like there’s a dead-end with a portal,” Kim spoke, “except there’s a gap in the wall, hidden among the mushrooms.”

A gap? Devi soon understood what Kim meant, when the team arrived to yet another oddly-familiar place; it was the same collapsed tunnel with the same shining portal she had passed through last time. The only difference was that the mushrooms here were much larger, and that on one side there was a small-and-narrow tunnel hidden behind the luminous plants.

“No enemies in sight,” Kim reported as he steered his eye into the tunnel.

“Last time we went through portal,” Devi said. “It takes us to center-place.”

“Hrm. Let’s see first where this other route goes, then,” Jack said, turning sideways to fit through the crack.

Devi followed him without hesitation, trying to recall whether any such gap had been here the last time too. She had been too distracted at the time—not only with the shining portal but also with Randel.

“I hate narrow places,” Heda grumbled as she squeezed in after Devi, her plated armor scraping against the stone.

“There’s a hole right here,” Jack said. “Stay alert, we’re dropping down.”

Even in Kim’s wobbling lights it wasn’t difficult to see the hole, because it took up the entire-width of the narrow tunnel. Jack disappeared in it quickly, but Devi hesitated when she reached the ledge; the drop was about two times her height, with dull stone on the bottom. While it wasn’t a life-risking height, it was going to hurt her feet if she didn’t land properly.

“Got you,” Kim said, and glowing wings appeared next to Devi’s ankles.

“Thank you,” Devi said. She imagined a slick slope, then slid down to the bottom of the hole.

The air smelled even worse here, putrid-stale and suffocating. The first thing Devi saw upon arrival was that Jack had drawn a pair of knives and was standing with his knees bent, combat-ready. That was already enough reason for her to draw Silverfang, even before she saw the blue sacs. Those things were everywhere! The spacious room they had arrived to was filled with clusters of globs; cocoons filled with dark blue liquid. When Kim sent his floating eye deeper in, Devi could see that the clusters of cocoons extended far in every direction, some of them swaying slightly as the swellers inside them fidgeted in the liquid.

“Form a circle, everyone,” Jack said. “We’ve found the boss-monster.”

“It’s just the nest,” Kim said, though he moved beside Devi. “I can’t see the hive mother.”

“Yes, you can,” Jack grunted. “Just look at the floor and the walls.”

Kim summoned more eyeballs – bringing their number up to six – and fixed them on their surroundings. The floor looked indeed odd, not truly made of stone upon closer inspection. It felt firm-and-solid under Devi’s boots, oddly smooth, yet for all its smoothness it wasn’t flat like a man-made floor either; there were little bumps and hills all over the place. The cocoons reached from floor to ceiling all around, which made seeing the walls tricky—and even when Devi did see the wall, she wasn’t sure what she was looking at. Blue veins, irregular bumps. Dull gray, stone-like texture. Occasional jerks and twitches, as if the wall was a living-breathing body…

“We are inside the boss-monster?” Heda asked, her tone filled with disbelief.

“Protocol Four,” Jack said in response. He was referring to the fourth combat-procedure of the Rangers of Fortram, according to which they had to talk with the assumption that their opponent could hear and understand them. Devi exchanged a brief glance with Heda, giving her an assurance-nod that she understood the rules.

“Oh god,” Kim said. “There’s a woman in there.”

“What?” Heda spun around. “Where?”

“Look to my right, next to that fleshy pillar.”

Devi glanced in the direction Kim was indicating, furrowing her brow at what she saw. Off in the distance and almost-hidden by a cluster of cocoons, a naked upper-body of a Human was sticking out of the wall. Dirt-streaked hair obscured the woman’s face as her head hung limply, but the black collar around the her neck was unmistakable. There was little doubt in Devi’s mind that the woman was—

“Tamara,” Devi whispered in shock.

As if on cue, the little swellers in the room began to kick around in their cocoons, bursting them open and flooding the ground with blue liquid. Some of the newly-hatched swellers had venom-green skin with a stinger-tail on their back, while others seemed to have a thick black carapace. There were hundreds of the small creatures, surrounding them from every direction.

“Heda with Kim,” Jack said. “I’ll cover Devi.”

“You two save that girl,” Heda said in turn, and a pair of warhammers appeared in her hands. “I’ll do my thing.”

Not waiting for the swellers to launch their attack, Heda dashed into the nearest cluster. Devi moved in the opposite direction, running toward Tamara. Kim’s lights suddenly wobbled – he was no longer consciously controlling them – but Jack smashed a small jar against the ground and a swarm of luminous insects flew out of its remains. When Devi activated Silverfang, they had more than enough light to see the approaching swarm.

The swellers stood too close to the ground to be easily-reached, but they oftentimes jumped up to get to Devi’s upper body—which put them in Silverfang’s reach. The blade of pure energy sliced through them as if they were nothing but mist, leaving behind the misty-puffs of their soul and the smell of burnt flesh. Devi activated her Downswing and Uppercut Weapon Skills one after the other, but after the first few vertical slashes she had to abandon this technique. Although her collar-assisted movements were faster and more precise, she had too many wasted movements between killing strikes and the swellers were able to slip through.

Devi kicked away a sweller that was trying to grab onto her leg, but as she brought her foot back one of the green ones grabbed her foot, swinging its stinger at her thigh. Her leather armor protected her, but by the time she stabbed the monster to death another sweller grabbed her foot and yet another jumped up toward her head. Devi used her free hand to blast the jumping sweller with a Recursive Ray, then brought her sword up to defend against the three other swellers lunging at her—each of which got impaled by knives mid-air. Thin wires glinted as the knives retracted to Jack’s fingers, who swung them around and launched them at another group of skittering swellers. Streaks of white smoke flew to Devi from every direction, absorbed by her collar.

Congratulations, your level has increased! 
Level 8 reached.

Devi barely managed to glance at the message before having to defend herself again, bisecting an armored sweller this time. Jack seemed to be equally busy dealing with this many monsters, at which point Devi had to realize that in spite of the team’s overwhelming combat-prowess, they weren’t winning. They couldn’t get any closer to Tamara. They were barely able to defend themselves! It didn’t matter that Devi’s sword killed everything with a touch, because her sword couldn’t be everywhere. Jack at her side was a whirlwind of knives, striking down swellers rapidly—but not rapidly enough. There were too many of the little monsters that grabbed at Devi’s arms, latched onto her back, bit into her boots. Their sheer number was enough to bury her alive.

Fortunately, it wasn’t only Devi and Jack fighting the swarm.

“Pulling them in now!” Heda yelled.

Devi dropped to one knee and created a portal behind her – with its pair on her other side – just before Heda activated her Center of Attention, lifting the swellers off their numerous feet and making them fly past Devi. Heda’s Ability also incited everyone within range to attack her, which Devi could feel even behind her cover. She set her eyes on herself through the tear-in-space, trying to ignore any violent thoughts toward Heda. Knowing that it was just an Ability helped a lot with resisting its effect.

When the pulling-force ended, Devi peeked out of her cover to see a large pile of writhing swellers in the middle of the room. She tucked her head right back in when sharp rays of light pierced the heap of bodies, and a heartbeat later an enormous explosion shook the ground—making Devi fall through her portal and land on the same place she had been.

She sprang to her feet quickly when blue blood flooded the ground and the walls shivered. The detonation destroyed many of Kim’s eyes, but in the gloom Devi saw Heda’s silhouette climbing out of a bloody crater.

“Sorry!” Heda said. “I think I blew up its heart!”

That explained the shivering walls; the room was collapsing.

“Retreat!” Jack said, and Devi jolted in alarm.

“Take a clone,” she told Jack, creating a decoy and closing her portals at the same time.

She expected Jack to object, to tell her to heed his orders, but no such thing happened; he lifted the decoy over his shoulder without a word. Devi waded through the blood toward Tamara, the blue liquid already up to her ankles and rising still. Her only luck was that the ceiling above her head was deflating instead of outright collapsing, which lent her more time.

Devi shrank Silverfang down to a more compact size as she reached Tamara, observing her in the light of her energy-weapon. She was breathing, but she seemed to be unconscious. Fleshy growths were connecting her collar to the wall, which Devi immediately cut—but the rest she was less sure about. Tamara’s arms and lower body were stuck deep in the sagging wall, and since she couldn’t see where they ended, she’d have to be careful about cutting the woman out. The ceiling was already on top of her head so she decided to create a portal first, willing its pair to appear next to her decoy.

“Devi!” Heda gasped as the portal opened. Devi didn’t bother to look back, too busy pulling at Tamara’s arms and hacking at the boss-monster’s flesh around it. Fortunately, the crumpling wall meant that it wasn’t holding onto the woman as firmly anymore. Devi freed first one arm, then the next. She could do this. The boss-monster’s blood was up to her knees now, and though she had to duck her head, her portal was propping up the ceiling. She could—

A pair of gauntleted hands grabbed her sides and hauled her backward, through her portal.

“No! Stop!”

Devi twisted her body and elbowed Heda as hard as she could, but it was like hitting a wall. Blue blood splashed into her eyes as she kicked and struggled, her own shouts drowning out whatever Heda was yelling. Suddenly she was released, and she wiped the blood off her face furiously. She could have saved Tamara! Why did Heda—

“Ugh, what a mess,” Kim said, struggling to hold Tamara upright. They were both covered in blood from head to toe. Devi blinked in surprise, then turned to look up at Heda’s grinning – and equally dirty – face.

“Told you,” she said.

“Good job, everyone,” Jack said. “Especially you, Devi.”

“Thank you..?” Devi said, turning around with bewilderment. The rush she felt was abating slowly. They were back in the main tunnel with the blue mushrooms. She turned Silverfang off. Tamara had survived. Not only that, but her limbs were intact too—though she was still unconscious. Devi felt a surge of pride at that; even if it wasn’t her who freed Tamara’s legs in the end, she had done her fair-share.

Hive mother defeated
+ 1 Feat

“Did we win?” Devi asked.

“Good question,” Heda said, turning to Jack. “Wasn’t that the final boss? I thought it would be.”

“I’m not sure,” Jack said. “Neither the Dungeon Core nor the Dungeon Master has appeared, so it probably wasn’t. That’s a rule that no Dungeon can cross.”

The obvious conclusion was that the hive mother wasn’t this Dungeon’s boss-monster; there was an even nastier surprise lurking in the depths of this place. The thought should have perhaps intimidated Devi, but truthfully, all she felt was excitement. She couldn’t wait to sink her fang into whatever else the Dungeon held for them!

            

    
        Chapter 2.15

    
    
    
    
                I was about to reach the World Seed when I realized that I could feel my Mark of Replacement on the Thardos children, even though they were on the other side of the city. Nosy’s pet status allowed me to cast Abilities through him, and apparently it worked for my mark-sense too. Normally the implications of that would have made me at least a little bit excited, but in the wake of recent events I really didn’t want to think about Abilities for a while.

After we escaped York’s base, Stanley flew off to do his own thing and I walked all the way back home with Nosy—then slept for about a day. I probably would have stayed in bed longer if the Thardos children hadn’t woken me up as they chased Nosy around the house in an attempt to pet him. The elemental cat wore the cloud-like fluffy fur he had adopted during our fight with Roach, and I had to admit that it looked really pettable.

So now I was up and awake, unsure what exactly I wanted to do as I entered the wide square of the World Seed. All I knew was that I had to do something; I wouldn’t get anywhere by wallowing in self-pity about the man I had become. I’d need my trusty partner for this, I decided, then drew Soul Eater from my belt and tossed it to the ground. I imagined Nosy teleporting to the dagger, and the cat appeared with one paw on the handle—then jumped in fright at the sudden transition.

“Hey, it’s me,” I said, leaning down to the confused cat. “Sorry about the magic trickery, but I figured you’d enjoy some break from the children.”

Nosy turned this way and that, then his coal-black eyes landed on the World Seed.

“People say that it gets uncomfortable to stay in the Seed’s proximity for too long,” I said. “It emits mana, as I’m sure you can tell. All I sense is a tugging sensation at my collar, but I imagine it feels quite different to you.”

Nosy kept staring at the large hemisphere, too transfixed to even move.

“Come on, let’s go in,” I said, picking Nosy up. “I hope you can enter with me; this feeling will stop once we’re inside.”

I felt slightly concerned about Nosy as he hung limp between my arms, basking in the torrent of mana that the World Seed was producing. Thankfully, he wasn’t locked out as I passed through the barrier; Nosy’s Pet status granted him the privilege to get the same treatment as me. The fluffy cat perked up as soon as we entered, then wiggled out of my grasp.

You have 1952 unclaimed items.

The message greeted me immediately, but I ignored it for the moment in order to take a look around. The smoke-like dome around me was still the same as before, but … even with the green glow shining from above, the entire thing reminded me of Roach’s smoke. I had once found the inside of the World Seed visually impressive, but now that I had seen the same visual effect reused with Roach’s smoke, this place felt a bit less special.

I tore my gaze off the dome and looked at Nosy as he stalked across the utterly black floor toward the 1952 floating coins in the middle.

“Alright, Seedy,” I said. “Please open my Allowance screen.”

Lights flickered as the requested screen flew to me immediately, showing me my savings.

90527 credits available

Even as I glanced at the screen, it changed by adding another hundred or so credits to my balance. I had kind of expected this already, but it still surprised me how much my little adventure at Yorg’s base increased the rate at which I received my income. At this point it was just flat out taunting me by shoving more money into my pockets than I could possibly spend.

“We’re back to business, Seedy,” I said. “Whenever I snap my fingers, withdraw one gold from my balance.”

I began to pace around the middle of the room, the Allowance screen floating after me as I snapped my fingers over and over. Wisps of smoke broke free of the ceiling and turned into floating coins wherever I went. I left them in the air, watching Nosy instead; he found the shining coins utterly amazing and did his best to hunt them all down. Every coin that he touched stopped levitating and hit the floor with a dull ping, rolling away and creating a mess. Dropped coins were still considered unclaimed items however, so I let Nosy play around and wreak havoc.

You have 2017 unclaimed items.

“Good job, Seedy,” I said. “Don’t hesitate to admit defeat if you can’t handle them all. Now then, please open my Messaging screen too. Start composing a letter to Player Devi, but send the message only upon my confirmation.”

Snapping my fingers idly, I stared at the blank screen that had appeared in front of me.

When I arrived back home yesterday, I had quickly realized that Devi was gone—just as I told her to. Although she had left most of her belongings in the room, her most important possessions – her sword, her armor, her travel bag – were missing. I stared at the blank screen some more, pondering what to write.

I liked to think that here in Nerilia, I was the one who understood Devi the most—and perhaps I was a bit full of myself, but I thought that she wouldn’t leave me without a word. So why was I so afraid that she won’t be back?

I kept wondering whether she was mad at me, whether she expected me to apologize first—but I cut off that line of thought quickly. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake as with Sarah, apologizing just to calm her down even though I didn’t actually feel sorry. I was the one who had been wronged here, wasn’t I? Devi had been spying on my dreams. If anyone had to say sorry here, it would be her … except I didn’t really care whether she apologized to me or not.

The worst part was that I knew I would forgive her for betraying my trust and invading my privacy. Sarah had done worse for worse reasons, and I had always forgiven her too. Wasn’t I supposed to learn from my mistakes and be a better person? Not that a grudging, resentful person would be all that much better…

In the end I decided to send Devi something short and to the point.

Randel: hi
Randel: we need to talk

There, done. It wasn’t the most eloquent message I had ever written, but at the moment that was the best I could manage. I closed my Messaging screen, then stopped snapping my fingers because they were getting too tired.

You have 2823 unclaimed items.

“We’re going to have a pool of coins to swim in,” I told Nosy, who had gotten bored with catching the coins already. He was sitting at the edge of the dome, poking a paw in and out to watch the wall ripple.

“Seedy, open my inventory,” I said. Swirling lights rushed to my aid, depicting the contents of my Storage with simple 3D illustrations. I selected my favorite folding chair and sat down on it as soon as it materialized. Nosy ambled closer to me at the sight of the glowing images, his tail swishing behind him as he watched the holograms with pure curiosity.

“So many glowing things, hmm?” I asked. “Oh, look at this! Last time I deposited my lunch to see whether it spoils.”

I selected the grilled chicken-like animal, and it materialized in my hand just as it had been when I stored it; slightly warm and dripping with grease. I tossed it down to Nosy, who jumped out of its way and looked at me reproachfully.

“What?” I asked. “You thought I will test it whether it’s edible?”

When I took some handkerchiefs out of the Storage and to wipe the grease off my fingers, Nosy finally stopped glaring at me and took a cautious bite out of the fallen food. I turned back to my Storage, browsing through the various gadgets I had stuffed in there. I took out a shining crystal ball that I had bought on the market and a pair of small bells that a street vendor had talked me into buying, then tossed both of them down for Nosy to play with. I wished I had a laser pointer. I could teleport myself over vast distances and transform my spoon into a sword, but I didn’t have a laser pointer. How sad was that? I pulled out a few more forgotten stuff from the depths of my Storage to strew them across the coin-covered floor, then switched over to the History screen.

“Hey Seedy, what day is it today?” I asked, scrolling down on the list of lore books. I got no reply to my question, which was a shame; I had no idea how many workdays I had missed recently. Although I had decided to skip work today, tomorrow I’d definitely have to go back to the bountyhouse. Knowing Erika, she wouldn’t take getting kidnapped by Yorg’s gang as an excuse for my absence.

“Show me a book about elemental panthers,” I said, having given up on scrolling through the list. I waited a few moments, but nothing happened.

“You’re useless, Seedy. But fear not! I may yet make you smarter.”

I opened up the Shop screen and browsed through the interface options for sale. I bought a couple of filter options for the history books, spending credits that could have fed a small village for a year. Not for the first time I wondered whether Players would be able to collapse the Terran Empire’s economy if they just stopped buying overpriced stuff from the Shop and spent it on real-world goods instead.

I browsed the Shop some more, looking for something that would turn the World Seed into my personal assistant. Although I found no such offer, I didn’t believe for a moment that this option didn’t exist. It was probably locked behind some kind of Quest or Dungeon reward.

I got back to the History window, using my new filters to search within the vast collection. A librarian would have face-palmed really hard at seeing me browse the history section for books about animals … but hey, only Nosy could see me at the moment and Nosy didn’t judge. There weren’t any categories beside History, so my options were limited anyway. In the end I searched for an book that mentioned elemental panthers and found myself reading a biography of a Player called Kana, who actually rode her horse-sized cat into battle. I glanced down at Nosy, trying to imagine the little fluffball growing larger than me.

“You better not shed any hair,” I told him as he played with my shoelace, disregarding all the toys I had given to him. “You leave giant cat hair all over my bed, and you’ll find yourself in the basement with all of the children.”

Nosy purred, which I decided to take as his acknowledgement. I returned to the biography, skimming over it to get to the interesting parts. Kana had been a Player who lived about 150 years ago, though that didn’t tell me much because I was still unsure how long a year on Nerilia was. Kana had other pets too, but the elemental panther was her favorite—not just because she traveled on its back all the time, but also because the cat outlived all of her other pets. The panther’s elemental forms adapted to any situation; earth-form if it wanted to run fast, wood-form to climb, water-form to swim, metal-form to face enemies head-on. If I guessed right, air was for stealth and fire for general destruction, though I suspected that there were some nuances to these elemental forms. It seemed possible that the quality of the element that the cat attuned itself with mattered.

Kana’s story ended abruptly during a large-scale monster invasion at one of the Seed-cities. She died defending the city, and her cat went feral and attacked everyone on sight. It had to be hunted down by a group of Players days after the battle.

“I really shouldn’t have read that last part,” I mumbled, closing the book with a pang of sadness. What else had I expected? I had been reading about a Player.

There were lots of biographies about Players. To distract myself a little bit, I decided to search for books about people I knew. I found nothing about myself, and the same went for Devi too. The search results about Imaya, Teva’ryn, and Tamara were all about Players who lived long ago, but I found a biography for Simon and Pell each.

“Good job, Randel,” I said, closing my eyes for a moment. “Distract yourself with more death.”

I shook my head, then opened Pell’s biography to scroll through it, getting to its end quickly—way too quickly. I read the very last paragraph with a sick feeling in my stomach.

When the Sylven Players clashed with the shade, he and Tamara ran away—to no avail, because the shade managed to catch up to them. With a heroic last stand Pell bought enough time for Tamara to escape, but the shade beheaded him.

We sprang up from the folding chair, feeling excited. This was an opportunity! This was a—what? The strange feeling faded, leaving me confused. Why had I felt excited? The biography was horrible. How could it end like that, with a single sentence about how Pell died? As if it was only the facts that mattered. As if Players were nothing more than bits of data in a vast system—and perhaps to the Inspectors, we were indeed nothing more than that. And yet, and yet … it felt almost inspiring. Motivating to prove them wrong.

“Come on Nosy, we’re leaving,” I said, heading for the exit with grim determination. I had buried my head in the sand for way too long. I was a murderer; a serial killer with multiple personality disorder. I was a monster with orange blood in his veins. I was a walking misery, a burden on Earth and a burden on Nerilia. But whatever we had done, whatever we had become, we knew that it was never too late to change.

I stepped through the veil of the World Seed, and the world outside assaulted me with a cacophony of shouts, alarm bells, and—music.

“You took your sweet time,” I heard Stanley’s voice on my right.

I turned to see him sitting on the edge of a rooftop with a lute in his hands, wearing a motley garb of mostly orange, green, and sky-blue colors. He had cleaned himself up nicely since the last time I saw him; his blonde hair was short and he had fashioned his shaggy beard into a neatly trimmed goatee. The somber tune he played, however? It sounded all too foreboding with the alarm bells as its backdrop. Stanley floated down to me slowly, landing on the ground just as the final notes of his music died.

“What’s happening?” I asked, noticing the missing goleton guards on the square.

“Giant swellers have surrounded the city,” Stanley said, spreading his arms wide. “It’s going to be a bitter battle between monster and man—and it’s going to be epic.”
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                The moon shone brightly on the cloudless sky, covering the city in a green blanket. It was the Night of Abundance, the night when the World Seeds reached the peak of their mana emission. The swellers were magical beasts, and so they would be undoubtedly drawn to the Seed like a moth to the flame.

“Many of them are taller than the city wall,” Stanley said, floating higher to see better. “And it’s an impressively tall wall.”

People were swarming the streets, shouting and crying and ringing alarm bells. The fight was yet to break out, however. Fortram’s City Watch had bolstered all of their defenses, though they were clearly in trouble. The guard goletons spread out on the rotating wall would be mostly useless, and Stanley doubted that the scorpions and the crossbow-wielding guardsmen would be enough to make a dent on the giants’ numbers. The City Watch had ray guns too of course, but there were nowhere near enough of those; decay magic was rare, because the Sylven were really stingy about their magic and sold it only for extraordinary prices.

The rotating wall was the city’s greatest hope; Stanley was unsure whether the sweller giants would be able to climb over it. Breaking through would not be easy either. The giants could approach the wall only from the south and the north, while the eastern and western fronts presented a sheer drop off the mountain. Stanley knew however, that even with these advantages it would most likely be up to Fortram’s Player population to save the day. That was the reason why all of this was happening, after all.

Quests. They needed to do Quests. Stanley was glad that he had met Randel when he did; one more day in Yorg’s cage and his collar’s inactivity counter would have reached zero. One more day, and he would have been cursed with a Disability. Most people would have called it luck to escape such fate, but Stanley knew better.

The gods were stirring the pot once again.

“Someone kicked an anthill,” Stanley said, playing a few idle notes on his lute. “That’s what Fortram looks like.”

Although, perhaps the anthill metaphor wasn’t the most apt in this case. Now that Stanley thought about it, the natives of Nerilia might not even know what an ant was.

“Someone kicked a nest of swellers,” Stanley sang. “That’s the state of Fortram’s dwellers.”

“Please don’t start it again,” Randel groaned from below.

“I’m just preparing for battle,” Stanley said. He floated back to the rooftop where Randel was painting without a care in the world. Stanley almost envied his resolute laxness.

Randel’s building was one of the tallest buildings in the area, so it provided a nice view on their surroundings—about as nice as one could get without being able to fly like Stanley. Randel had set up a lantern right next to him, undeterred by the poor lighting conditions to paint on his large canvas. He had progressed quite a lot in the past hour, and Stanley could see now that he was painting a scene with a campfire and a blue-skinned figure who held a black dagger.

“You got it wrong,” Stanley chimed in, pointing at the blue-skinned figure. “That’s a Sylven, right? His horns should grow from the middle of his forehead and curve behind his ears, not the other way around.”

Although Stanley was aware that this could be just Randel’s artistic choice, his comment served more as a conversation starter. Randel was brooding a lot ever since he had left the World Seed, as if this sweller invasion came at the most inconvenient time for him. Knowing what had happened in Yorg’s hideout, Stanley wasn’t surprised.

“Her,” was Randel’s reply.

“Ohh!” Stanley said. “I admit I’ve never seen a Sylven woman. So they grow their horns differently? How curious.”

Stanley floated closer to the canvas, observing the picture more closely. So far it had been done with broad brush-strokes mostly, but Randel was now adding more and more detail. The black dagger could be Randel’s Soul Eater, which made Stanley curious like a cat. Why was a Sylven woman holding it?

“Is she someone you know, perhaps?” Stanley asked, noting the warm colors of the fire contrasting with the darkness of the background. The scene was going to look idyllic, he could tell. “Is she a friend? A lover? What’s her story?”

Randel paused at the last question, seemingly in thought.

“Her story is about freedom, I suppose,” he said. “It’s about cutting off old ties and finding a new role in a new world. But perhaps … perhaps I hope that the next chapter of her story is a fateful reunion. A reconciliation in the face of utmost peril.”

Randel turned back to his painting, but Stanley remained in place with his mouth open. He couldn’t see himself, but he was pretty damn sure that he looked starry-eyed in that very moment. Did Randel know about the Audience too? He had to, unless—perhaps he wasn’t actually aware of it, but had the right instincts? Either way, Stanley was fully convinced now.

“That was— That was beautiful!” Stanley said, fidgeting in excitement. He rooted around in the many pockets of his clothes before remembering that it had a built-in storage for small items. He quickly summoned what he had been searching for and held it out to Randel.

“Here, take this.”

“Hmm?” Randel said, taking the emblem with paint-stained fingers. “A twenty-sided die?”

Stanley cleared his throat, then bowed theatrically.

“It’s no simple die,” he said. “Randel, I hereby invite you to join the Covenant of Metagamers!”

Randel frowned, glancing down at the D20 and then back to Stanley.

“Thanks, but I don’t do this Player stuff. I just want to—”

“Oho! Stop right there,” Stanley cut in. “I know what you want.”

“You do?”

“Of course! You’ve just told me; you want to meet your lady friend from that painting. I believe that joining us Metagamers would help you achieve your goal.”

Randel narrowed his eyes, watching the D20 in his hand as if it was a can of worms about to be opened. Oh, the sadness! Stanley would have loved to say more to reassure Randel, but the tricky thing about the Metagamers was that one did not speak about the Metagamers. Saying too much would just break immersion for the Audience—and thus, gathering like-minded people who fit the Covenant was like finding needles in a haystack.

Although Stanley had not reconnected with Bear and Mantis yet, he was sure that they would approve Randel as their fourth member. Randel’s performance in Yorg’s cage had been brilliant, he had adapted to Stanley’s Domain quickly, and here he had just proven that he had a good eye for stories. Stanley wasn’t yet sure what Randel’s own story was, but he could see some of its building blocks. A cursed weapon and a lot of inner conflict. A chaotic-neutral disposition and a hidden, darker personality. They didn’t paint a pretty picture, but for the Metagamers that didn’t matter. Be them good or evil or lawful or chaotic, anyone with the right mindset would be welcome.

Besides, if Stanley could do it without risking his hide, he would gladly help steering Randel’s story toward safer waters.

“Trust me, you’d like our maxims,” Stanley added, winking at Randel conspiratorially. “It’s not about usual Player stuff.”

Randel sighed. “Go on.”

That was all the encouragement Stanley needed! He flew up and spun in the air, holding up a finger.

“One: think out of the box,” Stanley said, punctuating his sentence by turning upside-down and pretending to walk in the air.

“Two: game the system,” Stanley continued, flicking his collar’s projection on and off multiple times. He caught a hint of a smile on Randel’s lips at this.

“Three: make it entertaining,” Stanley finished, somersaulting in the air before doing a superhero-landing, a knee and a fist hitting the ground. He straightened up after a dramatic pause, looking at Randel expectantly.

“Well? What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” Randel said, scratching his chin. “Was it really a coincidence that the two of us met?”

Stanley smiled; Randel wasn’t outright refusing to join!

“Coincidence is an elusive bird,” he said, summoning a coin with Bard’s Blessing and rolling it over his knuckles. “Perhaps there were five other cages, and in either of them you would have met a Player as great as Stanley the Bard! Is it coincidence? Is it fate? Would the gods need any of those when their deck is stacked? Perhaps there were five different outcomes for your adventure, and all of those would have felt like a coincidence.”

That was already more than Stanley should have said, but he believed that he owed this much to Randel. The black-haired man was silent for a while, and Stanley pretended to focus on flipping his coin between his fingers. Tricky, this one. When Randel spoke again, he did it with a roguish grin that suited him rather well.

“You’re smarter than you look, aren’t you?”

“Oi, don’t be rude,” Stanley retorted, then produced a handheld mirror from his inventory to check his hair in it. “I look sharp, don’t I? Just look at this handsome face! All the ladies are falling for how smart I look.”

“Yeah, right,” Randel said, and Stanley was proud to see that he was still smiling. “So, Metagamers. A Covenant where the system encourages you to game the system? I like the irony in it, I admit.”

“Does that mean you’ll join us?”

“I always try to think out of the box,” Randel said, holding up the D20. “I’m not opposed to gaming the system either, that’s for sure. And I guess while I’m at it, I could make it entertaining too.”

Although Stanley was facing Randel, he could instantly tell what the notification on Randel’s collar was.

Congratulations, you’ve joined a Covenant!
You’re now the member of Metagamers.

“Nice! Very nice!” Stanley said, clapping like a child at the sight of his birthday cake. “Now I have someone I can sing my songs to anytime.”

“Pester,” Randel said with a snort. “Pester anytime. That’s the word you were looking for.”

He picked up his color palette and turned back to his painting without any further questions about his new Covenant. That was odd, but perhaps he had anticipated that Stanley would speak about it anyway.

“Pester rhymes with jester,” Stanley said. “It’s—”

“—not a coincidence,” Randel finished the sentence. Oh, the burn! Worse yet, before Stanley could have defended his honor the door leading up to the rooftop cracked open and a small shape emerged. It was one of the Ratkin children, holding Nosy in his arms.

“Hello Tora,” Randel greeted him as he came sheepishly closer. “What’s up?”

“Uh … this place?” Tora asked, glancing warily at Stanley. “It’s up.”

“That’s the spirit!” Stanley said, laughing. “Hi Tora, I’m Stanley. I already like you.”

Tora shuffled uncomfortably for a moment, clutching the cat in his arms tighter. Nosy let out a disgruntled mewl and slipped out of his grasp, his flame-red fur like a torch in the moonlight.

“The children have gathered downstairs,” Tora said at last, turning to Randel. “There are riots on the streets.”

“Riots? Is that what all this shouting is?”

“Yes,” Tora said. “The City Watch closed off every gate. They do not let anyone through … to the inner rings.”

Unsurprising. Stanley flew higher up to take a look at the gate that led to the middle ring; the closest one was rotating slowly toward Randel’s building and there was indeed an angry mob running alongside it. There were also more and more people gathering along the perimeter of the wall, which meant that Randel’s home was getting surrounded by more and more frightened and desperate people. That was never a good sign, especially because people often blamed Reapers for calamities like this one. With good reason, Stanley supposed.

While Tora and Randel exchanged a few more words, Stanley observed the mob below a while longer. For some reason, they mostly steered clear from Randel’s building. Was it the distinctive paint-job along the walls and Randel’s reputation that did the trick? Or was it the Sylven man who stood guard in front of the entrance? A couple of insults were thrown his way, but he didn’t react to them in the slightest.

“Is there anything else?” Randel asked behind Stanley.

“I, uh … yes, there is,” Tora said. “It’s just … uh…”

Stanley turned back in surprise; the little Ratkin sounded even more nervous than before.

“Yes?” Randel softly asked. “What is it?”

Tora fidgeted some more, and Stanley found it amusing how easy to read he was, in spite of his alien disposition.

“Am I not worthy of your symbol?” Tora asked, the words spilling out of him suddenly.

“My symbol?” Randel asked, taken aback.

“Tazuki and even Rei got one … they got it while playing with Nosy, they said, but I know it is your symbol. I saw it on Devi too!”

“Oh, that symbol!” Randel said. “I did it as an experiment and forgot about it. Don’t worry, it’s nothing special.”

“S-So it’s not true that you … you give it to those you like the most?”

“Definitely not,” Randel said with a laugh, “But hey, I like that idea! Would you like to have one? You should know that if you wear my mark, I’ll be able to tell when you’re nearby even without looking.”

“It’s, uh … really? I mean, yes. I think that’s okay.”

“Hmm. Alright, give me your hand,” Randel said, reaching out to Tora. “The mark will look like whatever my black weapon looks like. Right now it’s a dagger, but I can shape it into something else. What would you like it to be?”

“The dagger … is good. Everyone has the dagger.”

“Sure thing! Then, here we go,” Randel said. He pressed his index finger to Tora’s palm, which wasn’t covered in fur like the rest of the Ratkin’s arm. A small black shape appeared at once on Tora’s pale skin, looking much like a tattoo.

“It didn’t hurt,” Tora mumbled, opening and closing his hand.

“Of course it didn’t,” Randel said. “Listen, if for whatever reason you don’t want this mark anymore, just tell me, alright? I can take it off anytime.”

“Y-You can?” Tora asked, his whiskers twitching wildly.

“Sure I can. If the marks were permanent, I wouldn’t have marked the others without their consent.”

“I … see,” Tora said, watching his own tattoo happily.

Stanley floated up high once again, leaving Randel to his little cult-building exercise. Having followers – or minions – could have a lot of potential, though Stanley was afraid how they would contribute to Randel’s overarching story. Minions were usually expendable bodies waiting to be sacrificed to further the plot.

“We never learn until we try,” Stanley said, his tone wry. “No wonder why, when the limit is the sky.”

The battle on the outmost wall began in the earnest. Stanley could hear the chittering sound of the sweller giants over the noise—even from this distance. Brief, colorful flashes lit up the night as the City Watch fired at them, and Stanley could see that he had underestimated their firepower. Not only did they have lots more ray guns than he had supposed, but they held other tricks in their hats too. They were firing series of red-hot energy bullets from some ivory rifles, and they had also unleashed clouds of sickly-green gas that actually gave the giants a pause.

The rays of decay, on the other hand, were absolutely useless. The sweller giants either did not age with time, or their bodies were too large to be affected. Probably the former. Stanley remembered meeting a man who claimed to had been hit by a decay-ray; his arm had shriveled and became mummified, but the rest of his body had remained intact. The sweller giants didn’t suffer from partially dead body parts, from what Stanley could see at this distance.

“The battle has begun,” Stanley called out to Randel. “You still don’t want to join a fight?”

“And do what, Stanley? Stab the giants with a tiny dagger?”

He was painting his picture once again. Because of the city’s rotation the rooftop had been plunged into the shadow of the second wall, but Tora placed a second lantern next to Randel to watch him paint while petting Nosy.

“You’ll miss out on all the sweet XP,” Stanley said, though he knew Randel wasn’t going to be convinced by that. Sometimes, however, talking was the best way to make a story take its shape.

“Too bad,” Randel said without looking up.

“Young Players these days,” Stanley said with a sigh, shaking his head reproachfully. “Don’t you want to be part of an epic battle? Take the front lines and show the citizens that you’re protecting them?”

“I’m not convinced that the wall is where I need to be right now,” Randel said. “Battles can be fought on multiple fronts.”

There it was! Stated a bit too bluntly to Stanley’s liking, but he could forgive that much to the newest member of the Metagamers.

“Fine,” Stanley said. “Just to let you know, I’d join the fight in a heartbeat if the injuries I got from Roach weren’t so severe. He had almost cut me in half, can you believe that? I would have trouble wrestling with the giants like this.”

Stanley’s wounds were mostly healed by now actually, he just hadn’t removed the bloody bandages yet. He was afraid that if he played the tough guy his injuries would leave some ugly scarring across his chest.

“I understand,” Randel said. “It’s a blessing that at least your vocal cords aren’t hurt.”

“Exactly,” Stanley said, nodding enthusiastically. “I’ll put my honeyed voice to good use and tell you if I see anything noteworthy on the battlefield!”

That said, Stanley flew higher up still and turned his attention back to the siege. More and more giants were grabbing onto the wall all around the perimeter, using their enormous segmented legs to reach over and hold onto the rotating stone structure from the other side. Although they were tough enough to weather the City Watch’s assault and hold onto the wall, it didn’t seem like they were capable of pulling themselves over the structure. Their bodies were too bulky and their grotesque spider-legs were too weak to pull their weight up.

“Are they attempting to stop the city’s rotation?” Stanley mused out loud as more and more sweller giants grabbed the wall. The giants that were too small to reach the battlement just grabbed other giants who did. Chains of sweller giants were slowly dragged sideways by the rotation of the city, dangling them off the cliffside on the western and eastern fronts. It would have looked funny, if the giants weren’t doing this so purposefully. They already looked terrific in the pale moonlight, and this undaunted behavior just made it worse.

“I’m not good at maths, but I don’t think so,” Randel said from below. “The World Seed is already moving thousands of buildings around itself. A few more giants wouldn’t make a dent.”

“Well, it’s not just a few…” Stanley trailed off as a sudden flash caught his attention. “Reinforcements!”

Some Players were joining the fight, he could see it now. A man with fiery wings swooped in, his hands pouring fire on one of the giants as he flew by. There was a second flash and this time Stanley actually saw a woman on the battlement lop off an entire sweller-leg with a single strike of her glowing, purple-red sword. And—

“Is that a Scarlet Hand?” Stanley exclaimed, spotting a man who stood on a translucent disc in the air, gliding toward the giants. Even from this distance Stanley could see the trademark trait of Emperor Tarumon’s elite; bare arms displaying scarlet-colored skin from fingers to elbow. The man was alone, but if legends were true a single Scarlet Hand would be enough to wipe these giants out completely.

“I have to see this from up close,” Stanley said. He slung his lute over his shoulder and waved to Randel and Tora. “I’ll be right back!”

Stanley flew after the Scarlet Hand with moderate speed, careful about the headwind. The Scarlet Hand reached the giants within seconds, watching them calmly from atop his disc. He was quite a sight; shaved head, muscular body, straight-back posture, and a sleeveless armor made from some kind of dark red metal. Most Players tended to look impressive after a couple of years on Nerilia, but Scarlet Hands always took it to the next level.

“Oi,” Stanley shouted over the noise of the battle, stopping a safe distance away from the man. “It’s dangerous out here, my friend. Do you need a hand?”

The Scarlet Hand moved suddenly; he lifted his hand up above his head, then brought it down swiftly. Stanley heard a loud crunch as one of the giants holding onto the wall sagged, its legs breaking as an enormous hand-print appeared on the top of the monster’s bulky body. Scary! The Scarlet Hand ignored Stanley quite pointedly, flying over the wall and moving his hand again, swatting away another giant sweller. He then made a grabbing motion at yet another giant and crushed its body like an overripe fruit.

Then the giants began to scream all at once.

Stanley winced at the sharp, ear-piercing sound and closed his eyes as a blast of magic washed over him. He recovered just in time to see the Scarlet Hand’s floating disc shatter apart and causing the Scarlet Hand to fall. The giants’ screaming ceased when the Scarlet Hand plummeted into their midst, disappearing outside the wall.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Stanley said. “He didn’t need my help, after all.”

The Scarlet Hand didn’t resurface, so Stanley just floated in the air and let the chaos wash over him.

The air smelled of smoke and burnt flesh. Alien chitters mixed with the screams of men. Shouting guards and whirring goletons hacked at spider-limbs on the top of the wall, painfully inefficient. And outside? An army of giants. Hundreds of deformed, bloated, swelling bodies, their shapes both bizarre and ominous in the green moonlight. Impossible creatures that looked like a result of a bad dream—yet here they were, real and tangible, shaking the ground with the fall of their footsteps.

And it wasn’t only the giants, Stanley suddenly noticed. Small swellers, like a nest of spiders, were climbing out of the maws of the swellers giants. They skittered all over the giants’ bodies, running along the gigantic limbs that were holding onto the wall. The limbs that arched over the wall, holding onto it from the inside. Swarms of small creatures climbed across, dropping down to the ground on the other side—and then their hunt began.

Stanley looked at the top of the wall where most of the guards were positioned at, then turned toward the hundreds of swellers storming the nearest houses. It was time to move, he decided. There was no way he alone could stop this many little monsters, but perhaps the casualties wouldn’t be too severe even without his intervention. Swellers were weak, so they might not even be able to get through closed doors and windows.

Stanley swooped down to the streets, grabbing a child who had thought it would be a good idea to watch the battle from up close. His Flight was seriously overburdened by the extra weight, but carrying the child was manageable; with Mana Engine, he was be able to handle the increased cost. He even flicked a Bard’s Blessing at a woman who was running for her life with two swellers in her heels. The woman saw the golden coin flying at her head and instinctively ducked, neatly dodging a sweller that jumped for her head at the same time.

A few streets later Stanley dropped the screaming child and flew back up, heading toward Randel’s building. He straightened his rumpled clothes when he arrived, though only Tora bothered to look up at him. Randel was too busy painting his picture, which now looked considerably more detailed than before. It was its own kind of magic, Stanley supposed.

“Things are getting a tad hairy out there,” he told Randel, landing beside him to recover his mana. “The smaller swellers have climbed over the wall.”

“Yes, they are really good at climbing,” Randel said, adding some shadows to the background. “Did you know that there’s a tribe of Thardos that lived together with swellers in the past? Tora has always lived in this city so he couldn’t tell me much about his people, but I have seen reliefs that depicted Thardos and swellers together. They tamed those monsters, much like we tame dogs.”

“That’s nice,” Stanley said. “How are you planning to tame them?”

“I don’t,” Randel said. “It’s just a fun fact.”

“Oof. Pal, the next time you call me annoying, please remember this moment.”

Stanley turned to Tora, who was clutching his large ears with a pained expression. Nosy looked equally disturbed, so Stanley guessed it wasn’t Randel’s horrible tales that pained the little Ratkin.

“What happened, Tora?”

Tora jerked, surprised that Stanley was addressing him.

“That loud scream,” he said. “It hurt my ears.”

“Ah,” Stanley said. “You might want to get something to stuff your ears with, because more screams like that are on the way.”

The shouting on the streets was getting louder. Stanley went to the edge of the roof, watching a new surge of people arriving to the second wall like the waves of the ocean crashing ashore. News of the roaming swellers were spreading like wildfire, and while Stanley was sure that many had locked themselves up in their homes, there were a lot of people who decided that moving further into the city was the safer move.

Be them men or women, young or elderly, most of them held some kind of weapon. Pieces of iron used as bats were commonplace for those who couldn’t afford proper swords or other, magical means to arm themselves. Gauntlets and other pieces of golemancy-controlled armors were quite common, and Stanley could see a few bone equipment too. Some people had also brought their skeletal servant with them, though those didn’t seem to fare too well in the crowd. Necromancy wasn’t easy, and those who could animate sturdier skeletons typically didn’t live in the lower ring.

“We should go out and help them,” Stanley said. He could see in the distance that more swellers were dropping down into the city.

“Nah,” Randel said without looking up. “It’s not necessary yet.”

It seemed pretty necessary to Stanley, though. The escaping citizens didn’t have any formation or discipline; they would suffer casualties against the swellers, and they would trample each other down in an attempt to escape.

“Wasn’t this what you were waiting for, Randel?” Stanley probed further. “The fight comes to your doorstep. Do you really need to hear the dying screams of people before you get down there?”

Frustratingly, Randel just shrugged. The refusal wasn’t unexpected, but it annoyed Stanley nevertheless. He was a Player who played the support role; he was useless if he had no one to aid. He couldn’t see which angle Randel was playing at here, and that made him wonder if there was any angle at all. Would it be better if he just found another Player to support? Perhaps Stanley was supposed to find the Sylven woman from the painting, fighting somewhere down in this chaos. Perhaps it would be his role to learn the other side of the story from the woman, and then reconnect her with Randel after the fight. That would make a fun story too.

“Listen, Randel,” Stanley said. “I’ll—”

The words died on his lips as purple light erupted from the ground a few city blocks away. A pillar of light, shooting toward the sky. Stanley flew up to get a better view, his eyes widening when he saw that an entire multi-storey building had been obliterated. The beam melted stone with a loud whooshing sound, the heat around it so intense that the surrounding buildings caught fire. Although the laser beam disappeared a couple of moments later, the damage was already done; dozens of people were most likely dead, and many more injured.

Something moved under the broken ground right then, and a low groan reverberated across the lower ring of Fortram. Stanley could only imagine the confusion of the citizens down there, their shock turning into panic as an enormous shape slithered out of the hole. Slimy gray skin covered a sinuous, ringed body that squashed everything and everyone under its ridiculous size. Just like that, another three buildings disappeared. Dust and smoke and rubble flew everywhere. The creature that emerged from the destruction split its head open, peeling it apart like a blooming flower to reveal a gaping maw with a large tube in the middle. The gigantic worm – because that was what the creature looked like – twisted its body, slowly but deliberately, as if it was looking around. After a frightening second of looking in Stanley’s direction, it turned toward the second wall of the city. Lavender light gathered slowly in its orifice—and that was when Stanley realized that it was going to shoot another laser beam.

“See?” Randel asked, walking closer with Nosy in his arms. “Now it’s time for us to step in.”

The giant worm fired the laser beam a second later, but its head was aimed too low; the beam carved a path of destruction through the buildings between the worm and the wall, killing everyone who had been in the way. The worm then tilted its head to hit the wall of the middle ring, melting the stone structure—but not being strong enough to punch right through. The gigantic monster kept firing at one spot, but because of the wall’s rotation all it achieved was an increasingly long horizontal gorge.

“Stanley, I need your help,” Randel said. “Could you come down for a second?”

Stanley jolted out of his stupor. He needed to think. How to stop a thing like that? What kind of story was this about? It seemed like the gods were willing to cripple – or even completely destroy – this entire city. Almost all of the City Watch was on the outer wall, and most the Players had gone there too. They would not be able to stop this giant worm in time.

“Stanley?”

“Sure, mate,” Stanley said, turning around to land beside Randel. “Do you have a plan?”

Randel wore a rather calm expression, watching the worm and stroking his cat’s red fur. There was something in his green eyes, a cold and unperturbed hardness telling Stanley that Randel had already seen worse and the worm was nothing to worry about.

Then all of a sudden the stoic look was gone, and Randel’s expression became almost mischievous as he turned to Stanley.

“I’m not a man of many plans, but I do have one this time,” Randel said, holding out Nosy. “I need you to take this distinguished fellow and fly out of the city with him, to hover above the invading giants.”

Stanley had expected to support Randel with his Rhyming Reality, but … well, he didn’t have any good ideas; following Randel’s plan was as good as any. He took Nosy in his arms, surprised by how warm his fur was. The cat lazily yawned, apparently enjoying all the attention he was getting.

“Alright,” Stanley said. “I’ll fly out and stop above the giant swellers. What do I do then?”

“Then? Nothing. That’s the entire plan,” Randel said, flipping Soul Eater over in his hand. “Hold Nosy there as long as you can, and I promise that I’ll make it entertaining.”

Before Stanley had the chance to reply, Randel threw his dagger and teleported onto the next building, running across the roof in the direction of the giant worm.

“This is nonsense,” Stanley said, though he had to admit that he felt excited about finding out what Randel was planning to do. He petted Nosy for a while, letting the anticipation wash over him. It felt so odd to be in a position where someone else was dictating the pace of his story. Had Stanley gotten too used to be the one who pulled the strings? This was Yorg’s cage once again, with Randel butting in to turn the steering wheel in directions that Stanley wasn’t even aware of.

“Come on Nosy,” Stanley said, “we are leaving.”

Hoping that the cat wasn’t afraid of heights, Stanley shot up to the sky.

            

    
        Chapter 2.17

    
    
    
    
                The Rangers of Fortram had spent a whole day-cycle down in the Dungeon, yet they could not find the boss-monster. Devi’s earlier enthusiasm had long turned into disappointment; they had traveled down the magical elevator and scoured the entire center-place of Stonehearth, yet even with Kim’s eyes and Jack’s tricks they hadn’t found any opponent.

What they had found was another tunnel quite different from the ones they had encountered before; it was a clean-cut tube with a very wide diameter. A large pipe. It lead steadily upwards, its perfect-round walls covered with molten stone.

When they followed this strange pipe, they soon found themselves crossing an enormous portal that blocked off the entire pathway. The pipe continued on the other side the same as before, and they had to walk quite a lot before they saw the first change in their surroundings; another portal.

“Again?” Heda groaned, adjusting her grip around Tamara’s shoulders.

Tamara had been worryingly silent ever since she had woken up. Jack had given her spare clothes as well as some food and water that she listlessly accepted, but otherwise she was unresponsive. Shell-shocked. Devi believed that she had seen a glint of recognition in her eyes when she looked at her, but that was about all the reaction she had gotten. The Human woman had yet to say a word to any of them.

Devi had never seen such behavior from any Sylven, let alone Human. She understood the theory behind going through such a shockingly-awful experience that it affected the mind-health, but she couldn’t relate to it in any way. She let Heda handle Tamara; taking care of the weak hadn’t been part of Devi’s life in any way, and so she felt terribly out of her depth here. Heda seemed to have a better idea what to do, though for all her efforts Tamara remained vacant-eyed.

“The scans are the same as before,” Jack said, stepping up to the portal. Devi followed him as he stepped through, arriving to a tunnel much the same as before—with the exception of the swellers. The walls of the tunnel were full of swellers, and Devi’s collar flashed with a message as soon as she saw them.

You have left the Dungeon: Swellers of the Deep

“What the hell,” Heda cursed as she arrived through the portal. She quickly summoned a sword into her hand, but the swellers remained motionless. They were all in some kind of dazed-trance, not even noticing their arrival. Hundreds of creatures formed a blanket over the tunnel, leaving no uncovered spot of stone anywhere.

“Reminds me of a video-game,” Kim said, keeping his voice hushed. “A bugged one, where the enemies fail to notice the Player.”

Devi remembered hearing about video-games from Randel, but she didn’t have the faintest idea what Kim was talking about. She drew Silverfang but did not activate it, watching Jack stalk forward. He kicked the nearest sweller hard, sending it into other swellers and causing a chain-reaction of falling creatures—yet the nest did not stir. The fallen swellers quietly righted themselves, climbing onto their feet and then standing still.

“It’s probably because we’re outside the Dungeon,” Jack said. “These swellers shouldn’t be here.”

“Kill them,” Tamara spoke.

“Tamara!” Heda said, sounding just as surprised as Devi felt. “I’m glad that you—”

“Kill them all,” Tamara said, hugging herself as her body started trembling. “Kill them!”

Her shout echoed in the tunnel several times before all was silent again.

“We will,” Heda said. “I promise you we will. But getting you to safety comes first. Alright?”

“About that safety,” Kim said, clearing his throat. He had his collar’s projection turned on, displaying his map. “Something is wrong—either with my collar, or with this place. My map says that we are inside the city.”

“What?” Jack asked, shooting a sharp-look at Kim.

“We are under the lower ring of Fortram.”

Devi looked at the tube-like tunnel as it arched steadily upward, then back at the portal they had come through. Could it be a way to bypass the revolving earth beneath Fortram? If this tunnel was truly moving with the city, then whoever dug this tunnel was already—

“We have to hurry,” Jack said. “Kim, clear the way for us.”

As Kim began to fling swellers away with his Telekinesis, Devi berated herself silently; she had forgotten to leave a decoy back at home. She had thought it wouldn’t be necessary, but she had been proven foolish-wrong; with the help of her decoy she would have been able to open a portal now and arrive back to Fortram instant-manner.

The group broke into a hurried-march along the tunnel – with Heda carrying Tamara because she couldn’t keep up – and soon enough they heard voices. Shouts. Grinding metal. Rumbling earth. Above them all was a hissing noise that sounded louder and louder. No more frozen-still swellers perched on the walls of the tunnel, but the slope became so steep that Kim had to give them Winged Feet to climb further. The last stretch of the tunnel went outright skyward! Devi took the physical exertion of stairs-climbing better than the others, and so she was the first one to emerge from the hole—and the first to set her eyes on the destruction.

Smoke rose toward the night sky. Buildings had collapsed and were lit on fire. Injured and dead Humans lay wherever Devi looked. Deafening noise. And in the midst of this? There stood an enormous maggot, firing a beam of purple light at the second wall. The monster loomed so close to Devi that she could feel the heat of its energy-beam.

“Move!” Jack shouted over the noise, and Devi ran with her team before the Winged Feet wore off. Just as they landed next to the remains of a house, the maggot paused firing its purple light. Had it noticed that its attack wasn’t enough to break through the wall? It let out a low groan and it flopped onto its belly to slither closer to the damaged structure, bulldozing everything that got in its way.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Heda said, pushing Tamara to Jack’s arms before breaking into a sprint after the monster. Kim was about to follow, but Jack grabbed his shoulder to stop him.

“Let her go,” Jack spoke over the rumble. “I need you to collapse the hole we came from, or else we’ll find swellers swarming all over us.”

For a moment Kim looked like he was going to argue, but then he nodded and headed back to the tunnel. Jack adjusted his grip around Tamara, then turned his pale-gray eyes to Devi.

“I’m going to call for reinforcements and take Tamara to safety,” he said. “You should follow Heda, if you feel like you can make a difference.”

“I can,” Devi said, lifting her chin.

“Good,” he said, pulling a bright-red flower from his pocket. “Don’t die.”

Suddenly both Jack and Tamara were gone, with a single petal of red flower drifting through the air in their place. Devi turned to go too, running after Heda while planning her next move. The maggot was longer than the sweller behemoths were tall. Such a large monstrosity wouldn’t get hurt easily, not even if Devi used Silverfang. She would need to use Recursive Ray, and she would need to make it as strong as possible. The backlash would hurt her muscles and most likely would make her too exhausted to do anything else afterward—but that was fine. Acceptable, if it stopped the monster. Devi steeled herself for the pain in advance, running along the wide valley of destruction that the maggot had left behind.

It was about to reach the wall, though Devi was unsure what it would do after that. Climb over or burrow through? She recognized her surroundings as the main road that she and Randel had often taken when they went training, which meant that the monster was now getting close to destroying their home. But even as worry sank its fangs into her heart, Devi forced herself to focus. It mattered not where the maggot was going, for she was going to stop the rampaging monster either way.

The enlarged maggot wavered for a moment just before it reached the wall. Abruptly, it twisted its head back and opened its maw at Devi—no, not exactly at her. Up ahead, right at the tail of the maggot, Heda was shouting obscenities at the enormous creature. She seemed to be tiny and harmless in comparison, but Devi suspected that it was Heda’s Center of Attention that got the maggot to turn around. Purple light coalesced within the gullet of the monster, and within the next heartbeat Devi realized two things; the maggot was going to attack Heda with an energy-beam, and Devi was right behind her in the path of fire.

Devi’s feet skidded on the broken ground as she changed direction, late as she was. Opening her Instant Portals crossed her mind, but she knew that a portal wouldn’t provide enough cover; the energy-beam would be too wide. Creator save her, then. She kept running even as the maggot fired, the purple light slamming onto Heda and then twisting out of its trajectory to shoot up to the large green moon. Redirect. Heda’s Ability had bought enough time for Devi to reach the nearest still-standing building, getting out of the energy-beam’s path. She had done it none too soon; Redirect gave out a heartbeat later, and the maggot’s attack slammed into Heda full-force.

Devi gasped as the blinding light swallowed Heda’s pale silhouette, then scythed across the entire city to hit the base of the outer wall. When the maggot stopped firing, there was no sign of Heda anywhere. Devi grit her teeth, stepping out onto the destroyed road even as the maggot turned back to the second wall. It was now or never. Devi held out her arms, opening a portal on both her left and right side. She then pointed Silverfang at her own body through the portal, and fired a Recursive Ray—

—right into the air. Devi was suddenly looking at her portals from afar, with a familiar black-haired Human standing in-between them.

“Hey!” Devi yelled, half indignant and half relieved. Her shout got lost in the noise of the maggot’s energy-beam as the monster resumed attacking the wall. Randel didn’t even look back as he sprinted toward the maggot, reaching its tail and—punching it with his fist?

Then the maggot was gone.

Gone was the energy-beam too, and in the resulting silence a small red fur-ball fell from the sky. At the same time an enormous crash sounded behind Devi, shaking the earth. She whirled around, only now noticing the massive segmented limbs holding onto the outer wall. Sweller behemoths were sieging the city, and by the sound of their pained cries they met plenty of resistance. Good. Devi would see whether she can help with repelling those creatures—later. She opened her collar’s screen for a moment, switching to her Company window and checking the members of the Rangers of Fortram. Heda’s name was listed there, which meant that she had managed to survive the maggot’s attack. Now, the only thing left was…

“Sorry for stealing your prey,” Randel said as he arrived to Devi’s side. “But I think you’ll have better opportunities later.”

Devi turned to look at Randel, who was wearing his usual paint-streaked clothes; a simple long-sleeved shirt with knee-length shorts. Not something that men usually wore to battle, though with Randel’s limited wardrobe Devi hardly expected anything better. He looked as if he had just gone out to a leisure-stroll.

Devi also took note of the small goleton beast shadowing Randel. The fire-red furry animal was nowhere to be seen, but the goleton beast was about the same size, which was … curious.

“What is it?” Randel asked, tilting his head questioningly. Devi paused, narrowing her eyes at Randel. Did he intend to ignore what had happened between them the last time? How very typical of him, to avoid matters that would make him uncomfortable. Still, perhaps she could give him a delay-concession. The sweller behemoths were still here, and now was not the time to get into another argument.

“Why do you say I have opportunity later?” she asked.

“Well, this Dungeon is all about the number eight,” Randel said, holding up four fingers on both of his hands. “Did you think there would be only one worm?”

To punctuate his words, the entire city trembled as two pillars of purple light burst forth in the distance, soaring up to the night sky. Devi’s breath got caught in her throat. She was too far to see the maggots slithering out of the ground, but she didn’t have to try hard to imagine the destruction they had just caused. A heartbeat later a third beam of light joined the others somewhere on the opposite side of the city. Randel had been right; the worst of it was not yet over.

“How do you do that?” Devi asked, unable to suppress a shiver.

“Do what?”

“This—never mind,” Devi said, forcing herself to calm down. “Can you turn the other monsters into little beasts too?”

“Eh, probably not,” Randel said. “Nosy is quite ruffled from all the flying and teleporting around. He’d get mad at me if I used him like that. Isn’t that right, Nosy?”

He knelt down to stroke the steel-beast’s head—which was perhaps not as mechanical as Devi had thought. The gray eyes that Nosy regarded her with were keen-sharp.

“So, how do we stop them?”

“We don’t,” Randel said, standing back up. “No offense Devi, but we shouldn’t run around the city like overeager fools. I know that many people are dying right now, but there are Players in this city who can deal with the worms better than we do.”

“That is expected,” Devi said. “Jack said he will bring reinforcements. But I want to help too.”

“Don’t worry, you will,” Randel said, then shifted Soul Eater into his hand and hurled it past Devi. The black dagger sank into a skittering sweller with a squelching sound, pinning it to the ground.

“Oh,” Devi said, jolting-alert. It seemed like Kim wasn’t entirely successful with collapsing the hole and stopping a swellers—or perhaps the swellers had found another way into the city. Devi’s mood darkened as she saw more and more of the swellers climbing onto the broken buildings. She couldn’t deny her disappointment about dealing with the small monsters instead of toppling the big ones.

“Let’s go back to our place,” Randel said. “It’ll be easier to repel the swellers there.”

“Our place, is it?” Devi remarked quietly, following Randel into the cover of the still-standing buildings. They jogged along the small streets with Nosy in their heels, which made Devi wonder what had happened with Randel in the past two days. Questions would have to wait till later, however.

The farther they got from where the maggot had been, the more people they encountered. They found pained-injured people wailing as well as people who were looting the abandoned stores, but Randel ignored all of them. The streets were so thrash-littered that if Devi didn’t knew better she would have thought that a tornado had swept through the city. To make things worse, many of the magic-lanterns were broken and the streets were too narrow for the moonlight to properly reach them. Devi kept Silverfang in her hand, watching warily the dark shapes of the distressed, worried, and sometimes violent-angry people on the street. Humans could be such undisciplined people. Ignorant too, perhaps; it seemed to Devi that many of them had no idea what to do in case of an emergency like this. It was a true wonder that as a collective they had survived for so long.

Devi and Randel were pressing their way through a particularly clogged street when the swellers finally caught up to them. The monsters jumped down from the rooftops, sending the crowd into panic. Devi raised Silverfang above her head and activated it, the blade’s white light scaring people away from her and giving her some space. She caught a glimpse of Nosy biting into the leg of someone who had kicked him, saw Randel fling Soul Eater and impale a sweller mid-air, then the monsters were on them.

Devi bisected the sweller that jumped for her head, but its severed left side hit her arm and she almost lost her grip on Silverfang. She created a decoy just to get some buffer between her and the stampeding Humans, then extended her sword to pierce a crawling sweller on a wall. Some of Humans were fighting back too, using brooms and mops and whatever else they had in hand to clobber the swellers that were already on the ground. But there were more swellers climbing over the builds up above, and they were—retreating?

Devi watched the swellers in confusion, unsure what she was seeing. The little monsters seemed to be disorientated; many had ceased their offensive and were staggering around blindly, while others had changed directions and were running away. There was also a constant, sharp buzz right at the edge of Devi’s hearing, as if the swellers were crying in pain.

“Hello again, Tora,” Randel greeted the small Thardos who slid down on a water-pipe. “I guess this means that screaming at them works?”

“Y-Yes!” Tora said, nimbly dodging a rushing Human to arrive at Randel’s side. “It’s tiring a little, so … we take turns to scream at them. I sent children to … every rooftop around your place.”

It took Devi a moment to piece together the words. She looked up, spotting two Thardos children at the edge of a rooftop, their mouths open in a silent scream. Well, not entirely silent. Devi rubbed her ears, getting increasingly disturbed by the high-frequency sounds. Her ears were just barely able to make out something. The round-eared Humans around her seemed to be none the wiser, watching the disoriented swellers with bafflement.

“Devi, let’s go,” Randel said. “I want to be out of here.”

Right. Going back to their home. Devi didn’t know whether she felt annoyed or not. Even the small swellers were handled by the Thardos, so was she even needed here?

She hadn’t made more than a couple of steps before the ground shook and another beam of purple light sprang toward the sky—and this time, it came from worryingly close behind them. Randel groaned loudly, then he was gone and Devi was looking at a very surprised Thardos child in his place. The kid’s eyes widened in alarm, but before Devi could have said anything she was standing on top of a building – on Randel’s building – her eyes set on the beam of light emerging from the ground. Randel appeared next to her in an eyeblink, touching Soul Eater on the ground. He rose to his feet quickly, then took a golden coin out of his pocket as he turned to Devi.

“We are right between the maggot and the wall,” he said. “Do you have any pockets?”

Devi shook her head mutely. Randel stepped closer to her then, grabbing the armor below her neck and tucking the coin underneath it. Devi shuddered a little as the cold metal came resting on her skin just above her collarbone. Randel’s forest-green eyes had gone sharp once again, and for a moment it was all Devi could see.

“It’s a lucky coin,” Randel said, then grabbed her hand to place a new Mark of Replacement on it. “I need you to fire the biggest Ray you can conjure.”

He sounded so calm and matter-of-fact that Devi almost forgot that their lives were at stake.

“You need not ask,” Devi said, walking to a clear spot on the rooftop away from the lanterns and the painting-canvas at the side. She hoped that the building beneath her would be able to withstand the ambient magic.

“The worm is slithering out now,” Randel reported from the edge of the roof. “We have a few seconds before it orients itself to fire.”

Hesitating no further, Devi opened a portal on either side of herself and pointed Silverfang at her own back. The weapon wasn’t strictly necessary, but it helped her channel the magic within her. She cast Recursive Ray and the power ran along her extended arm and through Silverfang, firing a short-narrow beam of light. Would she be able to match the maggots’ beams? Devi felt suddenly unsure about it, but she decided to give it her best-effort.

The first-tier of her Recursive Ray hit her back through the portal, and she barely noticed it. With each tier it would take longer to fire the Ray, its length, width, and intensity accumulating each time before she fired it again. She had to fire it again, lest the power tore her apart. When the second-tier Recursive Ray hit her back, she felt her muscles tense up as the current ran through them. She then fired once more, clutching Silverfang with both hands, gritting her teeth as she absorbed the third-tier. By this time the Ray was powerful enough to destroy her decoys should they try to channel it, but that would be nowhere near enough against the maggot. Devi fired again, feeling pinpricks of fire traveling around her muscles. There was a distinct glow around her body now, lighting her up in the night’s dark.

“There’s another one,” Randel spoke, and the building shook under Devi’s feet. She was unable to take a look, however; her muscles had locked up as the fifth-tier Ray hit her, making it impossible to turn her neck. The power flowing through her was distilled agony. Tears sprang into Devi’s eyes, though they evaporated just as quickly. It happened too quickly for her to comprehend. There was a heartbeat of pause before she fired the sixth-tier, and in that brief moment all she could think of was that she had never before dared to strengthen her Ray this much. Then it hit her back again, and her locked-up jaws muffled her scream. Pause. Then came the pain. Her vision swam, and she was genuinely surprised that she was still standing on her feet. She barely felt the blood from her nose running down to her lips. Pause. The explosion of agony that followed almost had her lose consciousness. Her muscles were burning up and she felt thousands of knives stabbing her from the inside. The only thing she could think of – the only thing that she had time to think of – was that if she fired one more Ray, she would surely die. Much like her decoys, she would burst apart. Pause. Then she fired again.

She couldn’t feel the pain anymore. She kept channeling her power, through her chest, into her arms, out to Silverfang and beyond, unable to stop. The pressure gradually abated and then she was able to see again, see the terrible brightness of her Recursive Ray crash through a beam of purple light heading straight toward her. Then the maggot’s head exploded into gory pieces and her Ray sailed on unhindered, piercing through the body of another maggot that happened to be just behind the first one.

Devi stumbled, realizing that she was standing on the edge of the roof where Randel had stood, her body toppling over—until strong hands grabbed her from behind, steadying her. As the last bits of power left Devi’s body, Randel reached around her and grabbed her elbow, yanking her rigid arms to the side. The tail-end of Recursive Ray cut through the air in a horizontal arc just above the buildings, cutting off the head of yet another enormous maggot as it rose up from the ground.

The city shook again, but this time because of the falling bodies of the dead maggots. Silverfang slipped from Devi’s fingers as the tension evaporated from her body, leaving her oddly light-headed. She felt as if she had gone through the most rigorous body-building exercise of her life, and she was only vaguely aware of Randel dragging her away and laying her down to the ground. She felt something soft beneath her head, and when she looked up she saw Randel’s face grinning above her. Individual strands of his hair stood in every direction, making him look—

“Stupid,” Devi heard herself speak, giggling. “Your hair looks stupid-funny.”

“Hah! You should see yourself, then,” Randel said. He used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe Devi’s face tenderly. “That was a stupidly powerful Ability for a stupidly tough woman.”

“Impressed you, yes?” Devi asked, her voice weak and cracking.

“Yes, you did,” Randel softly replied. He ran his fingers gently through her hair, taking the loose strands out of her face. “Thank you, Devi. For coming back.”

“I never went away,” Devi said.

Her eyelids grew heavier, and so she bit her lips to keep herself awake. They hadn’t killed every maggot so far, had they? Randel had spoken about the number eight, so they had killed only half of the monsters.

“If the other Players cannot deal with the remaining creatures,” Randel said as if he had read her thoughts, “then this city doesn’t deserve to stand at all.”

Devi grunted and tried to get up anyway, but her limbs didn’t want to behave properly. Worry gripped her for a moment that her injury might be permanent—but then she remembered what Jack had told her about healing in this world. Most likely she’d feel better once the battle was over. She hated to be so vulnerable and helpless, but she did her best to calm down. Nobody would hurt her here. Randel was here.

“Okay,” Devi finally said. With some difficulty she managed to turn her head in Randel’s lap, her eyes landing on the big canvas at the side. A painting about herself, she realized. Her image sat by a campfire holding Soul Eater—no, it was about more than that. She was holding a weapon for the very first time in her life. Most of the painting was unfinished, the background smudged and the details vague, and yet … her face on the painting was of pure-joy. Devi felt the warmth spreading in her chest just by looking at the picture. Had Randel been missing her? Was she an awful person if that made her smile? Her lips curled up in a smile anyway. She had been away only for two days! Although, to be truthful, she had left without any notice right after an argument…

“You aren’t going to apologize, are you?” Randel asked. “For looking into my head, I mean.”

“I did what I think is best for you,” Devi said, wincing as she twisted her neck to meet Randel’s eyes. “It is no use to apologize. I shall do it again, if I ever have a chance.”

Randel sighed, and he kept stroking Devi’s hair for a while. His fingers felt really nice on her scalp, but she did not let it distract her from watching Randel’s face closely. He looked sad-melancholic and perhaps also a bit resigned.

“I kinda hate you sometimes,” he said, “but then I hate myself even more.”

Devi blinked at the unexpected reply, unsure how to take it.

“Fine,” Randel said, looking away. “It’s fine. I suppose I’ll need your help with Soul Eater … just don’t come complaining when you see what’s in my head. I’m a big softie inside, you know.”

“Softie?”

“It means that I’m not as manly and charming on the inside as on the outside,” Randel said with some levity in his tone.

“I don’t think you are manly at all—”

“Excuse me?!”

“—but I agree with charming,” Devi said, making Randel look back at her in surprise.

“Thanks,” he said, clearing his throat awkwardly. “You’re alright too, I guess. Even though your face is a mess and you smell as if you bathed in sweller blood.”

“When I can move my arms again, I’m going to punch you for that.”

“I look forward to it,” Randel said. “You can punch me right in my manly chest, and I’ll thank you for it.”

“Anytime,” Devi said with a yawn. “And I thank you too. Thank you for your trust, soul-mate.”

“Hmm?” Randel said. “What’s that last word?”

“Ah, soul-mate?” Devi asked, her eyelids drooping lower and lower. “That’s you, Randel. You’re my soul-mate.”

Randel then said something else, but Devi couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore. When the inevitable sleep took her, she welcomed it with the satisfied-safety of someone who was not alone.
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                Monster invasion or not, once all eight worms were defeated I took a brief nap. By the time I woke up, the giants outside the wall had been repelled and the City Watch was hunting down the roaming swellers.

Needless to say, Fortram was a mess.

It was the lower ring that weathered the entirety of the assault; none of the worms had managed to get past the second wall. I had only ever seen such devastation on television, so experiencing it up close hit me harder than expected—and I had already expected it to hit hard. I found dead people – or the remains of dead people – no matter where I went. The city was still reeling from the attack, and there weren’t enough people to recover the bodies from beneath the rubble. To make things worse, some of the rogue swellers had been busy; they attached themselves to the dead to reanimate them. The City Watch wasn’t able to be everywhere, so I helped with putting them down.

It didn’t make me feel any better about myself. Would hundreds of people be still alive if I had taken my Quests more seriously? It had been a mistake to expect Tengi’quinn and his men to clear the Dungeon, and then another mistake to ignore Imaya’s warnings. I hadn’t wanted it to be my problem, and so the city paid the price tonight. The Inspector’s message was loud and clear; I could refuse to play her Game, but it would not be without consequences.

I tried not to blame myself too much, though. Even if I was somewhat responsible for this disaster, it definitely wasn’t me who had sent those monsters to ravage the city.

“Randel!” one of the Thardos children called out, and I tore my gaze off the flattened building I had been inspecting. The kid shouting my name was Rimi, the girly dress she always wore making her easy to distinguish from the rest.

“Another undead?” I asked, teleporting Soul Eater to me.

“No!” Rimi said. “More stuck people. They need help. Come!”

She turned and ran down the broken road, leading me to a damaged house where a man and a woman lay beneath the collapsed rooftop. The only thing that had saved them was the man’s metallic arm; it was propping up one of the crossbeams and giving them just enough space to avoid getting crushed. The man twisted his head at the sound of my footsteps, his desperate eyes widening when he saw me.

“Please help,” he said, his voice hoarse. “My wife is—”

He fell silent when I placed Soul Eater next to his mechanical arm, expanding it to support the wooden beam. Although there were limits as to how much force I could apply by simply changing the black metal’s shape, the one thing I didn’t need to worry about was durability; I could shape the blade needle-thin and it would still be able to support the collapsed roof.

“Don’t worry! Randel can save ya,” Rimi told the man.

“Are any of your bones broken or crushed?” I asked, checking my collar to see how much mana I had recovered.

“N-No, I don’t think so,” the man said. “But my wife is bleeding from her shoulder. Please, if you could save her first—”

“Just a second,” I said, touching his dusty forehead to place a Mark on it. I did the same with the wife covering in his arms, then did my usual switcheroo trick with both of them—first with the wife, as per request, which resulted in the manliest hug I had gotten that day.

“Thank you,” the wife sobbed, appreciating the sight of two grown men hugging each other.

“No problem,” I replied, dusting my shirt off once all of us were safely out. It was the last of my clean clothes, so I had to be careful; I wasn’t sure whether Samantha’s laundry place would open tomorrow, now that half of the city was in ruins.

“I know you,” the man I had rescued stepped up to me. “You’re the one they call Mad Painter.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, pinching the bridge of my nose in frustration. Who the hell was spreading these rumors about me?

“My name is Randel, not Mad Painter,” I said. “I swear if I hear that nickname one more time, I’ll get mad for real.”

“Uh—alright,” the man said, visibly paling.

“That was a joke,” I said, sighing. “Anyway, I’m providing shelter for those who have lost their home. You’re welcome to my building, if you’d like. Rimi can take you there—right, Rimi?”

“Yes, sir!” the Thardos girl said with a weird salute, lifting both of her forearms to the sides of her furry face. I walked away without waiting to hear what the man and his wife said; I was pretty sure they wouldn’t take up the Mad Painter’s suspiciously generous offer. Their loss. My neatly painted building was going to get full anyway, so directing everyone there wasn’t a good long-term solution.

I wondered how much the prices of all of these destroyed properties would change in the wake of this disaster. I had quite a lot of money to throw around, so perhaps I could expand a bit. Or a lot—I wasn’t too sure. That was my biggest issue with this; in spite of my father’s best efforts, economics and management were not my forte. I would need some serious help if I was going to invest money in this city, but that help definitely wasn’t going to come from Stanley.

“Oi Randel, fancy meeting you here,” Stanley said as he landed next to me out of nowhere. “It seems like I got lucky at finding you again!”

“Stanley, you’re incredible,” I said in flattest tone this universe had witnessed.

“Thank you,” Stanley said with a winning smile. “You flatter me, Randel, but don’t worry—I’ll reciprocate it soon enough! I’m already composing the epic tale of the Mad Painter who killed three worms with a single brush stroke.”

“That’s wrong in so many ways that I’m not even going to argue,” I said, sighing.

“I might also include myself in that song,” Stanley continued. “You wouldn’t believe what happened to me, mate. One moment I was giving a sky tour to this cute little cat, then in the next I was suddenly hugging a giant worm! I’m a strong man, you know, but not that strong. I dropped the worm on top of those swellers outside. Bonked them on the head some real good!”

“That’s nice to hear,” I said. “So tell me, what brings you here on this terrible morning?”

“The Players in Fortram are getting together to form a raiding party,” Stanley replied readily. “We’re going to find the Dungeon Master and retaliate for attacking Fortram. I came here to ask whether the Mad Painter is willing to honor us with his presence…?”

It sounded like another dangerous Player-stuff, though this time it was perhaps not as pointless as usual. Now that the so-called Dungeon Master had spent the Dungeon’s resources, a decisive strike back was Fortram’s best chance in this situation. Normally I would have left this matter to the other Players – there was more than enough of them in my opinion – but this time we felt oddly excited about the prospect of the hunt.

“Yeah,” we said, our fingers clenching around Soul Eater. “Let’s do this.”

“Wonderful!” Stanley said, spinning in the air. “This way, then. They’re gathering around a worm-hole.”

I followed Stanley silently, trying to convince myself that this was indeed the right thing to do. Refusing to act was what led me here, wasn’t it? I had concluded this already. We had to right this wrong. At the same time, my instincts screamed that this was an unnecessary risk. I was nowhere near as powerful as the average Player, so it was more than likely they wouldn’t even need my help. No. We wanted to do this! We had to show that we were concerned for the city, right? To show them how good and caring we were. I didn’t particularly care about what others thought of me, though. If they believed that I was the evil Mad Painter—well, alright, maybe I did care a bit about how others perceived me.

Devi would want to come too, but I wasn’t going to wake her up for this. She would be pissed at me for going without her, even though she was too injured to come. It was petty vengeance on my part, and I found that I enjoyed it very much. If Devi could go around behind my back and do what she thought was the best for me, why couldn’t I do the same? She would not be able to complain after what she had done to me. Yeah, petty vengeance sounded alright.

By the time Stanley and I arrived to the site of the meeting, we had convinced ourselves that joining this raid was a good idea. Around twenty or so Players had already gathered, forming cliques around the worm’s tunnel. The Scarlet Hand I had seen earlier stood apart from everyone else, with his scarlet-tinted arms crossed over the his chest. He was eyeing the largest group present, which was unsurprisingly the Rangers of Fortram; they took up almost half of the Players present.

Jack nodded at me when he caught me looking, and I nodded back. Heda and Kim were right behind him, along with the Player who had been flying around with fiery wings during the battle. I noted with some surprise that the Rangers had also recruited Tamara in their ranks; I almost didn’t recognize her, with how gaunt she looked. She was clutching a simple spear with both hands, nervous but determined. She refused to look in my direction, which I kind of expected. We had never exactly been best buddies, and that was before I murdered Simon.

“Players can be so depressing,” Stanley said, fiddling with his lute. “You fit right in, Randel.”

“Thanks,” I absently replied, my eyes moving on to the rest of the Players. Next to the Rangers I saw a party of four with a fat cyborg-like Player as their leader, but what interested me even more was the pair of Players on their other side; this was the first time I had seen Players who were Avarii. The bird-people talked to each other with both cawing and clucking sounds, while they also kept changing the color of the feathers around their eyes. The change wasn’t immediate, and so I believed it was used for adding emphasis to their current mood—or to indicate the tone of their voice, so to speak. I was unable to guess what their current colors indicated, but if we listened closely we had a feeling that they were talking about their loss of business as a result of this catastrophe. Huh. That was a weirdly specific feeling.

I wondered what kind of Players these Avarii were. They wore more clothing than their kind usually did, though I didn’t see any traditional weapon on them. One of the Avarii had a pair of metallic tubes peeking out from under his skirt, while the other had protective scales of steel around her taloned feet. I supposed they were relying more on their legs than their hands. Strange. As far as I knew, the Avarii were incapable of flight and their hands were just as dexterous as a human’s—but to be fair, there were human martial arts based on kicks too. These two Avarii might not necessary represent their entire species.

I stopped gawking at the bird-people when Jack spoke up.

“I don’t think I need to explain why we’re here,” he said, his voice raised so that the Players on the other side of the hole could hear him too. “The Dungeon must be stopped, so that leaves us no choice but to find the Dungeon Master and kill him.”

“It will not work,” an accented voice cut in. Heads swiveled around, turning to the two Sylven Players approaching the group. Tengi’quinn wore his rich garments alongside his usual smirk, and Damoro’quinn stalked with his guns close behind.

“I believe I haven’t even told you the plan yet, Lord Quinn,” Jack coolly said.

“It matters not,” Tengi’quinn replied. His eyes lingered on me as he looked around, but the smile plastered to his face did not change at all. “It matters not, because you plan to kill the Dungeon Master. As a concerned citizen of Fortram, I came here to warn you that’s not going to work.”

“Why the hell not?” someone yelled.

“Because the Dungeon Master is a shade,” Tengi’quinn calmly said. His announcement elicited a series of murmurs and whispers—some of them were talking about unfair play, some of them outright called Tengi’quinn a liar. Personally, I just hoped that someone would explain what shades were. I remembered reading about them in Pell’s biography, but it had slipped my mind to look them up. It seemed like a big deal, though; all the Players were abuzz.

“I’m not lying,” Tengi’quinn talked over the others. “I’m warning you. I have fought the shade before, and it killed two of my men. It is very much in House Quinn’s interest that you do not come back out of that Dungeon with a shade in your head.”

“Why should we believe a word you say, Sylven?” a girl in some kind of mechanical suit called out.

“Because unlike Humans we do not lie,” Tengi’quinn retorted, “and because she was there too when the shade attacked.”

Tamara visibly flinched when Tengi’quinn pointed at her, shrinking back from the sudden attention. Heda stepped behind her protectively, clasping her shoulder.

“I—I don’t know what I saw,” Tamara said. “That thing … it looked like a black g-ghost. It flew into that Sylven man and—”

The end of her sentence was drowned out as several Players began talking at once, alarmed and angry, acting as if Tamara had just announced that Christmas would be canceled this year.

“Why is everyone so afraid of ghosts?” I asked from Stanley.

“Shades, not ghosts,” Stanley said, floating closer so that I could hear him. “Shades are violent, murderous wraiths that cannot be exorcised. They can pass through anything and possess any living being, mindlessly slaughtering and jumping from body to body. I think they are categorized as Tier S monsters, if you prefer that jargon. By comparison the giant worms were at Tier B or maybe bottom of Tier A.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said. “So you’re telling me that these shades are unstoppable? They don’t they have any weaknesses?”

“There’s only one that we know of,” Stanley said. “They can’t willingly leave someone they’ve possessed unless that person dies. The only way to defeat them is to trap them in a living body and prevent them from killing themselves.”

“Sounds awful.”

Now I could see what the big deal was; even if we trapped the shade, it might still be able to control the Dungeon. Since killing it wouldn’t work, the only way to take the Dungeon Core was if the shade willingly gave it up—which didn’t seem to be very likely. On a whim, we activated our collar and navigated to the Equipment tab to bring up Soul Eater’s description.

Soul Eater, demon’s fang
Description: As a powerful weapon created by legendary beings, Soul Eater is a living weapon made of an extremely rare and incredibly durable material. Although the weapon’s true capabilities are still a mystery, one thing is certain: it needs to be constantly fed. Take lives and consume their essence to sustain Soul Eater! Side effects may include hallucination, emotional instability, lowered inhibitions, schizophrenia, mental instability, loss of self. 
Perk – Ever-consuming: level 5Soul Eater grows as you feed it. This perk doesn’t have a level cap. 
Perk – Free Form: level 7You can change Soul Eater’s shape. 
Perk – Autonomous: level 7
Being a living weapon, Soul Eater can make decisions on its own.

I barely had the time to read through the text before a loud clap made me jump, and a shockwave passed through everyone present, putting an end to the chatter. The Scarlet Hand crossed his arms and spoke into the resulting silence.

“Look at yourselves, squabbling like children. If you’re so afraid of the shade, stay here! No one forces you to come. As one of the Emperor’s chosen, I’m perfectly capable of capturing the shade myself. End of discussion.”

This was bad—we didn’t want the Scarlet Hand to capture the shade. It was risky, but we had to reveal our hand. We had to present ourselves as a better alternative.

“I have the means to trap the shade too,” we said, stepping forward. We raised Soul Eater above our head, changing its shape to a sword and making sure that we got everyone’s attention. “What I’m holding here is a living weapon. All we need to do is to stab the shade with this blade, and the creature will be forced to possess it. There would be no escape either, because the weapon cannot die.”

“Woah,” I heard Stanley whisper.

The Scarlet Hand was frowning at me, however. “I would not bet our safety on a relic of dubious origins.”

“And I would not bet on the Emperor’s hitman to keep our best interests in mind,” we said. “For all I know, you’re seeing us all as candidates for trapping the shade in.”

“That’s not—” the Scarlet Hand started to reply, but the gathered Players talked over him. A snap of his fingers shut them up again, but surprisingly it wasn’t the Hand who talked next.

“With each minute the Dungeon recovers more of its mana,” Jack said. “We can discuss the matter of containing the shade once we trapped it. We’re just wasting time till then.”

I stroke my chin, finding Jack’s reaction curiously strange; I had him pegged as a more calculating person. Why did he suggest going in without a plan? I didn’t think he would, unless … he already had a plan he didn’t want to share. Now that was a thought. Everyone here stood allegedly on the same side—but we weren’t necessarily allies, were we? Looking at the gathered Players that way painted them in a more sinister light. Did they all know that one of us would be used to trap the shade? Surely someone would speak up to advise caution.

“Hey,” Stanley said, nudging my shoulder. “Is it just me, or are those guys staring at you as if you’ve slept with their mothers?”

With all suspicious stares being thrown around, it took me moment to realize that Stanley was talking about the two Sylven men. I met Tengi’quinn’s eyes across the worm’s hole, frowning. He wouldn’t try anything here and now, not in front of the other Players, but his death glare was one of the best I had ever received. Part of me felt tempted to taunt him further, but—what would be the point? Although the Sylven Lord might never forgive me for whisking Devi away, I didn’t have to dig myself deeper as his enemy.

“She is safe and sound!” I called out before I could have changed my mind. Damoro’quinn jerked in surprise, but Tengi’quinn’s face was stiff and unreadable. He watched me for a second longer, then gave me a single nod and walked off the way he had come. Damoro’quinn hesitated only a moment before turning to go too. Huh. I had truly expected them to stay and try to backstab me when we were fighting the shade.

Not long after the Sylven men had left, the girl in the mecha-suit suddenly had enough and dropped down into the hole. The cyborg man and a guy with a superhero cape dove after her, and that was enough the incentive for the rest of the Players to set off. Some slid down on the side of the tunnel, others flew or floated down to the bottom, and then there were those like me who teleported. It looked disorganized and messy, with the exception of Jack’s team who all walked down together on invisible stairs with small wings around their ankles.

Unsurprisingly, the worm’s tunnel was large and quite empty. A mismatch of lights and colors from different Players illuminated our surroundings as we walked down toward the Dungeon. I felt underdressed for the occasion. Almost every Player around me wore something eye-catching such as an impressive armor, a dangerous weapon, or a ridiculous costume. Yet here I was in my simple shirt and pair of shorts, the very image of a new Player. Even that half-naked guy at the back looked better dressed than me, with those frost-covered hammers at his hip and the glowing tattoos on his muscular chest.

“There it is!” Stanley said, stating the obvious as we reached an enormous portal that blocked off the entire width of the tunnel. The Players at the lead walked through unceremoniously, and the rest of us followed.

You have entered the Dungeon: Swellers of the Deep

“Hopefully for the last time,” I said, turning around to take in my surroundings. I was standing in the corner of a small chamber with no sight of the other Players. Alarming, but at least I saw no monsters in the chamber either. Glowing murals covered the walls all around, except where a heavy stone door was cut into the wall. A large statue of a sweller hung from the ceiling high above, but otherwise the chamber was empty. That statue, though … I had learned not to trust sweller statues. I noticed that the tips of the sweller’s legs were touching each other, holding a large golden key in between them. The key for the stone door, perhaps?

The air next to me shimmered and Tamara stepped through, looking around with bewilderment. A moment later another girl arrived on my other side, wearing black clothes with piercings and dark makeup. She went stiff for a moment when she realized what happened, then groaned miserably.

“Great, just great,” she said, slamming the bottom of her gnarled staff to the ground. “Of course I had to get stuck with the two newbies.”

“It’s a riddle room,” Tamara said, ignoring the girl’s comment as she looked at the walls. “We need to solve a riddle to get the key.”

“No shit,” the red-headed girl replied. She looked at me, her eyes flicking to Soul Eater in my hand. “I’m Jessie, and I’m a necromancer—so basically useless against that stone door. What can you do?”

“I can draw and paint, but I’m also getting quite good at sculpting,” I replied truthfully. Jessie rolled her eyes at my answer, but before she could have voiced her opinion on drawing and painting a loud grinding noise filled the chamber. The three of us looked up as the ceiling started to slowly descend.

“Shit,” Jessie said, turning to the mural behind us. It consisted of familiar paintings of giant swellers and giant worms battling each other, with a short verse written in the space between the warring monsters.

One leg speaks for power,
One leg holds the might.
In the final hour,
You should be the knight.

“Ugh,” I said, noting that there were eight verses around the room. “That’s way too many riddles for one day.”

“Shut up and start reading them,” Jessie said. “You, girl, start at the other side!”

The ceiling was moving downward in a snail’s pace, so the situation didn’t actually feel too severe. Not to me, anyway. All I had to do was to teleport Soul Eater to Nosy back at home, then teleport myself to Soul Eater to escape this death trap. Really, my only real concern was about saving Tamara’s and Jessie’s lives.

I approached the stone door and poked the large keyhole in the middle. I could actually peek through it and see the swirling light of a portal on the other side. Cool! I might not even need to teleport back to Nosy; I could just shapeshift Soul Eater through the keyhole then teleport to the other side.

I walked back to the middle of the chamber, my eyes on the golden key this time. I could have perhaps touched the bit of the key if I jumped. The key itself was quite large – about the size of my forearm – and so the sweller statue could hold onto the key’s bow with all eight of its legs. I started the circle around the key to see it from every angle, shaping Soul Eater in the meanwhile.

“You’re doing it again,” I heard Tamara speak.

“What?” I asked without averting my eyes. Jessie must have done something, because one of the sweller’s legs suddenly straightened so that the key was now held by only seven legs.

“You’re cheating your way through the Dungeon’s challenge again.”

“I figured you didn’t want to die,” I said. “It’s the result that matters here, not the method.”

“I’m not afraid of dying anymore,” Tamara said. “But that’s irrelevant now. I just think that you’re annoying.”

“Tell me something I didn’t know.”

“What the hell, guys?!” Jessie said, shooting a concerned glance at us. The ceiling was already so close that I could have reached the key with an outstretched hand.

“I got this,” I assured Jessie, then walked to the door with Soul Eater. The key’s design wasn’t particularly intricate, so shaping Soul Eater into its perfect copy had been almost trivial. It felt so nostalgic to think back on the times I had trouble transforming it into a simple spoon! I fit Soul Eater into the keyhole and turned it to the side, and the stone door swung outward with a satisfying swishing sound.

+1 Feat

I found the portal’s harsh light still a horrible design in this gloomy place, but I supposed beggars couldn’t be choosers. I stepped out of the chamber and retrieved Soul Eater from the door, then shot a cheeky grin at the slack-jawed Jessie behind me.

“I told you I’m good at sculpting,” I said, waggling my black key at her. Tamara just frowned as usual, which kind of soured my boasting mood. If she felt any relief about leaving the riddle room, she certainly showed none of it. Well, whatever. I stepped through the portal, just to receive another punch to the gut; ahead of me was one of the eight bridges connecting to the floating arena—the place where I had murdered Simon.

I walked down to the stone platform with a sick feeling in my stomach, doing my best to focus on something else. A few Players were already waiting for us, including Jack and Kim. Once Tamara and Jessie arrived too, our portal went dark and only five portals around the platform remained lit.

“You solved the riddles quickly,” Jack said to me as I arrived. “Seems like Devi’s praises about your wits weren’t unfounded.”

“Yeah, I totally solved the riddles quickly,” I said. “You were the first out, I guess?”

Jack shrugged. “After a few hundred Dungeons, every riddle begins to look the same.”

One of the active portals flared in that moment and Stanley flew through it, playing on his lute.

“—out and ready to explore,Thankful for the person,
Who forgot to lock the door!”

Stanley was followed by Heda and the guy with the superhero cape, both of them looking as if they had gone through hell. The three of them joined us and we waited patiently for the other Players to arrive, which they did—except for the last team. Long minutes passed while we stared at the last remaining portal, but it eventually closed without anyone having come through it.

“Where is the Scarlet Hand?” someone suddenly asked. The Emperor’s hitman was indeed nowhere to be seen.

“Damn—”

“What a loser!”

“Seriously? He didn’t make it?”

The chatter about the Scarlet Hand went on, but something else caught my attention; the lights beneath the floating arena were shifting. Sure enough, I didn’t have to wait long before a large shape emerged from the hole at the center of the arena; it was the same gigantic stone sweller that I had fought before. Glowing mushrooms and moss covered its bulbous body, as if it had been standing still for years. The Players fell silent as the elevator arrived, but the stone sweller remained suspiciously motionless.

“Let me handle this,” the girl in the mecha-suit said, striding forward. The others made space for her as the mechanical components of her suit shifted and a pair of miniature rockets popped out of her shoulder pads. The ends of the rockets lit up with an intense blue fire and they shot forward—slamming straight into a transparent blue bubble around the girl. The entire bubble went up in flames, the explosion quiet and contained, and all of us watched in shock as the girl was ripped apart by her own rockets. When the transparent bubble disappeared I was already turning, turning to the person who I knew had the same Ability—

“Perish,” Tamara said with a grin on her face, right before the Dungeon Core in her hand exploded into purple flames.
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                We were lucky to be standing next to Stanley, who was lucky to be hovering behind Heda. As the purple flames split apart in front of the tall woman, we slammed our shoulder against Stanley to press both of us closer to Heda’s back. The flames licked at our skin even so, burning our face and lighting our shirt on fire, the heat in the air unbearable—until it wasn’t. The fabric of the Material World grew ever thinner as multiple Domains sprang to life around us and soothing light quenched the purple flames.

We caught a glint of steel as Tamara rammed her spear into her own throat, but Kim stepped closer, his body emitting pulses of light. Our burnt skin healed in a heartbeat, our fatigue evaporated, and much more importantly, the shade was unable to kill its body. Blood ran down from the corner of Tamara’s mouth as she twisted the spear in her neck, but the damaged flesh around the spearhead healed with each pulse of light.

“Gah,” Tamara gurgled, her bloody grin widening—and then the floating stone arena under us broke apart.

“Catch her!” Jack yelled as we all began to fall, but Kim was too slow to react and the majority of the Players didn’t even know who to catch. The Material World thinned even further until it almost felt like we were taken to the Astral Plane. Soft, cotton-like clouds gathered around our waist to slow our fall, the cavern’s walls turned purple and began bubbling, shimmering fishes swam next to us as if we were underwater, and large chessboards floated in the air. It was one of those chessboards that we crashed onto, landing on a white square. A monochrome copy of us emerged from a black square on the other side of the board, but we ignored it for a moment, keeping our eyes on Tamara. The cotton-cloud was surrounding her too, but even if her fall was arrested, her hands weren’t. We could only watch helplessly as she drove her spear up into her brain and the shade broke free.

The creature’s dark shape seemed almost tangible this close to the Astral Plane, though it was featureless and vague, like ink spreading through water. The vibrant green eyes of the shade were narrowed into malevolent slits as the creature shot toward Jack. We threw Soul Eater immediately, the black weapon cutting through a shimmering fish to intercept the shade—which abruptly changed course, dodging the weapon. We teleported ourselves to Soul Eater as it sailed past and twisted around to throw it again, but the shade was too nimble and evaded the weapon once again. As we began to fall we saw that the shade had changed directions, with Jack nowhere to be seen.

We landed on another chessboard, cursing inwardly. Sure, perhaps we were the only person here who the shade was afraid of … but we wouldn’t be able catch it like this. Although it didn’t know how often we could teleport Soul Eater – every twelve seconds – it knew too much about us overall. It knew too much about all of us.

“Watch out, watch out!”

Above us, the fat cyborg and one of his teammates were launching various objects at the shade as it approached—straight through the projectiles and into the cyborg’s body. The man next to the cyborg turned to run, but the shade was faster, extending a blade from its forearm and impaling the other man from behind.

“James!” a woman shrieked as she flew in with a jetpack and hurled the javelin in her hand at the cyborg. The shade raised a hand in answer, conjuring a large metal frame – a window, held up by multiple drones – in the space between them. The javelin that passed through the window shrunk in size until it was only a toothpick that hit the cyborg’s chest. We couldn’t see what happened next because our chalk white copy rushed at us with its fist swinging, so we jumped off the board and grabbed the back of a shimmering dolphin instead.

“Which is the shade?” Stanley appeared by my side, his eyes on the jetpack-woman and the cyborg as they pummeled each other. Before I could have replied a large antenna emerged from the cyborg’s back and dolphin I was holding onto burst apart, causing me to fall—no, to accelerate toward the ground. From the corner of our eyes we saw that Stanley and all the other flying Players were struggling to control their flight. We weren’t worried, however; Soul Eater had most likely landed somewhere down below already. We teleported to the dagger before we could have hit the ground, arriving at a rooftop relatively far from the center of the battle.

Not every Player were so fortunate, however. Many of the stone buildings had already collapsed when the floating arena fell atop them, and now they got destroyed further as the Players and the remains of the chessboards slammed into them at high speed. The cyborg left an especially large crater as he landed, and though he survived the fall just fine, I was pretty sure that other Players weren’t so fortunate. Another Domain triggered and turned the stone into liquid at a wide area—but I was well out of its range. The lake of liquid stone flowed wherever it could, which meant that the cyborg’s crater was filled in no time. The shade got caught in the deluge, but not for long; with rockets at the sole of his feet propelling him upwards, the cyborg managed to burst free. Heda was there a moment later, running on top of the liquid stone to grab the cyborg’s leg and slam him back into the stone-lake.

A series of explosions followed and we decided to move closer to the battle, jumping from one rounded stone house to the next. The fallen rubble made our path more treacherous, but with Soul Eater we had a safety measure in case we slipped. When the liquid stone ahead of us was suddenly lifted up in the air, we wondered how many of the Players were still alive. The liquid pooled above the battleground like an angry storm cloud, then slammed back down all at once. Yeah, we had to be patient with rejoining the battle or else we’d suffer a quick death.

“Like small gods battling each other,” I said as the lake turned back into solid stone, trapping the cyborg’s legs. The Player with the superhero cape flew in, letting out a freezing breath that hit the cyborg—too late. The shade had already pointed the cyborg’s hand at his own face, blowing his head off. The shade’s black shape then dove through the freezing fog and slammed into the hero’s body, taking control of him. A moment later the Player with the fiery wings tackled the hero from behind, hurling both of them to the ground not far from Heda.

Having gotten close enough to the battle, I crouched down on the edge of the roof to consider my chances. If I attacked now, the shade would most likely launch ranged attacks at me before I could stab it with Soul Eater. Possessing damage-dealer Players was very much in the shade’s interest; it needed proper offensive Abilities to keep the pressure on everyone, and it had to make sure that its body died quickly if things went wrong. Extra mobility helped a lot too, so that it didn’t get outmaneuvered.

I couldn’t see many Players still on their feet. My first thought that they were either dead or too injured to fight, but then I spotted Jessie off to the side, miraculously alive and in the middle of running away. I couldn’t really blame her; considering how many Players the shade had already killed, I had half a mind to leg it too. Yet we decided to say, because we had to take risks if we wanted to get out of this on the top.

The battle had calmed down somewhat, so we climbed off the roof and walked out into the open, where the liquid stone had turned solid and formed a wide flat square. The Player with the cape was dead and the shade was currently in the fire-wielder’s body, dodging blows from Heda’s various weapons. Although his wings had been destroyed, even on the ground he was faster than Heda and darted in and out to place a fiery circles on her armor.

“Faris, stop!” Heda said between blows. “Faris, if you’re still in there, listen—”

She couldn’t finish her sentence because the marks on her armor exploded, enveloping her in flames. Heda roared, whether in pain or anger we weren’t sure, and she collapsed to the ground as her armor continued to burn. Faris lunged at her with his scimitar, but a blue glow surrounded him mid-jump and tossed him backward.

“You don’t touch her,” Kim said, staggering out of the ruins not too far from us. His clothes were badly burnt and one of his arms was clearly broken, but he gestured with his other hand and the flames on Heda’s armor went out. The shade turned to look at both of us, his mouth set in a wolfish grin.

“Faris was a battlemage with short-range, fire-based magic,” Kim said, coming to our side. “He’s probably low on mana now. I’ll cover you, Randel.”

Our eyes flicked from Kim to Heda’s unmoving form, then back to the shade. He was approaching us with a relaxed walk, brandishing his scimitar and making an identical sword appear in his other hand. The battlefield was so deathly quiet that we could hear his footsteps. Kim took up a position a few steps behind us and we reversed our grip on Soul Eater while angling our body sideways, hiding the weapon from the shade’s sight as we lowered ourselves into a half-crouch.

“I thought you were more cunning than this, Randel,” Faris spoke as he walked slowly closer. He lifted one of his swords and tapped his temple with its tip. “I’ve been in the head of more people than you can possibly imagine. That stance you assumed? I know that fighting style intimately. I know its strengths and weaknesses. You won’t be able to land a single hit on me, not even with your teleportation. Not even with the help of that failure behind you.”

We ignored the shade’s monologue, realizing it as distraction. To recharge his wings, perhaps? We shifted our footing, making Faris tense up for a moment.

“Come,” we said, then swung our arm around and feinted a dagger throw. Faris raised his swords to block the nonexistent projectile and we rushed in, striking low. Faris parried our strike with ease, but from the way he moved we could see that he had not expected our dagger to be so long—almost a sword now. He struck with his other sword but we stepped past him quickly, lengthening Soul Eater further, slashing at his leg. Faris jumped back with a burst of fire coming from his feet, but we spun once to gain some momentum and threw the sword at him to close the gap. Faris raised his swords once again to block, but we teleported to Soul Eater and changed the blade’s direction, cutting Faris on his arm. We followed up with another strike, and though Faris managed to block this time, he hadn’t accounted for Soul Eater’s shape to be changed into a small scythe—and so we left a gash on the side of his face.

The shade wasn’t grinning anymore. We kept up the offensive, transforming the scythe into a spear to launch a series of jabs at Faris as he retreated. We did not doubt that Faris had plenty of stats for his Weapon Skills to strike with inhuman speed, but by forcing him to constantly defend himself, activating the proper Weapon Skill would be much more difficult—especially if we kept changing our weapon and our fighting style. We shaped the spear into a halberd just as Faris adjusted for our jabs, then as we nicked the side of his torso we shortened the halberd into a double bladed axe.

He blocked our next strike and locked his swords into the blade so that we couldn’t disengage easily, so we let Soul Eater go and ducked low, punching him in the stomach. As he doubled over we grabbed his arms and slammed his own swords into his face, breaking his nose with a loud crunch. He swung at us blindly but we evaded his swords with ease, then teleported Soul Eater to us and brought it down to our opponent’s head. Faris twisted aside and so the axe sunk into his shoulder instead, after which—

“Enough,” he growled and a burst of flames sent us staggering backward. Kim quenched our burning clothes immediately, but Faris swung his sword with his uninjured arm and we barely managed to block it with the flat of our axe’s head. Our hand went numb from the force of the impact, and then a second strike disarmed us easily. Robbed of our weapon and our teleport on cooldown, all we could do was to dodge when Faris swung again. But the shade’s body was caught in a blue glow once again, and Kim’s telekinesis flung him backward before he could have landed a hit.

“Tsk,” Faris said, glaring at Kim. We used this reprieve to pick Soul Eater back up and turn it into a dagger, but the shade didn’t give us more time than that; with a burst of fiery wings Faris flew straight at us, and we were barely able to remain on our feet as we blocked his sword with our dagger. Pressing his weapon closer so that our blades remained locked, Faris opened his mouth to let out a wave of freezing breath. We closed our eyes just before the cold hit our face, and a moment later we were flying backward to land roughly on our back.

“You alright?” we heard Kim ask, but we had trouble opening our eyes and our face had gone numb from the cold. When we finally looked up, we had fully expected the shade to already be on top of us—but instead he just stood still, swaying unsteadily on his feet.

“What—” Faris tried and failed to speak. His scimitar fell out of his hand and he dropped to one knee, breathing heavily.

“I apologize for being late,” Jack said, stepping out of a nearby shadow. “The shade is now paralyzed, though it is only a temporary measure.”

We rose to our feet slowly, wiping the frost out of our eyelashes. Our arms were aching from the brief combat with the shade, but we knew that this was our chance. Faris could barely remain on his knees now, his face—grinning once again?

“Hng,” Faris gurgled and a portal opened above him, through which a large red sweller dropped onto his head. Jack launched multiple knives in an eyeblink, but the knives hit the monster too late; the sweller chomped down on Faris and the shade burst free, shooting toward Jack. We gripped Soul Eater tighter and got ready to throw it, but Jack didn’t stand around helplessly either; he plunged back into the shadows, evading the shade. The inky creature then flew around us in a wide arc to target Kim instead, and even though we flung Soul Eater with as much force we could muster, the shade sensed it coming and dodged it just as easily as before.

In the following moment, two things happened at once; Kim used his telekinesis to launch Soul Eater at himself, and the shade slammed into his body. The black dagger hit Kim just a moment later, sinking into his chest—and though the shade reached for the weapon, we teleported to it quicker to thrust the blade deep into Kim’s heart. We held the man firmly as he staggered, the light in his eyes going out.

Quest completed: Purging Stonehearth
+1 Feat

Congratulations, your level has increased! Level 12 reached.
Level 13 reached.

Congratulations, your legend has risen! 
Legend 4 reached.

“Finally,” we said, yanking Soul Eater out of the corpse.

“Finally,” the Scarlet Hand said, slamming our body to the ground so hard that we almost lost consciousness. A terrible crushing force closed around our left leg and before we could react it flung us into the air, our leg cracking loudly as our bones snapped in several places. When we hit the ground for the second time we could barely think through the pain, but we were all too aware of the crushed lump that landed beside our head—it was our left leg from the knee down, separated from our body.

The scream that left my throat was raw and animalistic as agony unlike anything I had ever felt took over. There was blood everywhere, my blood, and though part of us were busy stopping the bleeding, congealing my orange blood, it hurt so much, I just wanted to make it stop, I just wanted someone to end it, and oh, please—panic gripped our heart when we saw what the Scarlet Hand was doing.

“No,” we cried, watching through teary eyes as the man walked in a circle around us, leaving runes on the ground—preparing to bind us. We scrambled for Soul Eater and tossed it out of the circle, but Jack was suddenly there, catching the weapon and flinging it back to us.

“Sorry Randel, but it’s the only way to make sure,” he said, his face stern and unrelenting.

“No,” we said, this time with more anger than pain. We pulled our arms in and tried to push ourselves up, but with a missing leg, it was an impossible feat in this pathetic mortal shell. We thrashed and struggled anyway, our breathing ragged as we withstood the pain, but Jack kicked our head and we fell back into the circle, too dazed to move. We were getting nowhere. We weren’t enough. We were going to be bound to the dagger forever.

I lay on my back, breathing hard, waiting for the pain to pass. Jack and the Scarlet Hand looked down on me much like I imagined the Inspectors did, cold and practical and uncaring. When the runic circle on the ground flared and a wall of light began to rise, it occurred to me that I was going to end up as a footnote in history—just like Pell. Was it supposed to go this way? Sacrificed for the greater good to contain a shade? No, no. Oh, no. I was a selfish, miserable person who would rather bring it all down than die for a noble cause.

“Hey,” I said, staring at the distant ceiling accusingly. “Where is my Domain?”

From the corner of my eyes, I saw Jack tense up—but nothing happened to me. No notification from the collar, no sudden rush of power. Time seemed to stop as the dome of light enclosed me slowly and surely, sucking in the colors and turning my world monochrome. I sighed in resignation. So be it. Just before the dome sealed shut, I uttered the magic word.

“…please?”

Domain unlocked: Break the System

The runic circle around me vanished as my Domain came to life, startling both Jack and the Scarlet Hand. We felt a surge of energy that we used to roll aside, grabbing Soul Eater and sitting up with the same motion. Unlike all the other Domains we had seen, Break the System didn’t thin the boundary between the Material World and the Astral Plane—no, it did the exact opposite. We couldn’t help it; we began to laugh.

“What—what’s this?” the Scarlet Hand asked, making grabbing motions at us uselessly.

We needed to buy time.

“This place was snapped back into the Material World,” we said, pressing Soul Eater against the remains of our left leg. “No more bullshit magic and superpowers. Jack, you can put those knives away. What are you going to do with them, kill me and risk freeing the shade?”

We changed Soul Eater’s shape while we talked, merging it to our stump as a prosthetic limb. Surprisingly, the pain in our leg abated as we connected the black metal to it. The process was almost instinctive, the body healing itself on its own, and though Soul Eater didn’t feel like our own leg, we were able to move it as such.

“What are you?” Jack asked, still holding his knives. “You’re not Randel.”

“I’m still Randel,” I said, “and believe me, I’m quite pissed at you.”

I knew what Jack was talking about, of course. I had put so much strain on my body that the orange veins were clearly visible beneath my skin. They ran down on my left leg too, connecting with the orange lines inside Soul Eater, pulsing to my heartbeat. The gemstone in the black weapon – now embedded in my kneecap – worked like a second heart, circulating the liquid in my prosthetic leg.

“I’m going to stand up now,” I said. “Then—”

“You’re not going anywhere,” the Scarlet Hand said. “You’re going to sit right there, and we’ll wait for your Domain to end.”

I flexed Soul Eater, bending it just as easily as if it was part of me. By now it looked about the same as my leg had been with the boot on, though I had to create its shape from memory. My original leg was a bloody mess and I felt sick just by thinking about it—but we would have plenty of time to lament over that loss later.

“I’m leaving now,” we said, rolling aside and jumping to our feet before either of the men could have stopped us. “This isn’t a request; it’s a fact.”

In response, the Scarlet Hand decided to settle the matter with his fists. For such a well-built man, it was surprising to see how bad he was at throwing a punch. We leaned to the side and guided his hand past our head, then grabbed his arm and swept his legs out from under him; he crashed to the ground in an ungainly heap. We resisted the urge to kick his unprotected head and turned to Jack instead.

“You want to have a go too?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” Jack said. “These old bones are no match for … whatever has been done to you.”

“It’ll pass, don’t worry,” I said, stepping back from the Scarlet Hand. “You alright, man?”

The Hand opted to remain silent, struggling to get back to his feet under the weight of his magicless armor. The death glare he shot me was quite formidable, though.

“Good,” I said. “All I want is to go home, and I don’t really want to hurt you—even if you would kinda deserve it for ripping my leg off. But I’m a law-abiding citizen, and I don’t kill the Emperor’s little puppets.”

The Hand just glared at me some more; at this point, I was pretty sure he was just waiting for his Abilities to come back. I walked away from the two high-level Players without any further comment, trusting my Domain to protect me on the way out. I wasn’t actually sure whether the no-magic zone moved with me or it stayed where it had been triggered, and I didn’t know whether I could be shot from outside of its range.

As soon as Jack and the Hand were out of sight, I spotted two more Players; the Avarii duo, crouching on the nearest rooftop. It was unclear whether my Domain dispelled their concealment or they arrived only recently, but I was glad that they didn’t seem hostile. I waved at them, and they cawed back at me.

“If you keep those two off my back for five minutes, I’ll owe you one!”

They hesitated briefly before cawing again and jumping off the building. I didn’t wait to see what happened next; as soon as I turned around the next corner I broke into a run, taking random turns among the buildings and hoping that no one followed me. We were actually able to feel when our Domain ended, though the change was subtle like the breeze before an approaching storm. I hid behind a tall wall, clenched my jaw, braced myself for the pain—then teleported Soul Eater to Nosy.

It felt like tearing off my leg once again; the twelve seconds of cooldown on my Spatial Symbiosis was the longest twelve seconds I had ever endured. When I was finally able to teleport myself the pain was still not over, because I arrived with one hand clenching Soul Eater and I had to manually attach it to my leg again. I bled all over on what I realized was my kitchen’s floor. Damn, I had a lot of blood. Nosy was giving me a curious look from atop the counter, but I managed to set Soul Eater in place and then only the memory of the pain remained.

I couldn’t believe I had just done that. My leg—my leg was gone. For good. I grabbed the kitchen counter with shaky hands, pulling myself up with some effort. My leg was gone. Comprehending what it meant was too frightening, so I focused on my collar’s new notification instead.

The Dungeon Core of Swellers of the Deep has been removed from the Dungeon.
The Dungeon will collapse in: 2 days

“Thank those cruel three-eyed gods,” I said with a groan. “See this, Nosy? At least one good thing came out of this, after all.”

A polite cough came from behind me, and I turned around to find Devi watching with a smile on her face. I was in danger.

“Had a long day, seyroh-kael?” Devi asked.

“Uh, I still don’t know what that word means,” I said, backing into the counter.

“Your skin is veiny and your clothes are ruined,” Devi said, looking me up and down. “And what happened to your leg?”

“I … had a long day,” I said. “Look, Devi, I’m sorry for—”

I couldn’t finish my apology because Devi stepped closer and punched me in the chest—hard!

“Ouch,” I yelped, jerking aside. “Devi, that hurts! The Scarlet Hand has already wiped the floor with me, and—”

But she wasn’t listening anymore, stepping even closer to give me rib-cracking hug. I could barely breathe and I was about to die for real. It felt kinda nice though, so I hugged her back.

“We fight together next time,” Devi said, resting her head on my shoulder. “No objecting.”

“I’d prefer if we didn’t fight at all,” I said, repeating my mantra—though with much less hope this time. My collar’s inactivity counter allowed me a hundred days of idleness, but I’d count myself lucky if I could spend half of it without anyone trying to kill me.

“What happened?” Devi asked as she released me, taking a step back.

“I wish I knew,” I said. “I did something stupid and awesome at the same time. So … I was stupidly awesome? I felt so driven, and I—”

I was not myself anymore. No matter how I looked at it, my actions and decisions hadn’t been my own. I closed my eyes for a moment, wishing to forget. So much death. So much pain. Shades. There were now two of them, trapped inside Soul Eater, infecting my mind. I should have been way more alarmed about it, but we felt perfectly fine.

“I need your help with Soul Eater,” I made myself say the words, even though we really didn’t want to. Devi nodded as if this much was already obvious, and I stared into her large amber eyes as I struggled to rein in my conflicting emotions. In the end I found it easier to just move on to another topic.

“What happened,” I said, “was a typical Monday morning. I lost one of my legs and a bit of my sanity. A lot of people died because I was too weak to save them. I was almost sealed off and left to die, and now some powerful Players will be after my head. But hey—at least I got this.”

I held out my hand and summoned the Dungeon Core in it; the smooth orb dropped into my palm readily, casting indigo light over Devi’s face. She tilted her head curiously.

“This is pretty, but … Randel, what is this?”

Oh. I was getting a bit ahead of myself, wasn’t I?

“This is a future full off potential,” I said, pressing the Core into her hands. “So what do you say, Devi—wanna help me build a new Dungeon?”

            

    
        Interlude 2

    
    
    
    
                Subject Ryder was barely more than a rabid beast.

Inspector Tahummondiwich didn’t quite understand how it had come to this. Subject Ryder had been quite an extraordinary human before bonding with the prototype, and the shade was an ancient, intelligent creature. So why did their union turn out to be so … twisted?

Most Scientists believed that perfect synergy depended largely on the existence that the individual shades had led. Although strictly speaking the shades didn’t have a personality of their own, they retained much of the characteristics of the people they had possessed; their personality was fluid, with the most recent traits coming out more vividly. The rigorous experiments had proven so. What they hadn’t answered however, was Subject Ryder’s behavior.

“Disappointing.”

Tahum watched Subject Ryder as he swung his black blade to cleave another helpless villager in two. His tattered clothing was already drenched in fresh blood from killing indiscriminately, all in the hopes of getting more experience points from the system.

As the observation room’s main monitor continued to track the Player, Tahum opened another screen to look at the analytics of Subject Ryder’s Transcension Device. No surprises there; the only thing that occupied the man’s mind was getting stronger. A short-sighted, illogical fixation. The shade had decided that to be able to take revenge on every Pheilett, its host needed get more powerful. It had never occurred to the creature that getting stronger in a Pheilett-made system wasn’t going to lead anywhere.

Tahum theorized that it was the prototype and the sudden need to care for its mortal body that caused the shade to go insane—but it was only just that, a theory. He also suspected that the host’s mental resilience mattered a lot too. Subject Ryder had impressive qualities for a Human, but apparently his mind wasn’t up for this challenge.

“I have no stomach for this,” Tahum telepathically said. “Assistant, notify me when Subject Ryder finished killing the villagers. In the meantime, patch me in to Subject Randel’s observation channel.”

“Understood, Inspector.”

Tahum leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes and trying to relax. The cool water currents entering his gills felt as refreshing as ever, but this wasn’t enough to rid him from his disappointment. At times like this he sorely wished that the Pheilett were able to change their mood as swiftly as Humans. He would need to visit a simulator tube after he was done with Subject Ryder just to get the bad taste out of his mouth.

“Connection established, Inspector.”

“Thank you, Assistant.”

At first Tahum had denied it, but eventually he had stopped hiding how jealous he was of Inspector Shiraksavalirin. Everything she touched seemed to turn into a success story. She was young, attractive, ambitious, clever—and most importantly, very lucky. Not only had she received the privilege to initiate Project Shadebound, but she was also the one who had sent the most stable Test Subject to the Game of Ascension so far. Her success with Subject Randel solidified her position as the lead figure of the project, making Tahum play second fiddle to her. It felt truly irksome. Shiraksava had a lucky streak, and now even the Scientists were referring to her as some kind of genius.

In some ways, Subject Randel was much like his Inspector; bothersome and vexing. Although interfering with other Inspectors’ test subjects was forbidden, Tahum kept a keen eye on Subject Randel’s profile. It would have been foolish not to. Out of the seven shadebound Players, it was Subject Randel alone who had not one, but two shades in his possession—and if that wasn’t enough already, he also seemed to be able to retain his sense of self much better than the others. Just watching him interact with the people around him provided so much valuable data.

“Sorry, I’m late,” Subject Randel on the main monitor spoke to a woman called Erika. An information panel readily supplied the necessary context for Tahum; the two Humans were inside Erika’s office in Fortram’s bountyhouse, and it had been Randel who asked his boss for a personal meeting.

“Don’t worry about it, I was going nowhere,” Erika said. “It’s good to see you again, Randel. I wasn’t sure that I would, after what happened in the lower ring.”

Tahum took a single glance at Erika’s profile, just to make sure that she wasn’t a Fake.

“Yeah it was wild,” Randel said as he took a seat. “That’s partly the reason I’m here, actually. I have two things to say.”

“Well, I’m listening.”

Heart rate steady, mind clear. Randel felt slightly nervous about what he was about to say, but he hid it well.

“With how things turned out, I won’t have much time to come to work,” Randel said. “So I’d like to turn in my resignation.”

“I see,” Erika said, adjusting her glasses. “Not unexpected, and quite understandable. We’ve worked together only briefly, but I have to say Randel that I am pleasantly surprised. You’re the most humble Player I have ever met.” 

“Thanks, I guess,” Randel said. “I’d prefer if you viewed me a person instead of a Player, but I appreciate the compliment.”

“That’s—I didn’t mean it as an insult,” Erika said. “My apologies if I offended. So, um, what was this other thing you wanted to tell me?”

“Ah, the other thing,” Randel said, scratching his chin. “Would you be willing to get a new job, if it paid better than this one and you could help a lot of people in need?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’d like to hire you as a manager,” Randel said. “I need someone with accounting skills to handle my income.”

“Randel, is this a joke?” Erika asked, her tone reprimanding. “You were working right here a few weeks ago. There’s no way that you’d have—”

“I have a few hundred thousand credits that I want to invest in this city,” Randel said. “Surprising, I know, but somehow my passive income as a Player just keeps getting higher. I saw that you did really well in this office, so I figured that asking you to handle my money might not be a terrible idea. It’d mostly be about buying properties to build new homes in the lower ring—if you’re interested?”

Erika just sat in stunned silence.

“One hundred thousand credits?”

“Not one,” Randel said. “I don’t know precisely, but it’s about at four or five at the moment. Keeps getting higher even as we speak.”

“That can’t be right,” Tahum muttered into the cyber space. “Assistant! What is Subject Randel’s popularity rank in GoA?”

“He’s in the seventeenth place, Inspector.”

“What? Ridiculous! Last cycle he was 124th!”

“That was before he went back to the Dungeon,” came the Assistant’s reply. “Moreover, I heard that Inspector Shiraksavalirin pushed hard to get Subject Randel’s image on the front page.”

“Since when does she bother with marketing too?” Tahum grumbled to himself. “That woman is clearly up to something. Gaining traction for a second generation of shadebound Players, perhaps?”

Tahum couldn’t let that happen. After his failure with Subject Ryder, he was unlikely to be allowed to oversee the new project—and worse yet, it would set him further behind Shiraksava. Tahum turned back to the monitor – where Subject Randel was about to convince Erika about his plan – and thought over his possible avenues of attack. A direct approach against Shiraksava could easily backfire, so the best tactic would be to undermine her schemes little by little.

“Assistant,” Tahum said. “If a fight happened between Subject Ryder and Subject Randel, who do you think would win?”

It took his Assistant a couple of moments to reply.

“In terms of power level, Subject Ryder surpasses Subject Randel greatly,” the Assistant said. “He also has stronger Abilities. Even if Subject Randel’s Domain counters them, in raw strength and skill Subject Ryder is superior still.”

“Your opinion, Assistant. I’m asking for your honest opinion.”

“It could go either way, I think.”

“But if you had to bet on one of them?”

“I … would bet on Subject Randel, Inspector.”

Tahum sighed, clenching and unclenching his hands. Disappointment. Yes, he was certainly going to need to visit his SimTube after this. But—it could go either way, right? Tahum supposed that wasn’t actually a bad thing. If Subject Randel died, it would be a blow to Shiraksava’s plans. And if Subject Ryder died, Tahum would finally be free of supervising that brute. A win-win situation, really.

Tahum would have to manipulate events carefully so that this didn’t appear to be a personal attack against Shiraksava. He was confident he could do it, though. The Committee would not be averse to make the Game of Ascension a little bit more exciting, and setting the shadebound Players against each other guaranteed a good story. Tahum would meet little resistance from the Committee members, he was sure of it. He chuckled a little as he imagined Shiraksava’s reaction.

“Let’s take this to the next level, shall we?”

The show had to go on, after all.

            

    
        Chapter 3.1

    
    
    
    
                “It could be worse,” I mumbled, scratching the bare skin over my ruined left knee. It had healed up nice and smooth, hadn’t it?

Weeks had passed since I lost my leg, but it still felt so hard to accept. Sure, people became cripples all the time. But me? Never once in my life had I imagined that it would happen to me. It felt unreal.

I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at my stump. If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend to wiggle my toes on the foot that didn’t exist. Funny. For all the wild magic in this world, none of them was able to regrow my leg. Oh, the Inspectors could have healed me easily—that I did not doubt. But they would not do it out of pity, and so I suspected that I would stay disabled for the rest of my life. It wasn’t going to be a long life anyway.

Sharp knocks on the door jolted me out of my daze. I took a deep breath, then grabbed the socket for my prosthetic leg and fastened it around my stump. Next came the leg itself, with a series of clasps that felt unnecessarily complicated; I struggled to close them in the right order.

“Randel,” came Imaya’s voice from outside, “are you ready yet?”

“Almost!”

The final part of my prosthetic leg snapped into place with a satisfying click, and I could feel the leg vibrate softly as the components within came to life. Satisfied, I patted my mechanical knee and leaned forward to stand up. The leg moved with me on its own, having guessed what I was about to do.

I had Devi to thank for this too. She was the one who had gone back to the collapsing Dungeon to retrieve the remains of my left leg. I hadn’t known it back then, but for Players without mana control these Golemancy-powered limbs were useful only because of Necromancy. My splintered bones within the fake leg guessed what I was doing based on the movement of my other bones, and the necromantic construct forwarded this information to the golemantic components. It was much like Computer Science, except with magic—which meant that there was basically no difference. Programming computers and programming goletons were both about the same arcane science in my eyes.

I walked back and forth by the bed, testing my balance. If I wasn’t careful I could stumble easily; sudden, unexpected changes of directions were harder for my fake leg to cope with. The prosthetic was also heavier than a flesh-and-bone leg, which was something I still had to get used to. I teleported Soul Eater into my hand, transforming it into a walking cane within a couple of seconds. My shaping speed had improved a lot after my misadventure in the Dungeon. I had no explanation other than that the second shade was making a difference. My fingers hurt, and I noticed that I was gripping the cane’s pommel too tight. I forced myself to relax. I then walked to the door and opened it.

Imaya was standing just outside in casual clothes, wearing a pair of round glasses that suited her rather well. I noted with some amusement that she was barely taller than the Thardos couple she was chatting with: Gura and Nikote, if I remembered their names correctly. They were holding a pair of Thardos babies each, talking animatedly up until they noticed me. Their whiskers twitched.

“Hello,” I said, feeling awkward.

“Good evening, Painter!”

“Evening, Randel!”

They retreated quickly even as they greeted me, as if they were afraid to get in my way. I let them go with a sick feeling in my stomach. I was too tired of futilely trying to change how these people regarded me. Story of my life, wasn’t it? I turned to Imaya, who regarded me with a cute little frown.

“About time you came out,” she said. “Erika should be here already.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

I locked my apartment up, then walked out to the central hall of the second floor. The place was lively as ever; my building became a popular place for those who had lost their homes during the sweller invasion. The rooms were completely full and the communal areas were crowded with makeshift bedrolls too. It had mixed feelings about it; I certainly hadn’t planned for any of this when I bought this building, but it felt satisfying to put the extra rooms to good use. I hoped I’d be able to get my empty rooms back, though. With the help of the Dungeon more and more new homes were being rebuilt and the water shortage was about to be solved too.

I had left the management of the building to Maa and her Shrissten friends. There were quite a few troublemakers trying to take advantage of the situation, but the looming lizard-people did a pretty good job at keeping at least some semblance of order. They were intimidating on their good days and downright terrifying when it was time to get serious.

I paused briefly as I reached the staircase, bracing myself. My prosthetic leg wasn’t actually too bad at climbing up and down the stairs … but I had fallen down a couple of times, and that had left me wary. Which was stupid, because I was sparring with Devi at much more dangerous places.

“I don’t get you,” Imaya said from beside me. “If it’s so much trouble, why didn’t you keep Soul Eater as your leg? I know you’d lose your teleportation that way, but that’s a small price for being able to walk properly!”

I slammed down the bottom of my cane and began to descend the stairs.

“This world has all sorts of cool steampunk-style prosthetics,” I said, forcing a smile on my face. “I don’t need Soul Eater when there are so many great alternatives around. See? You almost cannot tell the difference.”

The whirring of the mechanical components was probably louder in my ears than they actually sounded. The light metal casing of the leg was painted black to match Soul Eater, complete with orange highlights at the edges of the plating. As a piece of golemantic technology, it looked amazing. Compared to Soul Eater though? It felt cheap and fake.

“I suppose it’s petty vengeance,” I quietly added as we took the next flight of stairs. “It feels like the Inspector expects me to connect Soul Eater to my body, so not attaching it must really annoy her.”

“And … you think that’s wise?”

“Definitely not,” I said, “but when did that ever stop me? It’s a balm for my soul.”

Something that I really needed, now that so many things were eating my soul away.

“Huh,” Imaya said, giving me a worried look. “Okay, well, we’re friends so I won’t judge you—”

“That’s nice to hear.”

“—but you’re being dumb, you little rebel.”

I raised an eyebrow at the admonishing tone, though I didn’t particularly mind it. Imaya was feeling more and more comfortable in my presence once again, which I was glad for. She wasn’t exactly back to her bubbly and excited self – and perhaps she would never be – but she was coming out of her shell nicely. Unlocking her third Ability had helped a lot with her confidence, and managing the Dungeon was keeping her busy and giving her purpose.

“You’re late,” a voice cut through the entrance hall as soon as we arrived.

Erika was dressed in her pristine office clothes as always, her fingers drumming on the dossier in her arms. She must have come here straight from her office. Her rectangle glasses couldn’t quite hide the dark rings under her eyes.

“Hello to you too, Erika,” I said. “Sorry for our tardiness—it’s Imaya’s fault.”

“What?!” Imaya said.

“I’ve got a busy schedule,” Erika said, tucking a lock of graying hair behind her ear. “No offense, Randel, but—”

“Come, let’s walk while we talk,” I cut her off, heading for the basement. “Erika, I think you work too much.”

Our business relationship was … complicated. All I had asked Erika to do was to handle my money and help me get more properties, but she hadn’t been satisfied with just that; she had gone ahead and set up a property management office for my real estates and founded a rental agency under my name. Now she was recruiting more and more people to her – technically our – company, as well as overseeing the work of those she had already hired. During my part-time job at the bountyhouse I had learned that Erika held strict work ethics, but I hadn’t realized that the woman was a real workaholic. As someone who was often called the Mad Painter, I could testify that Erika was absolutely insane.

“I have little free time lately,” Erika admitted, “but I’m also probably the happiest I’ve been in a while. I like the challenge.”

“Well, that’s good,” I said as we took yet another flight of stairs. “Just don’t let the stress get you. If you wanted to take a few days off and go on a holiday, I would find it perfectly okay.”

“Holiday? It’s barely been eight cycles since I started working for you.”

“That’s already longer than any job Randel held in his life,” Imaya piped up from behind us. I gave her the stink eye; perhaps she was getting too comfortable around me. I let the matter slide, this time. We arrived to the basement and my collar projected a holographic message in the air.

You have entered the Dungeon: Randel’s Refuge 
The Dungeon Core of Randel’s Refuge has been restored.

My very own Dungeon. Randel’s refuge, not the Mad Painter’s. It would hopefully convince everyone to stop calling me mad—at least, that was what I had thought before realizing that only Players could see the Dungeon’s name. I was still mad about how unfair that was.

The basement was one of the eight entrances that my Dungeon could have. Brick walls fused with stone as the back of the room turned into a wide tunnel. It could certainly use some cleaning up with all the mess that the children had left behind.

I led the way down the tunnel, a row of evenly-placed luminescent mushrooms lighting the way. A minute later we arrived to the central cavern. It wasn’t as grand as Stonehearth had been, but it was nice enough; a smooth circular chamber about the size of a football stadium. The smell of fresh bread greeted us immediately, coming from the bakery right beside the entrance of the lower gallery.

What I called the lower gallery was basically an elevated perimeter all around the Refuge. Neat stone houses were lined up along the wall, many of them already inhabited. They had a nice view of the center of the cavern. Imaya was still working on the buildings down there, but the Refuge already looked great from this height. Sure, Imaya scrapped many of the designs that I had drawn for her – customized houses with flowing stone archways and adornments were painstakingly difficult to create – but I was satisfied with the results anyway. The houses had basic rounded shapes much like what we had seen in Stonehearth, but their layout resembled Fortram. Eight straight avenues lead to a wide square in the center, and there were two circular main roads that divided the place into three rings. Keeping to the number eight and making the place mirror the city above made the construction much more cost-effective. Dirty Inspector shenanigans without a doubt, but I let them have their fun this time. I would rather raise more buildings than quibble about the layout.

To complete the look of the Refuge, we had luminous plants growing everywhere. Although it was technically possible to grow them only at specific places, I had too many brilliant plans to waste my time manually placing each of them. At least the plants were uniformly clover-like, as opposed to the jungle of mismatched plants in Stonehearth. Another important change was that instead of the radioactive greenish-blue hue, the clovers were emitting warm yellow light. It had been tempting to go overboard with the colors and create a literal light show, but I didn’t forget that people would be living down here. Letting go of inconvenient artistic choices had been the most difficult part of building this place.

“Impressive,” Erika said. “Is this really a Dungeon? I expected it to be more … dark.”

“What you see is actually darker than usual,” I said. “The plants dim their light for the night and glow more brightly during the day.”

Erika stood silently for a while, her eyes taking in the stone town.

“This changes everything,” she said. “I thought this would be a grimmer place, more unpleasant to live in. I’d have to inspect the houses from the inside too, of course. And water is a problem—”

“There’s an underground river running beneath,” I said. “The water is clear and drinkable. No plumbing, though—I have no idea how to do that. We dug a bunch of wells for now. In time, I think we’d even be able to transport water up to the city. We’ll need engineers for that, though.”

“I’ll make bringing in specialists a priority,” Erika said, nodding. She seemed to be fired up. “Randel, you should have shown this place to me sooner. The sheer amount of possibilities that a place like this can—”

A sharp caw from the bakery made her jump and look back where an Avarii stood behind the bakery’s window, handing a bag of pastries to Imaya. The bird-man waved with a clawed hand as he noticed us, then turned back to Imaya to accept her credit card.

“I owed a favor to some Avarii Players,” I told Erika. “I returned it by allowing them to open shops next to each entrance of the Refuge.”

“What do you mean by each?” Erika asked. “How many, precisely?”

“Uh… Currently, there are four corridors leading to the surface.”

“Yes, but was it four you gave them permission for or was it each?” Erika said, glaring at me in a way that made me feel very small.

“It was a friendly deal,” I hedged. “Nothing was put to paper… Anyway, let’s go to the control room! It’ll be easier to discuss these things there.”

To Erika’s credit, she groaned only a little before waving for me to lead the way. I set out with a brisk limping walk down the gallery, escaping while I could. Imaya caught up to us a moment later, using her Reckless Dash to glide over in a blink—and almost drop her pastries as she arrived.

I enjoyed our brief stroll along the wide road of the gallery. There were quite a few refugees spending their time outside, and so the air was also filled with constant chatter and I was filled with hope that this place could indeed become livable. Sure, people tended to fall silent wherever I went – rumors about the Mad Painter were way too exaggerated – but I was confident that in time they would see me differently.

There was already one good quality that I was known for; I didn’t discriminate against non-humans. Almost half of the refugees were Thardos or Shrissten, two species that were generally the poorest. The demand for their magical talents was low because Sound and Light magics were easy to learn and use. The Refuge had quite a few Avarii too, but I suspected that was mostly because of my deal with Kiriri and Kavak.

All of this meant that the chatter around me rarely meant human speech. It consisted of high-frequency chittering by the Thardos, caws and chirps and color-changing feathers by the Avarii, as well as growls and hisses and pheromones by the Shrissten. I didn’t mind it—no, that was actually putting it mildly. I liked it. I found it difficult to explain why, but I liked it. Learning more about alien cultures was certainly inspiring, but that wasn’t the only reason. I stopped Erika and Imaya for a moment, watching a group of Avarii perform their daily prayer dance by the side of the road. Their movements were full of kicks, taloned feet swinging and colorful skirts swishing as they all danced to a silent song. I moved on before too long, careful to not disturb them.

All things considered, I was glad that I had been able to do something … well, good with the money I got from the System. Helping so many people was a new thing for me, and I was unsure what to think about it. I didn’t do this purely out of the kindness of my heart; I supposed it just felt good that I did something that other people appreciated.

An unfortunate side-effect was that all of my unearned money reminded me a bit too much of my parents. Adding to that feeling was that investing in real estate and gaining influence during the reconstruction of the city was exactly what I imagined my father would have done in my place. It filled me with unease, but … well, we believed that this made plenty of sense. Part of us liked to pretend that as long as we were clever enough we would be able to survive, but we knew better. We needed power. Physical and social both.

A small fish wouldn’t be able to evade all the larger fish indefinitely, no matter how smart they thought themselves to be. Creating our very own pond helped somewhat, but it would be even better if we could take the entire lake for ourselves. We were getting close to it too. We might have lost the last battle, but we now saw that there were more than one way to take the city.

“That’s a weird thought,” I mumbled, frowning.

“What is weird?” Erika asked.

“Oh, don’t mind me,” I said, waving dismissively. “My head is so full of ingenious ideas that I don’t even know where to start explaining them! We better not get into the extent of my thought-fullness.”

There was a beat of silence.

“Randel, this makes you look worse than just admitting that you were talking to yourself.”

“Yeah, so?”

“So I’m just reminding you,” Erika said. “Haven’t you been complaining about people calling you Mad Painter?”

Ouch. To be fair, I didn’t think that talking to myself was a very sane thing to do either, but … Erika could be right. She oftentimes was, actually. This bitter pill would have been easier to swallow if Imaya weren’t chuckling at my plight. Thankfully, we arrived at the portal room and I could change the topic.

The wide room that opened from the gallery was just one of the several portal rooms in the Dungeon. I fully intended to adorn the place one day – preferably with lots of wall paintings – but for now, it was just a simple circular chamber with large black disks of stone hanging on the walls. Imaya took a piece of chalk from the basket by the doorway, then stepped to the nearest disk and started working on it.

“The Dungeon has its own rules,” I explained to Erika. “We wanted to build a control room that is hard to get into for people other than us, but there’s a limit on how difficult the Dungeon is allowed to be. It cannot be unfair, so for every extra barrier we raised, we had to give something for the adventurers in return.”

“I’m afraid you’re losing me,” Erika said. “I’ve never been in a Dungeon before. What is Imaya doing?”

“She’s solving a riddle, so to speak,” I said and took a piece of chalk too. “She’ll open a portal to the control room by drawing the matching symbol. Come, I’ll show you how it works.”

I limped to an empty disk on the other side of the entrance, then drew the number eight on it. I added an infinity symbol that intersected the number, then encircled them with one quick twist of my arm.

“That’s a nice circle,” Erika said. “Any Bolob would be proud.”

“Thanks,” I said as I moved on to the next black disk. “It’s one of my many talents. I mean, as the Dungeon Master in a Dungeon of portals, it makes sense to be the fastest portal-opener, right?”

At the other side of the room, Imaya grumbled something under her breath that I decided not to hear. It sounded vaguely insult-like. She was in the middle of scrubbing off part of her drawing with the side of her palm.

“Can anyone open these portals?” Erika asked.

“Yeah,” I said, holding the chalk out to her. “Wanna try?”

“No, thank you. I’m fine observing.”

I shrugged, then turned to the disk to draw a matching symbol for my previous one. To make another point to Erika, I made the symbol much smaller this time; the size of the drawings didn’t matter, as long as they matched each other’s shape. Minor differences were tolerated too—otherwise Imaya would have never been able to get to the control room on her own.

I took a step back when I was done, and a moment later a pair of portals flared into life with swirling purple and gray colors, filling both stone disks. I walked into the closer portal and came out of the other, grinning at Erika who watched this with wide-eyed wonder. It felt sobering, in a way; even though Nerilia was Erika’s world, I was already more used to certain aspects of it than she was. Portals were everywhere in my life – especially with Devi around – but for an average citizen who kept herself well away from Dungeons, this was something new and incredible.

“Yes!” Imaya cheered, raising her arms victoriously as her portal opened. She jumped into it without waiting for us. I sensed Erika’s trepidation as we walked closer to Imaya’s portal.

“After you,” I told her. These hand-drawn portals closed themselves if no one used them for about a minute, so I was glad that Erika didn’t hesitate too much before taking a deep breath and stepping into the swirling lights. I followed her through—and nearly bumped into her as she was rooted in place right in front of the entrance.

The control room looked like the rooftop of my building. Night had fallen outside, and so the arching ceiling mirrored the colors of the night sky with the large moon bathing us in amber light. The sides of the room were less realistic so that anyone could see the edges of the room, but even so, it was easy to make out the surrounding buildings—as well as the large gorges and devastation that the giant worms had left in the city.

In the middle of the otherwise empty room, Imaya was already sitting in her favorite cushioned chair with her legs resting on the top of her mini-fridge. Her eyes rowed across the large holographic screens in front of her while she cradled the apple-sized control crystal in her lap.

“What—what is this place?” Erika whispered to me as if talking too loudly would disturb the illusion.

“I told you, it’s the Dungeon’s control room,” I said. “With the help of the control crystal that Imaya is holding, she can now build the Dungeon without pestering me for the Dungeon Core.”

“I wasn’t pestering you,” Imaya said without even looking up from the screen. “You should be more thankful for my help, Randel. Without me you’d still be wondering whether DPs were something edible!”

That wasn’t necessarily true since I had the knowledge of the shades whenever they deigned to share it with me—but Imaya didn’t know about that. Still, I couldn’t deny that she had helped a lot in figuring out how everything worked; the Dungeon came with no instructions, and so her expertise was invaluable.

“What are DPs?” Erika innocently asked, much to her doom.

“Dungeon Points,” Imaya said. “It’s what we can use to unlock new features of the Dungeon. Buildings, traps, monsters—alright, no monsters because Randel doesn’t want any. But any unique structure costs DPs, which sucks because DPs are a limited resource; you can only gain them if people die in your Dungeon. But don’t worry, we aren’t killing people here! We were lucky that a bunch of DPs carried over from the previous owner. Anyway, aside from DP there’s also Dungeon Mana, which is a renewable resource. I think this Dungeon regenerates an abnormally large amount of it too because we’re so close to the World Seed. Dungeon Mana is used to—”

I reached over Imaya’s shoulder, touching the control crystal with one hand and pointing at the wall with the other. I willed a short corridor to appear. It popped into existence immediately, the stone in its place disappearing as if it had only been a mirage. This elicited a sharp gasp from Erika and an indignant yell from Imaya.

“Randel, what are you doing?! You can’t just—”

“That cost us a small amount of Dungeon Mana,” I spoke over Imaya. “Erika, as you can see it takes barely any effort to expand the Dungeon. If you’re going to work with Imaya, you may need to adopt a different mindset regarding construction costs—they are not what you’re used to.”

“I understand,” Erika said, nodding. She turned back to the pouting Imaya. “And I think I understand why you’re helping Randel. This all seems very … exciting. “

“Right?” Imaya asked, brightening up. “It’s fun, even if Randel is a real jerk sometimes. Come, I’ll show you the map of the Dungeon. Look how awesome it is!”

She sprang to her feet and waved the control crystal around, dismissing the various screens and summoning a large holographic model of the entire Dungeon. Half-finished tunnels leading nowhere, chambers both large and small here and there, disjointed places connected only by portals. It was a mess, made worse by all the moving parts. The majority of the Dungeon was beneath the lower ring of Fortram, which rotated one way—but we had also tunneled into the middle ring, which rotated in the opposite direction.

“This is where we are now,” Imaya said, pointing at the deepest point of the map. “There’s an underground river above us, which comes from nowhere and goes nowhere. I know it makes no sense, but—”

I stopped listening to her as an odd movement on the ceiling caught my attention; up on the night sky, in front of the moon, something was moving. Approaching. A dark silhouette, surrounded by ambler light; an ink-black cloud with glowing green eyes. A shade?

We transformed Soul Eater in an instant, turning cane into a sword and sword into a dagger, ready to throw it. This got the attention of Imaya and Erika too, who looked up just as the shade slammed into the ceiling above—and broke right through. We held our ground as the dark cloud landed in front of us, pulling its shape together until it looked as if our shadow had come to life. Yet there was something odd about the shade’s presence, something … fake.

“You’re not a shade,” we said—and found our body unable to move.

“The time has come,” the faux-shade said in our Inspector’s voice, sounding close and intimate like a whisper in the ear. “Do not disappoint.”

Quest received: Shades of the Moon

An eyeblink later the apparition was gone, allowing me to move again.

“What—what was that?!” Imaya asked. She was holding Erika as they huddled beneath the holographic map. I opened my collar’s Quest tab to read the details of the newest entry.

Shades of the Moon
Description: Seven shadebound Players arose and Nerilia has become a world much too small for them. The time has come to prove their worth. Only one may be left standing beneath the Moon!
Objective: Be the only shadebound alive.
Reward: A conversation with your Inspector and a small favor.

Shadebound Players remaining:
AmelieLocation: near Summerville
KadirLocation: Skyward
OlgaLocation: middle of the Southern Deserts
Randel, the Mad PainterLocation: Fortram
RyderLocation: near Fortram
TanakaLocation: Skyward
Victor, the Monster
Location: the ruins of Phalak

“It’s bad news,” I said, looking up worriedly. “Really, really bad news. Even the System has started to call me Mad Painter.”

            

    
        Chapter 3.2

    
    
    
    
                On the day after I received my new Quest, I didn’t know what I was doing. Literally. I had woken up unusually early and felt a strange urge to go to the World Seed. Shade shenanigans, most likely, but we were fine with it because we knew that this was necessary. Better just to get over with it than to fight it.

I walked along the main avenue of the upper ring, listening to the whirring sounds of my mechanical leg. I was limping a bit. Not much, but lifting my metallic leg properly was tiring and so my form was sloppy. I supposed I just needed more time to get used to my new leg.

In spite of the slight limp, I felt surprisingly fine. Physically, at least. I knew that amputees often suffered from phantom sensations in their missing limbs, but I hadn’t experienced anything like that. No itches, no pain. I suspected that the mysterious healing factor of Players had something to do with it.

It was a subtle thing that I hadn’t noticed before, but ever since I had become a Player I had never once gotten sick and my allergies weren’t bothering me either. I didn’t remember seeing any ill Players for that matter, though admittedly I didn’t bother to meet many of them. Devi was actively meeting up with Players though, so perhaps she would be able to confirm my suspicions. It seemed logical in hindsight; the Inspectors wouldn’t want their precious test subjects to sneeze and wheeze during all that dungeon delving and boss battling. They wouldn’t want us to miss a Quest just because we caught a cold.

“I wonder if I could exploit this,” I mumbled. Perhaps I wouldn’t need to buy a winter coat anymore? Then again, I wasn’t even sure what winters in Fortram looked like. Would it even snow here? Oh—and what if this sickness immunity meant that I could eat anything? Perhaps I wouldn’t even get a stomach ache if I ate too much. So far I had been too afraid to try those Avarii dishes, but my fears might have been unfounded.

While I fantasized about eating anything and everything, a skeletal mail-dog almost bumped into me as it ran past my legs. Bleach white bones held together by purple light at the joints, the creature moved very energetically for something so obviously dead. It entered a gate further up ahead, running across a lush green garden toward a mansion. The building was one of the weird ones; it lacked the embellishments that most mansions around here had, looking like a small fort instead. An attractive fort with arching towers built from pearly white stone—but a fort nevertheless.

I stopped by the fence of the fort’s garden, taking a look at the group of skeletal servants trimming a row of bushes into shape. A Sylven man was overseeing their work, standing behind them stoically. Like a sergeant overseeing his soldiers. I found the sight funny, though the Sylven man didn’t share my opinion.

“What you look?” he asked, turning to me. His accented voice sounded quite young, and I realized that he had to be at about the age of a teenager.

“Your soldiers,” I said against my better judgment. The wise thing would have been to move on, but this Sylven teenager didn’t seem to recognize me. I noticed that he wore no Player’s collar behind the high collar of his flowing robes, which meant that he was one of the rare native Sylven.

“Not soldiers,” he said. “Slaves.”

“Quite a lot of them, I see,” I said. “Must be nice to be rich.”

I felt bad as soon as the words left my lips; there was no reason to be mean just because he was a male Sylven. I spent too much time with Devi, I supposed. Fortunately the teenager didn’t catch my sarcasm and took no offense.

“It is nice,” he said. “You may watch and wonder.”

“Thanks,” I said. I watched him turn his attention back to the skeletons, wondering whether I should push my luck and ask more questions from him. I had seen lots of skeletons already, but I didn’t know how their masters issued commands. Native humans were able to invest themselves with Necromancy taken from native Avarii, but other species and Players like me could control the magic only with the use of runes.

The teenager had a chain with multiple ceramic plates attached to his belt; if my suspicion was correct, each plate held a rune with a single command for the skeletons. Commands for trimming bushes, funny as it sounded. Necromancy’s greatest strength over Golemancy was that the creations retained some measure of intelligence from their past selves, and so it was quite possible to have the skeletons perform such complex jobs with as little as a dozen or so control runes.

But gawking at skeletons wasn’t why we came here, so we moved on toward the center of the city. Our destination wasn’t far, and we were getting impatient.

The World Seed looked like a grumpy old turtle in the morning sun, its dull gray color unaffected by the morning’s vibrancy. My urge to stop and stare was squashed as we moved forward, passing through the barrier of the Word Seed. Amber light shone from behind the cloudy ceiling of the dome, casting vague shadows on the large pile of gold coins in the middle of the abyssal black floor. An ugly yellow couch stood on the top of the pile and we climbed up to it unsteadily, our mechanical leg kicking coins everywhere. Ugh. Once we settled on the couch comfortably, we opened up our collar’s interface and navigated to the Abilities panel. The screen notified us that we had two unspent Ability points and five Abilities to choose from.

Always Armed 
Teleport your equipped weapons anywhere onto your body. Your equipped weapons stick to any part of your body at will. Teleport cooldown decreases by level. Adhesive strength increases by level.

Cloak of Darkness
Blend into the shadows. Efficiency increases by level. Upkeep cost decreases by level.

Dark Wire
Summon a floating spool and materialize a sharp wire between the last two spools you created. Pull all spools toward you at will. Spool duration increases by level. Wire strength increases by level.

Shadeform
Become incorporeal when harm would befall on you. Triggers automatically. Number of uses increases by level.

Seize
Take another Player’s Ability by saying its name out loud. Number of seizable Abilities increases by level. Casting cost of seized Abilities decreases by level.

We gave the descriptions a once-over, then selected the entry of Shadeform and confirmed our choice.

“What the—” I said, jolting upright. “No, no, no! I can’t do that!”

“We can and we did,” we said, opening the details of our new Ability. A terrible sinking feeling gripped me at this apparent loss of control, but I wasn’t able to stop myself from reading the description.

Shadeform, level 1
Description: Become incorporeal when harm would befall on you. Triggers automatically. Number of charges increases by level.
Cost: 1 charge
Cooldown: Restore all charges at night, when the Moon is the highest up on the sky.
Number of charges: 1/1

“Guys,” I tried again, teleporting Soul Eater to my hand to look down on it. “What— What are you doing? How are you doing this? You can’t just make me pick an Ability! I’ve been saving my Ability points for a reason!”

“You’re an idiot,” we said to ourselves. “You insist on using a knife in a gunfight only because you hate the inventor of guns.”

My jaw fell open. This—what was I doing? Had I just insulted myself?

“One would think that getting stuck in a dagger is bad enough,” we said as we tossed Soul Eater behind our back, “but giving that dagger to someone who is so bent on dying? That joke is just way too cruel, even by our standards.”

“It’s strategical,” I protested, twisting around to look at Soul Eater at the bottom of the hill. At least it wasn’t moving on its own. “You’re playing into the Inspector’s hand when you do this!”

“Yeah, whatever, smartass.”

That sounded way too much like something I would have said, and it was me saying it, so it left me confused for a moment. Was I going crazy? The description on Soul Eater did say that a possible side-effect is schizophrenia. But then … there were shades inside Soul Eater. People-possessing wraiths. It wasn’t unreasonable to assume that they were the cause of my recent madness.

I started to panic. We tried to calm ourselves, but I noticed the unnatural change in my attitude and that just unnerved me even more. It was happening, wasn’t it? Was this what Tamara had felt? I was losing control, and I was barely even aware that I was losing it. We gritted our teeth, doubling over as we felt a sudden wave of sickness, almost falling off the couch. Enough! Enough negative feelings. With some effort we slumped back down to the couch, forcing ourselves to relax.

“A-Alright,” I said, my voice shaking. “Alright. Give me a moment.”

I had already known that the shades took control more often than I realized. Devi had warned me more than once. I hadn’t taken her seriously though—and why would I have? I felt like myself. I always felt like my lousy self. No, no. We weren’t lousy. We had our peculiarities, but we were capable of achieving great heights. Yeah, I could do this.

“First off,” I said, raising a finger. “We won’t speak about this to anyone. Alright? The last thing I need right now is rumors about the Mad Painter’s split personality.”

“There are already rumors about that,” we said.

“Secondly,” I moved on, ignoring my comment. “Do you—”

“You don’t have to speak out loud,” we interrupted ourselves. “We can read your thoughts anyway.”

“Wonderful,” I said with a gulp. “So you can read my mind, but I can’t read yours. Shades, Inspectors, Devi … everyone is just having a nice time in my head. Makes me feel like my thoughts are public property.”

I sat silently for a while, waiting for myself to answer. It was awkward.

“Aren’t you going to reply?” I asked.

“Merging with you takes energy,” we said. “Remember that feeding Soul Eater part on your weapon’s description? The more we talk to you, the more often we’ll need to kill someone. Would you like us to kill someone?”

“No,” I said, groaning. “I just—okay. Okay. Maybe we could feed you chickens? Or those six-legged rabbits that are the chickens of this world. I’m not vegetarian, so I’d be fine with that.”

I waited patiently, but I said nothing.

“Are you vegetarian?”

Still nothing.

“Crap,” I said. “Does this mean—wait! So every time I train with Devi, I’m draining your energy?”

“Training our physical body is important for our survival,” we said. “Answering your questions isn’t. The same goes for your jokes.”

Figures. The shades were jerks and they lacked my sense of humor too. I let out a laugh, though I quickly stopped as I realized how odd it sounded. Unhinged, even to my own ears. I would have to kill with Soul Eater again, wouldn’t I? It put my training sessions in quite a different perspective. I scrunched my eyes shut, taking a deep breath. I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to think.

“Okay, now what?”

I felt conflicted. On one hand, I was terrified that the shades would take over my facilities. But on the other hand, I wanted them to talk to me. Why hadn’t they said something much sooner? It was the second shade that made this possible, I suspected. Now that they outnumbered me two to one, it was easier for them to take control. Except … if the shades needed energy to manipulate me, could I just starve them by not killing anything with Soul Eater? And now they knew that I knew. Unless … maybe they had lied about being able to read my thoughts?

“We don’t lie,” we said.

Bummer. Alright, I wasn’t going to starve them anyway. Too risky. The last thing I needed was hurting someone I knew just because the shades felt hungry. Figuring out how to feed Soul Eater could wait, however. I really didn’t want to think about the implications right now.

“So … what am I doing here?”

Sure, the World Seed was probably the best place to hide from all the other shadebound Players who would come to kill me, but I didn’t want to spend my entire life in this room. It wouldn’t work anyway, because of my collar’s inactivity counter.

I gave Seedy’s barrier a longing look; if I left this place now, I would arrive home by the time Devi finished her morning run. I needed her. I could spend the rest of the morning with her—but no, we didn’t want to leave just yet. Okay, okay. So I had come here for a reason. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what that reason was.

“You want me to buy some armor, don’t you?”

I felt another wave of discomfort as I said those words. I was selling my soul piece by piece. The shades could force me to do anything, and there was nothing I could do about it. I would be buying armor for myself on one day, then slaughter people on the next to level up. It dawned on me that my life wasn’t my own; I was at the shades’ mercy just as much as the Inspector’s. I shivered. We sighed in annoyance, then waved our hand to open the World Seed’s Shop window.

“Stop panicking and just focus on what you’re good at,” we said, opening the armor section.

“I’m … good at something?” I asked, staring dumbly at the screen.

“Creativity.”

I froze, taking a few moments to consider their words.

“That’s such a cliché though,” I said. “Humans are the weakest species, but that’s fine because they’re the most creative? Or wait—are you calling me creative only because I’m an artist?”

“No,” we said. “Shades have no creativity at all. Why do you think we’re called shades?”

“Oh,” I said, pausing for a moment. “Okay, sorry. At least you’re honest.”

It surprised me how willingly they admitted that they didn’t have creativity. Could I use this information against them? That was only a rhetorical question of course. There was no way I would want to use anything against my dear mind-reading shades. Besides, it made sense for us to share this information with ourselves. This way we could bring out the most of this body and mind, and we could easily stop ourselves from divulging this secret anyway.

“Alright,” I said. “So you want me to think out of the box and choose an armor for myself. Can I assume that you’ll veto my choice if I select something too stupid?”

We felt proud. We weren’t a complete idiot, after all! It made me feel weirdly conflicted. Was I turning into a narcissist?

“This is crazy,” I said. “Even by Mad Painter standards.”

I looked at the screen of the Shop that hovered within arm’s reach, holographic models of armor sets taunting me with their wide variety. For a moment I had the urge to go and ask Imaya for advice, but then I realized that wasn’t what I actually wanted. It wasn’t even what the shades wanted. If I had to play this stupid game, I would play it the way I wanted.

“First off, I want something that lets me keep my signature paint-stained shirts and shorts,” I said, speaking out loud. We knew that we didn’t have to actually utter those words, but I didn’t care. “I like to be underestimated, you see. I find it an excellent way to surprise all the bad guys out there—but, I guess you already knew that, huh? Because you’re in my nice and cozy head-space. I’m not mad about that, by the way. Don’t let my feelings deceive you!”

I struggled a bit with the Shop’s interface as I tried to search for armor that fit my criteria, but eventually I gave in and bought a smart filter for a few thousand credits. With the help of the filter, I found some promising items right away.

Transparent knight armor set
A set of heavy armor that comes with sophisticated enchantments to make its weight feel like nothing. For all intents and purposes, it will appear as if the Player isn’t wearing armor at all.

The holographic image beneath this bundle displayed only the outline of the five parts of the armor; protection for the head, chest, legs, hands, and feet. I highly doubted though that it would feel as if I wore nothing; judging by the size of that chest piece I would have to give up on ever being able to scratch my back. This invisible armor concept didn’t look terribly exciting to me anyway, so I scrolled past the Transparent thief and Transparent mage armor sets to take a look at the next bundle.

Druid’s organic armor set
A set of hardwood armor that can be redesigned by the Player anytime. It can be grown to suit any armor type.

The armor set didn’t come with a helmet – many of the armor sets didn’t, actually – but it had a pair of plant-like shoulder pads that fit into the head slot on the collar’s Equipment tab. Even I could tell it was a strange game design. A short looping animation showed me that all the other pieces of the armor could be retracted to those shoulder pads, leaving me in my ordinary clothes except for the weird plants growing on my shoulders. Hard pass from me—there was no way I’d wear that all the time. Although … I had to admit that the entire armor set looked really interesting. Imposing, even. Twisting vines and rich wooden colors blended together through intricate, mesmerizing patterns. I looked over to the Storage window to retrieve my sketch pad—

But then we turned back to the shop and scrolled further down on the list of armor sets. One of the shadebound Players was already near our location, and we knew that we had no time to waste. Now, if we could only just find the right bundle—wait, why was I thinking in terms of complete armor sets? Sure, the matching pieces probably gave some nice bonuses when they were worn together, but cherry-picking the pieces could work too.

I spent some time refining my search filters until I found a piece of armor that looked promising.

Vambraces of armor swapping
Weak leather armor that allows the Player to switch between two sets of clothing instantly.

Pressing the purchase button cost me an unreasonable amount of credits, but I did it anyway. Tendrils of smoke broke off from the ceiling to gather in front of me. They turned into a pair of vambraces made of dark – almost black – leather with orange highlights painted along the seams. I snatched the items out of the air and fastened them onto my forearms one after the other, then pulled the long sleeves of my shirt over them. They fit me perfectly, of course. According to the Equipment tab of my collar, the vambraces occupied the hands slot of my Player clothing.

Vambraces of armor swapping
Description: Weak leather armor that allows the Player to switch between two sets of clothing instantly.
Armor rating: 2
Resistance: 0
Durability: 100
Perks: Armor-swapping, Extra-dimensional storage

I got up from the couch, then focused on my vambraces and thought about swapping armor sets—and my clothes disappeared instantly. All of them. I stood completely naked except for the pair of vambraces on my arms and my prosthetic leg.

“Nice,” I said, looking down at myself. I felt a bit chilly. “What do you guys think? Would Devi like this?”

My chest and arms had a little more muscle definition than usual from all the training and sparring, though I was still quite thin. But if I flexed my stomach I could actually see the beginnings of a six-pack! Yeah, maybe I was turning into a narcissist. I directed a thought at the vambraces to go back to my original clothing, and suddenly I was wearing them again. Next, I switched to nude-mode again. Then clothed, then nude again.

“Nice,” I said, switching between clothing modes constantly while turning my collar’s projection on and off rapidly at the same time. It was a good mental exercise, so I kept it up for a while. We felt impatient however, and this sudden surge of emotion brought me back to reality. I had passengers in my head, and they had no sense of humor.

“Okay, okay, I’m done,” I told the shades. “We can move on to the next piece of armor now. I’m thinking of something edgy; I have a feeling that it would give us an edge in our upcoming fights.”

My unwanted companions didn’t say anything, which I took as their tacit approval. I turned back to the Shop’s window, feeling—excited? No, that couldn’t be right. Shade influence again, perhaps. Deep down I could still feel the creeping dread, a dark and crawling sensation that gripped my heart and threatened to squeeze it. I pushed it back down. I had always been good at that. But what about this excitement? I had broken my own principles and plunged deeper into the intricacies of being a Player … and I enjoyed it. I almost felt glad to break my own rules, even though I was sure that I would regret it in the end.

“Yeah, I’m definitely going mad,” I mumbled, then got back to search for my ideal armor.

            

    
        Chapter 3.3

    
    
    
    
                Devi was giving the foul-ruined remains of her soup a sad look when someone knocked on the backdoor. It sounded in a familiar pattern.

“Yes?” Devi asked as she opened the door. The newcomer was Tora, the shifty and ever-nervous Thardos youngling.

“H-Hi Devi,” Tora said, looking up at her nervously. “Is Randel here?”

“He isn’t,” Devi said. “I haven’t seen him since this morning. Do you have something to report?”

“Yes,” Tora said, his whiskers twitching. “I came here to speak about—uh, do you smell that? Something is … burning.”

“I’m learning how to cook,” Devi said. “It’s fine now, it isn’t burning anymore.”

Terran cuisine – not to be confused with Human cuisine – tended to be tricky to make. To be truthful, any kind of cooking was tricky for someone who had never been allowed near the kitchen—but Devi would have bet her horns that Sylven food was much easier to make! The technology in Nerilia was outdated and lacking; they had no heat-tubes here, so she had to use coal to light an actual fire within the stove.

“Well?” Devi asked. “Aren’t you going to come in?”

“I … I can’t,” Tora said, choking. “Sorry.”

“Fine,” Devi said, pursing her lips. “Let us talk outside.”

She left the door open to let some air in the room and sat down on the topmost stair of the emergency-staircase. Tora shuffled awkwardly after her, stopping on the stair below hers.

“Other gangs are … picking on us more and more,” he said, straight-to-point. “They come down to the Refuge to … harass us.”

“That is not unexpected,” Devi admitted. “Randel and I can’t scare all of them away. We can’t be everywhere.”

“I know,” Tora said. “There are other problems too. Lots of other problems.”

Devi narrowed her eyes, thinking. So Tora hadn’t actually come to report, but to complain. Devi had the sudden urge to send the ungrateful youngling away, but she forced herself to think it through instead. She knew that the Refuge had problems. It wasn’t supposed to be perfect; Randel’s idea was only about aid-sheltering the homeless. But if Tora had valuable insight on how to improve the living conditions, why not hear him out?

“What do you think we need?”

“Eh?” Tora asked—whether in surprise or confusion, Devi couldn’t tell.

“Tell me about those lots of problems,” Devi said, “but also tell me what we should do.”

“Oh—um … alright,” Tora said. “The Painters need better … structure. Leadership. So that we can fight back.”

“The Painters?” Devi asked, tilting her head in askance.

“Y-Yes. Sorry. It was my idea. That is what we call ourselves. It started out with only just Maa’s children, but … many joined us after the invasion. So I thought … why not form a gang?”

“You?” Devi said, arching an eyebrow. “You formed a gang? You are joking.”

Tora seemed to shrink a little, but he didn’t back down.

“I’m not joking,” he said. “It is not an … organized gang, no. But we have a name, and we have part of the city. The Refuge. And we have a symbol too.”

The little Thardos held up his hand, showing Devi a black dagger tattoo on his palm. Randel’s Mark.

“Interesting,” Devi said. “So who is the leader of this gang? You?”

“O-Of course not,” Tora said. “Our leader is the Mad Painter.”

“Really?” Devi asked, smiling. “And when are you going to inform Randel about this?”

“I—uh, yes…” Tora shuffled his feet awkwardly. “You can tell him, if you want.”

A genuine laugh escaped Devi, startling Tora. She covered her mouth with a hand, fighting hard to reassume a solemn-serious expression. Oh, she would very much enjoy Randel’s reaction when he learned of this!

“So,” Devi said, reassuming her previous posture. “How bad is it?”

“B-Bad,” Tora said. “Some of us … not me, but others … painted the sign of the Painters on walls. Even outside of the Refuge. Other gangs … didn’t like it. They took it as a sign of challenge.”

That sounded bad indeed. Devi could picture it well enough; a gang of street-children vandalizing buildings and hiding behind Randel’s name. Creator, she hated younglings! They had no sense of responsibility. Hopefully, it was not too late for her to step in.

“How many of you children are part of this … Painters?”

“A-Almost a hundred,” Tora said. “Not just children. Many adults. Humans too.”

Devi stared in shock. What in the Creator’s name was going on? How could so many people join this idiocracy? Her first thought was that this had to be Stanley’s work; that over-flatterer musician was filling everyone’s head with stupid-sweet songs ever since the battle. Could it inspire so many people? Alternatively, it could have been caused by the Refuge itself. The new homes had to garner sympathizers, and protecting their new living-space would work well for a common cause.

“So you say that the Painters need better command structure,” Devi said, and Tora nodded. “Unsurprising, with so many people. I’ll see what I can do.”

Devi stood up and looked over the railing, her mind whirling. A new community was born, and it was up to her and Randel how they shaped it. To be truthful, the idea of the Painters appealed to Devi. It felt almost like founding her own House. Obviously the Head of the House would be Randel … but knowing him, he would be more akin to a figurehead. This could be Devi’s chance to establish her place in this alien world. Her chance to show everyone that she wasn’t someone to be underestimated.

“This is exciting,” Devi said, then felt foolish immediately after. Wasn’t she reaping before the raid? Setting high-goals was important, but she had a long way to go. She looked at the gloomy alleyway below, where a couple of Thardos children were chasing each other. She would have to form a House full of aliens. Humans were relatively easy to understand—but the rest? She wouldn’t be able to unite them, not alone. But Randel had a way with them, an ease with which he spoke to everyone regardless of their species or gender. Devi could testify to its effectiveness.

Yes. Where she alone would fail, the two of them could do this. Together.

Devi also believed that shouldering more responsibilities would be good for Randel. He needed that push to be the person he so stubbornly tried to deny. A person who people relied on, a person who wasn’t a disappointment. A person who openly cared.

“This is exciting,” Devi said. She looked at Tora.

“Yes?” Tora timidly asked.

“Meet me this afternoon,” Devi said. “I want to take a look at the Painters before telling Randel about it.”

“Okay,” Tora said. “And … what will you do until then?”

“I’ll meet a friend,” Devi said. “I’ll ask for help.”

It wasn’t only Randel who needed a push, in Devi’s opinion. Her mind kept jumping ahead to all the Players she could possibly invite to join the Painters, but she reminded herself to take one step at a time. She had a friend to visit, and then she would see whether these Painters were indeed what Tora claimed them to be.

Devi dismissed Tora and went back inside, wrinkling her nose at the smell—it was quite awful, she was forced to admit. Fixing it would have to wait, however. She took Silverfang and went down into the Dungeon, heading for the closest portal room. Not only was this her fastest travel-option, but it was also the safest; House Quinn had recently found out where she lived, and so they always posted a man to stand watch just outside of Randel’s building. Fools. It was a mere inconvenience, now that the Refuge stretched so far underneath the city. Devi took her time to draw the flower-like symbol that matched the one in Arikokira’s shop, then stepped through the portal as soon as it opened.

She arrived at a basement, though she was barely able to tell; the room looked like a wonderland from a wild dream. Warm magic-lights shone from the ceiling like sunlight, illuminating the wide variety of colorful flowers on either side of Devi. They sat in various pots and vases, every container inscribed with runes that held preservation magic. A straight path cut through the vibrant plants, every single flower a mirror-image of the one on the other side. And the scents! The scents were like the Creator’s blessing, especially when smelling them after her kitchen-trouble.

It wasn’t Devi’s first time in this storage room, but it took her breath away nevertheless. She felt a mixture of awe, wonder, and a tiny-measure of fear. Bolob magic was scary-strange. Devi was afraid to disturb any of the flowers; she didn’t want to find out what Arikokira would be capable of if she was angered. Devi was a Sylven – the polar opposite of the Bolob according to the magic of this world – and so she would tread carefully. She made her way across the room and then up the stairs, to the customer-front of the flower shop.

“It’s you, Devi dear, isn’t it?

Devi turned to the tall Bolob addressing her, forcing herself to meet Arikokira’s grey eyes. The creature was standing behind a small-but-neat counter, her hands working on something behind her back—behind her, well, behind her front-side. She didn’t have a back.

“Hello, Arikokira,” Devi said. “Yes, it’s me.”

“What brings you here, young lady?” Arikokira asked. “Have you come to buy some flowers, or are you just traveling through?”

“Both, perhaps,” Devi said, reaching for her coin pouch. “Tell me, Arikokira, is it appropriate to give flowers to a Human woman who is grieving?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Arikokira said. “Flowers are appropriate gifts any time, young lady. It is your intention that matters, it truly is! Do you wish to cheer up this Human woman, do you wish to help her forget, or do you wish to honor what she is grieving for?”

“I want her to … feel better,” Devi said. “Not to forget. Just to feel better. Can you recommend flowers for that?”

“Certainly,” Arikokira said, coming out from behind her counter. Devi had to fight the urge to step out of arm’s reach, even though she was logically-aware that Arikokira wouldn’t hurt her. She replied stiffly for the Bolob’s further-questions while they chose the perfect pot of flower, paid its price and then some, then she departed with a polite apology.

As she walked down the streets of the middle ring of Fortram, she admired the potted plant in her hands. White turning to pink turning to purple over hundreds of tiny petals, with some bright orange in the middle. The group of flowers looking up at Devi dazzled her with their beauty. Idly, she wondered how much this single pot would be worth in Ylvasil. It would be a priceless-curiosity, especially if she could somehow bring the preservation runes too and prevent the flowers from ever wilting. She kept sneaking glances at the flowers until she arrived.

The headquarters of the Rangers of Fortram was an unassuming building in a quiet corner of the middle ring. Renting it from Player Allowance was easy, even though prices were much higher here than in the lower ring. Devi entered carefully, the creaking door disturbing the silent-stillness inside. Of the remaining ten members of the Rangers, barely two or three could be found here at a time. The place had enough rooms to provide a home for all of them, but this community wasn’t as close-knit as Devi had once believed. She had no right to complain, though; she too preferred to sleep with someone else, after all.

A pair of servants bustled around in the richly-furnished communal room, cleaning it. They were volunteers from the Church of the Moon, revering the Reapers. They thought of Devi as a part of nature like the clouds and the mountains, yet they also considered her a mortal with mortal needs. A person, but with a higher mission. Reapers stood above the laws and reasons of society, and the Holy Binding around their necks collected souls wherever they went. Collected deaths. The servants bowed deeply when they saw Devi, but they didn’t try to address her with words. Respectful, but only insomuch as someone would respect a windstorm.

Devi felt distinctly uncomfortable by these people, but not because of their odd religion; her unease came from the similarities to her life in Ylvasil. Servants and slaves, doing her bidding. She had only just gotten to her own feet, only just gotten used to doing everything by herself—she wanted nothing to do with servants. She crossed the communal room quickly, climbing up the stairs to the living quarters on the second floor. Holding the flower pot carefully away, she knocked on one of the doors. No answer came, but that was to be expected; she usually had to try harder until she got a response. The air around her blurred for a heartbeat as she created a puppet, which she then ordered to start banging on the door—endlessly.

“Stop it, Devi, I’m coming!”

Devi dismissed the puppet as the door flew open, revealing a dark room and Heda in her nightclothes. The tall woman looked miserable, with darkened skin under her bloodshot eyes. She must have been crying recently. The burn marks on the right side of her face – an injury from the fight with the shade – had still not healed, marring her skin from lips to ear. That wasn’t why Heda was miserable, of course; her scars were deeper than physical in a way that Devi struggled to understand.

“Good day to you, Heda,” Devi said, holding out the purple-pink flowers. “I bring this gift to you. May it make you feel better!”

Heda seemed rather dumbfounded by this gesture, but she took the flowers from Devi.

“Um … thank you. But why are you so formal, all of a sudden?”

“What do you mean?” Devi asked. “Isn’t this how Humans gift each other?”

Devi didn’t intend her question to be funny, but Heda’s lips twitched anyway.

“Some do, I suppose,” Heda said. “Is this how Randel gives you gifts?”

“Randel isn’t very good at being Human. I learned long ago to take what he does with a pinch of … sugar?”

“Salt.”

“With a pinch of salt,” Devi said, nodding.

“Well, thank you,” Heda said. “Thank you.”

She remained standing in the doorway, head lowered, sniffing. Devi watched with worry as Heda’s fingers tightened around the pot dangerously.

“Kim has often bought me flowers,” Heda said, her voice sorrow-choked. “He was always— Always—”

Devi grabbed the flower pot quickly and tugged it out of Heda’s grasp before she could break it, which startled the tall woman into stopping her thought-trail.

“Let’s find these flowers a nice sun-spot, alright?” Devi asked, shouldering past Heda in spite of the tall woman’s protest. The room was gloomy and messy, and generally in an even worse condition than the last time Devi had visited. She walked to the windows and drew the curtains back, then placed the flowers on the windowsill. She turned back to find Heda hastily arranging the bedsheets, as if that would improve anything on the state of the room. Embarrassment? Humans showed such strange emotions sometimes. Devi had never seen any Sylven who had been quite as self-conscious as Humans were. Sylven felt shame, but it rarely turned into embarrassment.

“You could have warned me before coming over,” Heda said, though Devi suspected it was mostly just to hide her feelings and fill the silence.

“There was a sudden development,” Devi said. “It made me think about you. I need your help, and you need my company. We could hang down together.”

“Hang out.”

“Yes, we could hang out together.”

Heda slumped down onto the bed, averting her gaze to look blankly at the wall.

“Listen, Devi,” she said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t … it’s not your company I need right now. What I need is time. I need time to grieve.”

Fortunately, Devi wasn’t a soft-horn anymore when it came to Humans and she knew that they liked to deceive themselves. Was it presumptuous to think that she knew better than Heda? Perhaps. In this regard, Devi was very much her father’s daughter. She walked over to Heda and sat down on the bed next to her.

“Protect the citizens,” she said. “That’s our Covenant’s third maxim.”

“A Covenant that doesn’t even protect its own.”

“We can always try to be better.”

“Not with someone like Jack,” Heda said, bitter and tired. “He knew it, Devi. He knew that Tamara might be the shade, yet he sent us down in that Dungeon anyway. What kind of leader does that?”

Jack had disappointed Devi too, though for different reasons. But that wasn’t why Devi was here. She wouldn’t let Heda steer the conversation into misery! Perhaps invoking a sense of duty in her would be better than commiseration.

“Protect the citizens,” Devi said again. “It should mean something to you, Covenant or not. I ask for your help, not as a Covenant member, but as a friend.”

“My help?” Heda asked. “Why would you need my help?”

“Because you like to protect the innocent,” Devi said, “and because I think it will be good for you.”

“So, you’re just trying to manipulate me into leaving the room?”

“Yes.”

Heda sat up straighter, turning to give Devi a glare that was more withering-tired than annoyed. Devi didn’t budge. The human woman sighed, running her fingers through her tangled yellow hair. Devi could almost hear the inner-conflict inside Heda, which was a good sign. It meant that part of Heda did want to change.

“I’ll—okay, I’ll think about it,” Heda said.

“Excellent!” Devi said. “One of the locals will show us around this afternoon so that we understand the situation better. It will be a good time for you to think about it!”

“W-What?” Heda asked. “This afternoon?”

“Yes, so you need to hurry and get ready. Do you have any clean clothes? I can lend you some of mine if you need any.”

“No—I mean, yes, I have clean clothes. But—”

“Alright,” Devi said. “Should I wait outside while you take a shower and change clothes? I know that Humans don’t like to be seen naked.”

“That’s not—well, you should, but—wait!”

Devi turned around to hide her self-satisfied grin, then she walked out of Heda’s room.

“It will be fun, just wait and see,” she said, closing the door behind her. Whatever Heda was trying to tell her came out only as a weak-vague mumble.

Now, then! Onto the next fight. It would take Heda a while to get ready, and so Devi had time for another meeting in the meantime. She walked down the hallway with quiet steps, passing closed door after closed door. Humans really liked their doors and their own little spaces. Devi didn’t stop until she reached the last one in the line, where she knocked and entered.

Jack’s office was a corner-room that had windows on two sides, making the large room well-lit and inviting. Jack was sitting behind a grand desk that had a wide assortment of gadgets on it: a microscope, an empty glass globe, and some strange tubes and mechanical components. Jack wore a pair of glasses that looked odd-unfitting on his battle-scarred face, hand-writing a letter even though he had a type-writer right next to him. He looked up as Devi entered, greeting her politely. Jack was always polite to her.

“I have a moment of free time,” Devi said, “so I came here to report.”

She walked past a large bookshelf and a circular meeting-table to sit primly on the chair in front of Jack’s desk. It was set lower than Jack’s office chair, making her feel small—deliberately, Devi suspected. Her chair also had a tall headrest with a crystal embedded on its top, which began to glow with white light as soon as she sat down.

“Well then, let’s hear it,” Jack said, setting down his pen. “How is Randel?”

“He’s doing well, thank you.”

Devi could tell even without turning that the crystal behind her changed colors. She frowned, waiting for the red glint in Jack’s glasses to turn white again.

“He’s doing well regarding the shades,” Devi tried again, “but the loss of his leg bothers him still—though he tries to hide it. He became noticeably worse at sparring too, and not just because of his prosthetic leg. His reaction-time is slower, his movements are less … expert.”

The crystal behind her remained white this time.

“Interesting,” Jack said. “What do you think, Devi? Why is he a worse fighter now?”

Devi pretended to think the question over, trying to decide how much to tell Jack. Randel had given her permission to say as much as she wanted, which was both endearing and irresponsible at the same time. Devi wasn’t as certain as Randel that they wouldn’t need to fight Jack in the future. The more Devi revealed about his combat-capabilities, the more advantage Jack would have. Still, it wouldn’t do to treat Jack as an enemy—even though he probably would have assassinated Randel by now if it wasn’t for Devi’s intervention. Jack was a practical creature whose world-view Devi didn’t agree with but understood well enough. Jack could become an enemy, yes, but he could just as easily become someone who saved Randel from the shades.

“I’m not sure why it is so,” Devi carefully said. “Randel isn’t sure either. Our theory is that the two shades aren’t in perfect … agreement about how to move. Another theory is that they have no experience fighting with a prosthetic leg.”

“Hrm,” Jack grunted. “No experience doesn’t explain the slower reaction time.”

“It does not,” Devi agreed.

They sat in silence for a while, Jack deep in thought and Devi unwilling to say anything else. She listened to the sound of the clock on Jack’s desk, ticking away slowly. How much time would Heda need to get ready?

“Hurrying somewhere?” Jack asked.

“I’m going to hang out with Heda today,” Devi said. “I’ll show her the Refuge.”

“Good,” Jack said. “How goes the Dungeon, by the way? Still no monsters or traps?”

“No monsters or traps. I told you, it isn’t even Randel who is building it.”

“He just draws the plans,” Jack said, his lips set in a thin smile. “With two shades in his head. Same difference, I would say.”

“He gave new homes for hundreds of people,” Devi snapped, standing up abruptly. “Excuse me, but if you are going to start accusing him again, I’d rather just go and meet Heda now. See you later, Jack.”

Devi walked away with purposeful steps, hoping that Jack wouldn’t ask more about the Dungeon. She stopped when she heard him clear his throat, however.

“You’re too emotional when it comes to him,” Jack spoke. “Too easily provoked. That’s a weakness, Devi, one that others can use against you. Don’t forget that.”

Devi didn’t reply, just walked out without looking back. She closed the door firmly behind her, shutting the monster inside. A polite, patient, reasonable monster that rarely showed his true colors. Devi knew his kind all too well; she had survived the Royal Court, after all. She had never been good at playing their game, but she certainly knew how to ruin it. Dealing with Jack wasn’t so different. Was it?

In spite of all the comparison-lines she could draw, something kept nagging the back of her mind. Why would Jack offer her advice? Not to get in her good graces, surely. His advice about Randel was too harsh-offensive for that; Jack was telling her things more like a teacher or a mentor would. At first Devi took it as a well-meant gesture to help her fit into the world of Humans and Players, but Jack’s teachings had become a lot more personal lately.

Devi walked down the corridor back to Heda’s room, her footsteps falling heavily on the soft carpet. Whatever was going on with Jack, she knew one thing for certain; she had so much yet to learn. And she would, given the chance. Oh, she would.

            

    
        Chapter 3.4

    
    
    
    
                I sat on the edge of my bed, watching the pile of books on my desk balefully. My new private tutor would arrive tomorrow and father said that I should read ahead to impress him, but I was sick of reading books. Could anyone fall ill because of reading too much? It felt so. Perhaps I should tell father that I was sick.

There was a knock on my window. I turned around in a hurry, finding a pretty dark-skinned girl grinning at me from the other side. She was holding a small box in one hand and waving it at me with the other.

“My parents are gonna be angry if they find you here,” I whispered, opening the window.

“So make sure they don’t find me,” Sarah said as she climbed in. She smiled at me mischievously. “Hi, Randel.”

“Hi, Sarah.”

“I came to cheer you up,” she said. “Can you get the comic book I brought last time?

My smile turned sour.

“The cleaning lady threw it out,” I said. “It’s my fault. Mother had warned me that anything not in its proper place will go to the garbage … and I forgot to put it away.”

“Oh,” Sarah said, hesitating. “That sucks. But, umm, anyway … this time I brought something even better! Look!”

She opened the small box she was carrying, revealing one of those small handheld gaming consoles I always wished I could have.

“Woah…”

“It has the same game that you saw in the comic book,” Sarah proudly said. “So, would you like to play?”

It was a single-player game, but that hadn’t stopped Sarah from bringing it over each and every time to play it together … up until the day my mother finally found out what was happening. I blinked, then took a step back from child-Sarah’s frozen image. Repeated exposure to Devi’s Dreamcatcher had made me increasingly aware of my dreams, allowing me to take control once I fully realized what was going on. It was a really useful skill to have, now that Devi was sharing my dreams. For some reason I kept having a dream where both she and Sarah lied in my bed—naked. I wasn’t someone who got easily embarrassed, but I had my limits.

It was a lot of trust I had extended to Devi by sharing my dreams. More trust than I had ever given to anyone in my life. Like many other things these days, it made me feel conflicted. Magic powers. Evil shades. These were extraordinary circumstances, and I told myself that letting Devi in was necessary. She was helping me here, ostensibly. I just wished she appreciated it a bit more.

I knew it sounded selfish. She was trying to help me, so shouldn’t I be the one who was thankful? But even so, I didn’t think Devi realized how difficult it was for me to keep doing this. With a twist of my will I made the frozen image of child-Sarah disappear, then looked around in the room. In my room, technically, though I never really considered this dull and lifeless room as truly mine. Everything that interested me was stocked away in Sarah’s home. The room around me looked larger and emptier than it actually had been in real life, but the Dreamcatcher was doing a very good job of visualizing why I hated this place so much.

“It reminds me of my childhood,” Devi spoke from beside me, making me flinch.

“So you keep telling me,” I said. “Knowing that you had it just as bad won’t make me feel better.”

“That’s not my point,” Devi said. “I don’t think that I had just as bad. I had my attendants, at least.”

“I had attendants too,” I grumbled, walking to the window. All I saw outside was horrible, endless darkness.

Devi sighed. “I just wanted to start a conversation.”

I stared at the churning blank canvas beyond the window, saying nothing.

“Randel—”

“Sorry,” I said.

“No offense taken.”

I heard her walk up to me, and at the same time I started to see more and more details in the dark. Rolling storm clouds hiding a sickly pale sun. Crimson sand dunes and hardened earth, rocks marred by acid. A glowing green line split the ground apart in the distance, indistinct monstrous shapes prowling around it.

Devi’s homeland, Ylvasil.

“Great,” I remarked. Bleeding bitterness. The Dreamcatcher was really unapologetic about bringing up the past, wasn’t it? Devi came to my side, locking arms with me as she rested her head on my shoulder. We watched the barren landscape for a while before she spoke again.

“It is great, you know. The Tear is one of God’s greatest wonders. It provides glow-crystals, and the glow-crystals provide life. I often dreamed about joining the scavenger corps that gathered them.”

“To prove yourself?”

“Well, it certainly was not for the greater good. And not because of glory either. Mostly, I just wanted to join because it was dangerous. I wanted to feel alive when my life is in danger. Strange, right?”

“Not particularly,” I said. “I can kind of understand why you’d feel that way.”

She squeezed my arm a little tighter.

“Sometimes I think that I’m a man trapped in a woman’s body.”

I tilted my head, watching her cling to my arm.

“I don’t think that’s the case, Devi,” I said. “You are just not very good at being Sylven—and I mean that in the best possible way.”

“Oh? Afraid that I’ll start courting women, are you?”

“Uh … of course not. I’m afraid of nothing.”

“Except waking up early.”

“Except your cooking.”

She gasped. “That’s horrible! But don’t worry, I’ll help you face your fear.”

“Yeah, that’s what I feared.”

“Now you’re just outright lying.”

“Ah. Guilty and caught,” I admitted. I drew back a bit to look into Devi’s twinkling amber eyes. “But thank you. Don’t think I haven’t realized what you’re doing.”

“Oh?” Devi asked, her soft blue lips curling up in a smile. “Feeling better?”

“Much,” I said, looking away self-consciously. Stupid dream. I could have sworn it made her look even more attractive than she was. So radiant. So much stronger than I was. She had her insecurities too, yet it was only my mask that kept slipping during these dreams. How? I had no idea how she did it, how she kept smiling.

It didn’t last forever. Shadows shifted behind me in the room and Devi tensed up. I turned, noting the flowing, inky shapes that emerged from the white walls of the room, silent and seeking. Like moths to a flame, the shades residing in Soul Eater always found their way into my dreams. Always. They were about as intelligent as moths too, fluttering aimlessly as if unsure what to do.

Shades were alien beings. Truly alien—not like Sylven were to humans, but something way more incomprehensible altogether. The frustrating part was that even though they lived in my head, I had only the barest understanding of what they were. I was left with only a handful of feelings, memories of their thoughts while they possessed me.

Shades were immortal entities that existed in the Astral Plane—a parallel dimension to our Material World. They held the memories of everyone they had ever possessed, but on their own they were … broken. I didn’t know why. The second shade sure as hell hadn’t seemed broken when I fought it in the Dungeon, and the one that had originally been in Soul Eater didn’t have trouble manipulating me either. But here, in this mindscape formed by the Dreamcatcher, they were mindless and lost.

“Shall I?” I asked Devi as one of the shades drifted closer to us. The shades weren’t able to merge with her, but they could hurt her mind. I wasn’t going to repeat the mistake of allowing them to get close to her again.

“Go ahead,” Devi said, letting me go. I stepped forward to confront the shade, touching its substance with a hand. Like ink on dry paper it seeped into my body, and then we walked across the room to collect the other shade as well.

“Still haven’t given up, huh?” we said, walking back to Devi. We quickly recalled everything that had happened in this dream before, noting that we hadn’t missed anything important.

“We don’t have to be enemies,” Devi said. “Our objectives are the same: to be free.”

A change of tactics it seemed like, since the Sylven woman had been overtly confrontational so far. We grinned, our human side enjoying this angle.

“That is true,” we said, turning to gaze out of the window. We were able to see Devi’s reflection in the glass—an impressive imagery for a dream. “The only reason we haven’t murdered you yet is that our objectives are the same, just like you said. You’re useful to us, Devi. Keep it that way, and we might just overlook these annoying dream-interviews of yours.”

We saw Devi’s reflection waver, reaching for her side where she usually kept her dagger. Taking comfort in the presence of her weapon? She was a Sylven down to her bones, gender notwithstanding. We found it fascinating how quickly she got used to carrying a weapon and reaching for it whenever she felt herself in danger.

“You don’t scare me,” Devi said. “I know you find these conversations useless, but if we could just talk—”

“But we cannot just talk,” we interrupted her. “You’re using a device created by the Pheilett to communicate with us. Do you seriously believe that our conversation will remain between the two of us? Foolish mortal. There’s nothing you can do to free us, and any word we share with you will get into a Pheilett database. Talking to you is pointless.”

“But—”

“I’m going to call you Tamie,” I said, looking at my reflection in the window.

“What?” our reflection and Devi asked at the same time.

“I’m talking to you, second shade,” I said. “You’re a bit like Tamara. Stiff and paranoid and a real schemer. Your plan to lure Players into the Dungeon sucked, but I have to give you some credits for trying.”

Now that I looked closer, my reflection seemed to have some feminine qualities to it. Its hair was longer too, almost like Tamara’s. She didn’t look very happy with my remarks.

“Sure,” my reflection said, narrowing her eyes at me in a suspicious manner. Yeah, I had been right about the similarities. Now all I needed was her to insult me!

“We can still read your mind, dumbass,” my reflection said.

“What is happening?” Devi asked.

“Our host has decided to exercise his mind a little,” my reflection turned to Devi. Instead of feminine, it looked old now. “About time, I say. That’s the only noteworthy thing about him, yet he uses it so rarely.”

“First off,” I said, holding up a finger, “I use my head all the time. You couldn’t even imagine how many brilliant thoughts I have in my head!”

“I can, actually,” my reflection dryly noted.

“Secondly,” I moved on, “I’m going to call you Lee because you look like an elderly martial artist. Like a hermit up on the mountain, teaching sick moves to his disciples.”

My reflection had quite a few wrinkles by now, and his bearing visibly changed. When did its hair turn white? Damn, I was going to look impressive in my old age.

“I take that as a compliment,” Lee said, his voice serene. Tamie’s image appeared next to him in the window’s reflection, looking none too happy. I could understand why; back when we fought in the Dungeon, Lee had totally kicked her ass in hand-to-hand combat!

“I know what you’re doing,” Tamie said. “You’re trying to turn us against each other. Not going to work, I warn you.”

“You said you can read my mind,” I said, leaving the sentence unfinished. I didn’t need to say anything else, because by now she must have known that I hadn’t been complimenting one and insulting the other to drive a wedge between them; I had just shared my honest thoughts without any ulterior motives. Tamie had to be aware that her statement was incorrect. One-upping an immortal being was not an everyday achievement, and I felt proud of it. Tamie scowled at me but remained silent.

“Randel, what is happening?” Devi spoke up, both happy and confused about this newest development. All three of us turned our head to her at once and the illusion was gone, our reflections disappearing. We had forgotten about ourselves for a moment, and now the Pheilett had even more valuable data on us.

“It’s time to wake up,” we said, then with a twist of our will we ended the dream.

I awoke in the darkness, my head throbbing with a dull headache.

“No!” Devi hissed, slapping at my chest—and triggering my Shadeform. For a brief moment, I saw nothing and heard nothing. I choked as I gasped for air in vain. My body felt light, hovering between the Astral Plane and the Material World with only a vague, tingling sensation where Devi’s hand and my blanket passed through my body. It was over in a moment. Devi drew back her arm, the blanket fell onto the bed, and I could breathe again. I opened my eyes to give Devi a disgruntled look—but it was too dark to see. I reached for the runes on the wall to turn the lights on, then gave her a disgruntled look.

“Apologies,” she said, though I had a feeling that it wasn’t hitting me that she regretted but wasting my Shadeform. I got a single use per day, which meant that my only chance to experiment today was gone.

“It’s fine,” I said, yawning. I made a bleary mental note to tell Devi later that domestic violence in the morning was not okay.

“It’s just so … frustrating,” she said. “We get nowhere with the shades. You should try harder to stop them from waking you up!”

“It’s two against one,” I said. “They can do whatever they want.”

“You don’t even try.”

“Yeah. It’s difficult to, when I actually agree with them. I don’t want to give the Inspectors anything I don’t have to.”

Devi huffed, but she didn’t argue. We had different opinions about the Inspectors, but we had agreed to disagree. She viewed them more like literal gods whose whims we had to live with. I hated that idea, but if that was what she wanted to believe I wasn’t going to stop her.

I sat up and leaned against the headboard. My eyes lingered on Devi just an arm’s reach away, her posture graceful even while sulking. Tousled silvery hair, delicate nose sprinkled with freckles, large amber eyes that would have looked just a bit too odd on a human. Beautiful. She noticed my gaze and returned it with quiet intensity.

We did this sometimes, just silently admiring each other. I had told her that there were many human men out there who looked better than me, but all she ever replied was that the same was true for Sylven women. I didn’t find that as a compelling argument, but if she liked to look at me, who was I to say no? She obviously liked me just as much as I liked her.

“What is it?” Devi asked, smiling coyly. “I can see that you want to say something.”

“Oh, you know how it is sometimes.”

“Let me guess, too much genius in your head?”

“Too much of you,” I replied. “You know what? At the risk of sounding like a romantic fool, I’d like to tell you that you’re gorgeous.”

Devi’s smile widened, and she leaned closer. I couldn’t stop my eyes from wandering a bit—from the sensual arch of her neck to the slightly askew hem of her nightgown. For Sylven women it was quite normal to show some skin, and I was once again reminded that it was only by my request that Devi wore the nightgown at all.

“Randel, I don’t know much about human romance,” she whispered as if sharing a secret, “but I truly wouldn’t mind if you tried a little harder at courting me.”

“Really?” I distractedly said. “And whatever would I do that for, Miss I’m-too-free-to-get-married?”

“It’s good for a lady’s ego, you see.”

“Sure I do,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You’re very gorgeous, Devi. There, better?”

“Mmm. I’ll take it for now. You’re lucky I’m so easy to please!”

She drew back and got off the bed, which immediately made me suspicious.

“Where are you going?”

“Getting ready,” she said. “We are going to train really hard today.”

“No way,” I said. “I’m going back to sleep. It’s way too early o’clock.”

I lay back down in protest and surprisingly she let me. I tucked my arms beneath my head, watching through half-closed eyelids as she bustled around in the kitchen. Perhaps I should have complimented her more often. Was that the secret of sleeping in? Nerilia was a harsh world, and I needed every little survival tactic just to stay alive without coffee.

“I’m going to cook breakfast,” Devi said, which sent a shiver through me. Our room still smelled like burnt soup.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked, wondering if there was a way to compliment her out of this decision.

Devi ignored my question, of course. With how quick of a learner she was, it probably wouldn’t take long until she became a master chef … but until then, I got to test my theory about Players never getting sick from what they ate. I sighed, then jumped a bit as I noticed the black ball of fur next to me. Nosy had taken over Devi’s warm spot on the bed, stretching lazily in his stealth-form. It was his favorite form for the nights, but he preferred his fire attunement during the day. He had developed quite a lot since I freed him from Yorg’s cage, growing to the size of a small panther. Still criminally cute, though!

“Hey there, big boy,” I mumbled, running my fingers through his fur. “You wanna taste Devi’s breakfast too?”

Nosy let out an eager growl, flashing a set of sharp canines at me. Oh, how innocent! He didn’t know what he had just signed up for. I watched with amusement as he got up and bounded toward Devi, looking up at her. He extended his elastic tongue – which could stretch out as long as his entire body – and quested with it atop the kitchen counter. It looked weird, but at least he wasn’t jumping up to the counter anymore. Devi reprimanded Nosy, but she opened the latch of the stove so that he could stick his tongue inside. The cat snatched a piece of ember to kick off the transformation into his favorite fire form. I imagined painting a picture of Nosy and Devi at that moment, but with sunlight shining through the living room windows. It would have looked so idyllic. A fragile dream.

I worried that I wasn’t taking good care of Nosy. I feared that people would mistake Nosy for the Dungeon’s boss monster. An exotic beast following the Dungeon Master around; it was inevitable that people would jump to conclusions. This city was no place for Nosy anyway, and yet … I had once taken him to the forest to set him free only to find him in my bed a day later. I wasn’t able to break the Pet bond between us.

Nosy’s affection baffled me just as much as Devi’s. He was way too loyal and well-behaved for a wild animal, to the point that I wondered whether he was an agent of the Inspector. I wasn’t sure what I would do if I found out that he was fake. Admittedly, I had no actual idea how smart elemental panthers tended to be; for all I knew, they were akin to wingless dragons. And dragons were super-intelligent, obviously.

“Gonna draw some furry dragons sometime,” I whispered, staring at the ceiling. I let my imagination loose, flitting from one idea to another. So many things have happened lately—how could I even focus on any one of them? It had been so much simpler back before we had found the Dungeon. We had a distinct goal: reaching Fortram. That had been all I needed to worry about. Now, however? Now I had to face myself.

“I don’t even know what I’m doing,” I said. “What am I doing this for?”

“Doing what?” Devi asked, rooting around in the fridge – preservation cabinet, actually – while trying to keep Nosy from poking his tongue in.

“Doing this Dungeon Master thing. Do I need all the trouble that comes with it? I don’t think so. All I want is … well, all I want is to get some rest. I want to get away from all these stupid Quests and Abilities and responsibilities and just … do my thing.”

Devi closed the cabinet and turned sharply to me.

“That’s not what you truly want.”

“No?” I asked, yawning. “Then what is it you think I want?”

“Acceptance.”

“Hmm?”

“You want to be recognized and accepted,” Devi said. “You’re lonely. Me too. You and I are similar, seyroh-kael.”

I couldn’t come up with a retort in time and so Devi turned back to her cooking. She knew that calling me soul mate made me uncomfortable. She didn’t say it as often as she would have, just whenever she wanted to make a point. I frowned. She was projecting quite a lot of herself into me, wasn’t she? She liked to do that, to talk as if we were bound to be together. It was a nice sentiment that the artist in me enjoyed, but ultimately I preferred to be more realistic. Did I want acceptance? I didn’t need to be accepted by anyone; I was completely fine on my own.

“Good joke,” we said to ourselves.

Well, whatever. This had been way too much philosophy for one morning already—and worse yet, I wasn’t even sleepy anymore. I stretched my right leg, then got up and hopped over to where my left leg was propped against the wall. I felt strangely … forlorn. Devi’s comment was getting under my skin more than I would have liked. As I struggled to clasp my mechanical leg on, I did my best to concentrate on the task and shut any lingering sentiments out. I had to stay focused. I had a Dungeon to manage, I had shades in my head, and I had people coming for my head.

Before all that however, I had one more challenge to face: breakfast. I stood up and teleported my spoon to my hand. Because even if I was unsure what I wanted to do with my life, I knew what I wanted to do next.

“Let me help you,” I said, joining Devi in the kitchen.

One step at a time.

            

    
        Chapter 3.5

    
    
    
    
                The sparring rooms of the Refuge were like playgrounds for Players, designed and built by Devi. They were the only facility of the Refuge that she had been interested in—unsurprising, in hindsight. She had always been more focused on self-improvement than creating things. Was that a Sylven thing or something that came from her personality? I couldn’t begrudge her for it, though I did feel a bit disappointed; my romanticized ideas about the two of us creating something great together were gone.

Devi called one of her sparring rooms the Mushroom Pit, which was … well, exactly that. A shallow pit filled to the brim with glowing mushrooms. Soft and bouncy mushrooms, which were a pain to get out of but proved to be an adequate safety measure for anyone who fell off the numerous floating platforms. Because platforms floated everywhere! Devi had clearly been inspired by the elevator in Stonehearth; the room was full of stone platforms that moved as long as someone was standing on them. Up and down, left and right, passing each other really close. Sparring on the platforms was quite challenging, especially since they came in all kinds of shapes and sizes.

I sat on one of those bigger platforms, dangling my feet as I watched Devi down below. She was a patch of bold colors amid the glowing mushrooms; dark blue skin and rough leather armor lit from below, her silvery hair in a warrior braid playing with the rather diffused light. I did my best to commit the imagery to memory. Just the colors and the shadows and the general atmosphere—the rest I’d be able to figure out later.

Eventually Devi arrived back to Imaya’s platform and collected the wooden sword she had dropped. Imaya was already clutching her own practice sword. It wasn’t typically the swordplay that decided their bouts, but I supposed that both of them were low on mana by now. Imaya kept using Archer’s Respite, which was a perfect Ability in this room; with a single thought she could push everyone around her back and away—and oftentimes off the platform.

It was a rather one-sided matchup, though that had never stopped Devi from trying. She had a few tricks too. Although her clones were astonishingly bad at navigating the platforms, she could create them endlessly and they were a constant distraction. Get one close to Imaya, and it could multiply quickly to mob her. The clones were also able to open Instant Portals that blocked the brunt of Archer’s Respite—and with her latest power-up, Devi was now able to wield those portals.

It was her new high-tier Equipment that did the trick. Devi had saved enough credits to buy a pair of fingerless gloves – called Conjurer’s Gloves of Movement – that allowed her to grab and telekinetically move her conjurations. Clones and portals alike. Though its range was short, she was effectively able to carry one of her portals like a shield. Needless to say, Imaya stopped calling me OP ever since she had learned about Devi’s powers. An energy sword that could cut through almost anything, a bouncing laser beam able to obliterate giants, and now an indestructible portal-shield.

Imaya stood considerably behind in terms of power, but in the here and now the use of wooden swords and floating platforms tilted the odds in her favor. The armor she wore was plated and heavy, an odd cross between a modern bulletproof vest and medieval armor. It had dark green colors with sections that occasionally glowed not unlike her eyes during Arcane Vision. I didn’t know what exactly her armor did, but I suspected it gave her stability and poise because Devi never managed to so much as budge her in spite of their difference in height.

Imaya also had a shield – a mundane-looking buckler – that moved her arm and parried blows on its own. The shades regarded this power with derision, but I found it a nifty decision for Imaya. Between her Weapon Skills and her buckler, she could both attack and defend herself like an expert fighter. Kinda. We couldn’t help but notice how awkward her footwork was and how unnecessarily she took blows instead of evading them, but … well, even so she fought better than Devi. Personally, I was of the opinion that Imaya’s technique was good enough for someone who wasn’t lucky enough to be possessed by shades. Sometimes I truly envied those who envied me for my combat prowess.

“Enough rest?” Teva’ryn asked from beside me. I watched the girls a moment longer, then sighed and turned to him.

“I suppose.”

“Is that yes?” Teva’ryn asked. Clearly, he hadn’t been taking language lessons from me.

“I suppose,” I replied with a grin.

Teva’ryn nodded at me in a solemn manner. Damn, he was always so serious. I grabbed Soul Eater, then instead of struggling to stand up with my fake leg I tossed Soul Eater up and teleported myself into a standing position. In the meantime Teva’ryn jumped over to the next platform, walking away to create some distance between us.

Imaya had classified him as a battlemage, though I wasn’t sure how accurate that term was. The Sylven man’s armor consisted of cloth garments with a simple tabard over it—according to him, it was similar to what he had worn as a guardsman. It didn’t do much as physical protection, but it excelled in magical resistance—and more importantly, it gave him tons of mana regeneration. Mana was important for him to keep his army of arms poking at me.

Devi and Imaya were still fighting each other, but the Mushroom Pit was large enough for two pairs of us to fight at the same time—especially since the girls rarely used more than a couple of platforms. Teva’ryn and I were more mobile, on the other hand. Unlike the girls, Teva’ryn was actually challenging to fight.

“Ready?” Teva’ryn asked.

I directed a thought at my vambraces to swap my ordinary clothing to my armor. I winced as they did. My clothes beneath the armor were damp with sweat from sparring earlier. But, hey—at least I looked cool from the outside. The Boots of Stability on my feet were solid footwear of dark leather, granting me the ability to attach myself to any surface. They also prevented me from slipping or stumbling, which was a pretty neat feature for someone with a mechanical leg. Honestly, that alone made this purchase to be worth it. I was already considering buying another pair so that I could walk properly in my other set of clothing too.

My leg and chest armor came from the same armor set, but I had already forgotten their names. Something dark and ominous. They made me look like a shade in the flesh, darkness incarnate, lord of the night, and stuff like that. Dark steel plates curved and weaved over each other, making the armor over my chest look unnecessarily complicated but imposing in design. Heavy, dark mist oozed and dripped from the edges of the plates as if I had just emerged from a pool of ink. Oh, and I also left afterimages behind whenever I moved. This series of fading shadows trailing behind me was due to my legwear, which allowed me to teleport myself back to the place where I had been five seconds ago. It was a neat perk that fit my Abilities nicely, though in the heat of a fight it required a big brain to keep track of.

The chest piece was for defense, though the elaborate metalwork covering my armor was mainly just for show. The real protection was coming from a dark skin-tight aura that would spring to life whenever something was about to hit me. It protected body parts that weren’t even covered by the armor. It also helped me against getting poisoned or suffocated. Plus any damage to the armor would be regenerated in time. Plus it gave me some attribute point boosts. It better damn do all of that for its price! The shades had insisted on buying something that actually gave us protection, and they weren’t settling for anything but the highest quality.

Finally, last but not least, the fifth and final part of the Player Equipment, the head-piece: a pair of sunglasses—or in other words, a pair of shades.

Great puns aside, I kinda ran out of money after buying my legendary-tier dark armor and so I had to resort to something cheaper for the head slot. But the sunglasses were magical Player gear too, granting me sensory powers. Dark-vision and mana-sight much like Imaya’s Arcane Vision, as well as enhanced hearing and a better sense of smell. They also gave me like a hundred extra swag points and made me the coolest kid in the neighborhood, so for that alone I was inclined to keep them. Imaya snickered at me from a few platforms away, and I heard it because my shades gave me such a good hearing.

“You laugh now, but you won’t laugh when I beat you with a spoon,” I threatened her in a deep voice. I gave her a sideways look and pushed the sunglasses higher up my nose, which just made her laugh harder. It would have been the perfect time for Devi to hit her, except Devi was still climbing out of the pit after her most recent defeat.

I didn’t want to make Teva’ryn wait any longer though, so I turned to face him and raised Soul Eater. My weapon was shaped like a sleek and balanced dagger with dull edges. I walked to the edge of my platform just as it reached ground level. Teva’ryn was gliding away horizontally higher above, forcing me to look upward. Not an ideal starting position, but we liked the challenge.

“Ready,” we said.

Teva’ryn grabbed his weapon with both hands, then pulled it apart to hold a sword in either hand. His Player-weapon had two main features: the hilt’s length could be adjusted at will, and the weapon itself could be replicated endlessly. Kinda like Devi’s clones, except all of the copies were sharp and durable too. It would have been the perfect weapon for her, if she weren’t so stubborn about that energy blade of hers.

By the time we started to move, Teva’ryn already had a pair of translucent blue arms sticking out from under his armpit, grabbing his swords. We threw Soul Eater up and away, arcing it over Teva’ryn to a platform behind him. He dropped one of his weapons in response and launched a phantom hand at it to grab it. It would prevent us from teleporting to it, severely limiting our options to get close to Teva’ryn.

We let him do it anyway. As Teva’ryn snatched the black weapon out of the air, we sprinted across our platform and stomped with our mechanical leg, which pushed back with increased force to boost our jump. We landed on the next platform in a crouch, darkness rolling off our armor with after-images of us trailing behind. Teva’ryn chose that moment to throw Soul Eater back to us, forcing us to dodge. We leaned back to snatch the dagger out of the air—but another part of our mind teleported the dagger to our hand already. A mistake. Our teleport was now on twelve seconds of cooldown.

We gritted our teeth as we continued running, berating ourselves. For as long as our fading memories could reach, there had never been any reason for us to share; working together was unprecedented for shades. It led to all sorts of annoying mistakes whenever our will wasn’t in sync.

Teva’ryn didn’t let us approach him freely, of course. Having finished creating three copies of his sword, he launched both of his spectral arms at us with blades pointed at our chest. He had remarkable control over limbs that weren’t naturally part of his body. We ducked under one of the swords and parried the other, then slashed at the translucent limb. Soul Eater carved through the material with ease, making it disappear and drop the copied sword. The other limb attempted to stab us from behind and we threw ourselves to the side, barely avoiding the backstabbing arm. Teva’ryn had been practicing with his limbs a lot, performing complex motions instead of just flailing them around like some retractable tentacles—and he was getting better with them fast. Almost as fast as Devi had been at picking up the Terran tongue.

We cut through another spectral arm that tried to grab us. Teva’ryn stood still on his platform with a frown of concentration, launching three more hands at us. We were getting bogged down fending off the arms, which was never a good sign. But Teva’ryn’s platform was gliding toward ours. We just needed to hold out a little longer.

We dodged and then dodged again, our mechanical leg bucking dangerously even as our Boots of Stability kept us from stumbling. A clumsy dance. Teva’ryn’s arms were capable of both pushing and pulling us if we let them reach us, but that wasn’t the only reason we kept slicing them apart. One of the spectral hands slammed into our platform, then another, and we weren’t quick enough in destroying them before they both left a shining blue circle on the ground. Damn. We spared only a brief glance at the circles to see a pair of spectral arms emerging from them, one of them shooting toward us and the other slapping its palm to the ground to create more circles. Time for us to move. We parried a sword that Teva’ryn sent our way, letting the arm behind us grab our ankle. It tried to trip us but our boots kept us steady, and so we had the time to swing our arm around and throw Soul Eater at Teva’ryn. More of the arms grabbed us from behind, leaving us only one way out; we teleported to the dagger as it reached the edge of Teva’ryn’s platform.

Fighting Teva’ryn without his spectral arms would have been challenging, but not impossible. He wasn’t a bad swordsman by any means, but his technique was uninspired and predictable. Not as predictable as Weapon Skills to be sure, but we knew his school of sword well. If he used his spectral arms, however? That predictability went right out of the window. He was a nightmare to deal with, at least if we wanted to avoid getting hit by his blades.

He attacked us as soon as we arrived, a pair of spectral hands swinging swords at us while he himself wielded a spear—technically a glaive. Soul Eater rushed to our aid even as we ducked under the first strikes, dark material expanding along our arm to form a wide, round shield. Teva’ryn’s glaive clanged sharply against Soul Eater on our right arm, jolting our shoulder. One of his spectral arms got around the shield and swung a sword down at us, but its angle was wrong; we slapped the blade aside with the back of our free hand and grabbed the sword’s hilt, twisting the weapon out of the spectral hand’s grasp. Flipping the stolen sword around, we used it to parry the other hand’s strike and cut through the spectral arm. A moment later Teva’ryn elongated the hilt of the sword in our hand to make it too unwieldy to use, forcing us to toss it away.

Although the Sylven man was physically stronger than us, he chose to disengage and retreated to another platform that passed us by. Jumping after him would have been dangerous simply because he was ready to grab us as soon as our boots left the ground. Teleporting over was a less risky option, but Soul Eater wasn’t in its dagger form. No matter. Instead of wasting time transforming the weapon we slipped the shield off our arm, spun around to gain momentum, and threw the shield like a frisbee. Teva’ryn’s eyes widened and he stopped multiplying his sword, reaching out with his own hand to catch the shield before it could have hit him. We teleported to the shield immediately, grabbing Teva’ryn’s wrist before he had any chance to retreat. Our fingers touched bare skin beneath the sleeve of his garment and we cast Mark of Replacement, grinning as we felt the Ability taking hold. We won. Teva’ryn tried to strike us down, but it was too late; we activated our armor’s ability and teleported back to where we had been five seconds ago.

The thing about fighting on moving platforms is that five seconds is a lot of time for those platforms to move. More often than not, using our armor’s ability would just make us appear in the air because the platform had moved on already—just like in this case. We tumbled backward as our feet found nothing but air, falling toward the pit briefly before activating our Mark of Replacement and switching places with Teva’ryn. I arrived with my hands outstretched as if I was bracing myself, Soul Eater attached to my arm as a shield.

“Not too bad,” I said, glad that the shield throwing trick worked. Longer matches tended to favor Teva’ryn, so I had done well by throwing him off before he could have gotten too handsy. I walked to the edge of the platform to see where he had fallen—and we jerked back as a translucent arm slammed into our chest. It grabbed our armor and tried to pull us down, bending us by the waist even as our Boots of Stability held onto the platform. We almost toppled over, but we managed to ram the edge of our shield through the spectral arm to destroy it. Hopping backward, we transformed Soul Eater into a dagger and noted with surprise that Teva’ryn was hanging from the platforms, spectral arms clinging to them from below. He had dropped his weapon to use all four of his arms to swing from platform to platform, spectral hands shooting out and pulling him in.

We were impressed. In fact, we were so impressed that we didn’t notice the spectral arm in time as it emerged from our chest, grabbing onto our hand that held Soul Eater. The arm was coming from a blue ring on our chest! Teva’ryn had always placed those circles on the ground, so it hadn’t occurred to us that he could place them on people too. We slammed the edge of our palm against the spectral arm, but the thing was elastic enough to withstand the blow. We clawed at the arm until we finally burst it apart—but we had lost precious seconds, which was enough for Teva’ryn to arrive to our platform. He launched more hands at us and we sliced at the arms with Soul Eater, but the circle on our chest tripped us up once more; another arm emerged from it to grab our hand. Teva’ryn landed a few more solid punches on our armor during this lapse in our defense, and though we teleported Soul Eater to our other hand to cut through the arm binding us, it was too late; Teva’ryn had placed two more rings at our shoulders.

Spectral arms sprouting from our armor grabbed both of our hands, pulling them tight against our shoulders. The third arm reached out from our chest and grabbed us by the neck, and though the defenses of our armor prevented the grip from choking us, it pulled our head forcefully forward. It was now our turn to retreat while we could, backing off to the edge of the platform. There were no other platforms behind us, however.

“Concede?” Teva’ryn asked, striding toward us. Our teleport was still on cooldown; we needed to stall for time.

“I’m a sore loser,” we said, trying to lift our head enough to see Teva’ryn. “It’s not over until you land a hit on me with your weapon or make me fall.”

“I drop weapon below.”

“Too bad,” we said, then let go of Soul Eater briefly to teleport ourselves to it—but the spectral arms attached to our armor teleported with us, remaining in place.

“Too bad,” Teva’ryn agreed. As he closed in on us, we lamented that we could have turned this situation around if only we had a proper leg instead of that lump of steel. Kick-based martial arts were not in the mechanical leg’s repertoire, and so we lost this battle. Too bad indeed. I felt disappointed in the shades.

As Teva’ryn lifted one foot to kick us off the platform, I activated my vambraces to switch back to my ordinary clothes. My arms came free as the translucent hands holding them vanished with the armor, and I grabbed at Teva’ryn’s leg just as his foot connected with my chest. There was nothing graceful or professional about it; I clawed and clung to his leg with all I could, and by pure coincidence my mechanical leg kicked him as I tumbled off the platform. Teva’ryn lost his balance and fell with me, and a disorienting moment later we hit the squishy mushrooms in the bottom of the pit, bouncing a few times before sinking into the glowing fungi. My chest hurt from Teva’ryn’s kick, but I would live.

“Sorry,” I said, coughing a bit as I struggled to stand up. “I told you I’m a sore loser.”

I hadn’t been able to win this round, so I had made sure that he didn’t win either. Petty, I admitted to myself. We were only training, yet I did my best to prevent Teva’ryn from winning. If cornered, better to make everyone lose. I wondered what that told about me as a person.

“This is good lesson,” Teva’ryn said, grunting as he used his spectral arms to push himself back to his feet. “I overly confident. Should push you with magic instead of kick.”

Wobbling with each step, he waded across the mushrooms to find his dropped sword.

“Good lesson,” I echoed him, then teleported myself to Soul Eater and sat down on the platform above.

I could have used Soul Eater to stab Teva’ryn instead of grabbing his leg – earning a win right before I fell off – but in the heat of the moment that hadn’t occurred to me. We were not perfect. We were not perfect, but each of us had our strengths and we just had to learn how to work together. Together, we would become perfect.

“I swear I haven’t had so many self-absorbed thoughts in all my life,” I muttered, clutching Soul Eater tighter. “Guys, you love yourselves way too much for your own good.”

The shades didn’t answer. I liked to imagine that they were just shy. Much better than thinking that they were conceited, right? I swung my mechanical leg around, dangling it off the platform and watching Teva’ryn as he looked for his weapon. I wished my problems were as mundane as his. He found his sword eventually, and after that it didn’t take long for him to pull himself up to my platform. Off to the side, Imaya whooped loudly as she landed a solid hit on Devi. Another win for her. Devi didn’t let her celebrate for too long however, demanding another rematch.

“They look happy,” Teva’ryn said, sitting down next to me. “Eager to train.”

Devi and Imaya started another round, but Devi fell off her platform almost instantly.

“I’m glad that they are,” I said. “They are going to need the practice.”

“Need?”

“They’ll need to be able to defend themselves from what is coming, Teva’ryn. It’s a mess. House Quinn is still looking for Devi and would rather see me dead, Yorg and the rival gangs in the area aren’t going to leave us alone—oh, can you believe that Tora founded our very own gang, which I’m apparently the leader of? We’re already in conflict with the Black Moon. And then there are those shadebound Players, as well as the Scarlet Hand who hasn’t shown up yet but certainly will come back for me. Even financially we have our rivals, since the Factory is starting to view us as a competitor.”

Grouped together, I realized that they didn’t paint a very bright future. So far I had managed to treat each of these things as separate problems, and that made them feel less daunting. Teva’ryn sat silently for a while, pondering on what I said. Seeing the troubled expression on his face, I cleared my throat.

“I know it’s a lot—”

“I think of leaving.”

“W-What?”

“These things you say,” Teva’ryn said. “They are your problems. Your fights. Not mine.”

“But—” Weren’t we in this together? My objection died on my lips, however. Why had I even assumed that Teva’ryn would stay? I felt a familiar sickness in my stomach.

“I want to find my own purpose in this world,” Teva’ryn said. “Your purpose is not mine, Randel. So I leave this city soon.”

“But what about Imaya?” I asked. “Have you told her this yet?”

“Not yet. She will not like it. But she finds purpose here, in Dungeon. She will stay.”

I hated myself for feeling relieved at that. I ran a hand through my hair to hide my reaction. Teva’ryn was leaving. Not a big deal—it just caught me by surprise. He wasn’t even my friend, really; I hadn’t talked to him more than a handful of times in the past few weeks. I just hadn’t had the time – and the willingness – to get to know him better. I hadn’t gone out of my way to befriend him. Was it really so surprising that he had no incentive to stay?

“Well, I wish you good luck in finding your purpose,” I heard myself say.

“My thanks,” Teva’ryn said. “I hope you find yours too.”

“My purpose is just to stay alive,” I said with a sad chuckle. “I have considered leaving the city too, you know. Ditch the Dungeon and try to lay low somewhere else.”

“But you will not?” Teva’ryn asked.

“I will not,” I said. “I have a feeling that trouble would find me no matter where I go. And if I had to face said trouble, I’d rather do it where I have at least a small measure of power.”

Teva’ryn nodded solemnly, considering my words. I didn’t think that he saw the big picture, that the Inspector would never allow me to lay low and relax. She had given Soul Eater to me for a reason. She wouldn’t let me waste away.

“Will Devi stay with you?” Teva’ryn asked.

“Of course,” I said. I hoped.

“Then take good care of her, Randel. Protect her, if you can.”

“Heh. Sure. Just don’t let her hear you talk like that.”

Our conversation petered out as we watched the girls exchange blows on the moving platforms. This time Imaya had put her shield away to make the fight more fair, though eventually she managed to land a solid hit on Devi’s head anyway.

“Another match?” Teva’ryn asked.

“No,” I said. “I mean, no, thanks. I’m tired already.”

I was just so damn tired of everything these days.

            

    
        Chapter 3.6

    
    
    
    
                Teva’ryn rode off into the sunset on a bicycle.

He would be traveling by night, which wasn’t actually that much of a problem because of how bright the moonlight in this world was. But riding a bicycle? It felt wrong somehow, in spite of all the practical reasons. Players and adventurers getting around on a bike wasn’t uncommon. It was cheap, and faster than walking. Trains and airships were available too but only between major cities, and buying a goleton mount wasn’t any good either because it required a constant supply of mana. Hence the bikes. Riding one wasn’t very videogame-like, but the Inspectors allowed them.

What surprised me even more was that Sylven were able to ride bicycles too. This topic hadn’t really come up with Devi before, and so it surprised me that bikes were popular in the post-apocalyptic world of the blue-skinned elves too—though it was only the men who used them, of course. Riding bikes was too dangerous for women, and where would they have gone anyway? Their place was at the safety of their home, Devi had bitterly told me. Her only reaction to Teva’ryn’s departure was to add riding a bike to the list of things she wanted to learn. As far as she was concerned, we were better off without Teva’ryn.

The same couldn’t be said about Imaya, who hadn’t come to say farewell to him. She had stayed with us – just as Teva’ryn had said she would – but it obviously wasn’t an easy decision for her. I almost wished she had gone with Teva’ryn instead—that way I wouldn’t have felt so guilty. I needed her help with the Dungeon, sure. But I wasn’t a good friend, or even a reliable one.

I wasn’t convinced that in Imaya’s place I would have wanted anyone consoling me, but Devi was determined to try. She strode off to find Imaya, and so I was left alone. I decided to make my way down to the Refuge; plenty of things to occupy me down there.

You have entered the Dungeon: Randel’s Refuge 
The Dungeon Core of Randel’s Refuge has been restored.

I smiled a little as I smelled fresh bread. Erika could complain all she wanted, but in my opinion letting the Avarii open shops was already paying off. They made the Refuge feel friendlier.

Soft music drifted my way when I stepped onto the lower gallery, coming from the central hub of the Refuge down below. I wavered for a moment, but decided to investigate later. First I wanted to check on our resident blacksmith, and so I limped along the gallery toward the smithy. Thinking about the blacksmith made me more conscious of my prosthetic leg; I might have just imagined things, but it felt heavier than usual. Perhaps it was running out of juice? No, we knew that it was as heavy as always. We didn’t think that the essence concentration made our leg lighter anyway; it was used only to bend the ankle and the knee. Well, then. I felt so convinced that I supposed it was true.

The smithy occupied a large but otherwise nondescript stone building. Glowing clovers had grown halfway over the nameplate that hung over the entrance, making it practically unreadable. The place was deadly quiet until I crossed the entrance, passing a line of sound-absorbing runes in the wall. The sharp clang of hammer on steel made me flinch right away, even though I was already expecting it.

The smithy was full of various scraps of metal, most of them scavenged from the ruins of the city above. I navigated around the piles of junk until I caught sight of the forge and the enormous Noruk working by it. Barumm the Rolling Boulder of Nature – or just simply Barumm to his friends – was a big guy even by Noruk standards, yet he was surprisingly deft with the hammer in his meaty hand. The Noruk was a species that had only three stubby fingers on their hands, but Barumm compensated for this with a neat mechanical glove that added an extra joint to his fingers. His expression was quite alien for me to read, but if I had to guess he wore a look of concentration on his elongated face. Two beady eyes squinted past his triangular horn, wide nostrils flaring with each exhale as he hammered a flat sheet of metal even flatter.

Calling him Rolling Boulder was an apt description in my opinion. Even hunched over the forge he looked tall, and he wore only a loincloth so his bulging muscles were on clear display. He had muscles in places where I was quite sure humans didn’t even have places. His rough gray skin glistened with sweat, and it was only when he paused to wipe his brow that he noticed me.

Then he continued to hammer the metal in his grasp.

Hands in my pockets, I looked for something to lean against while I waited for him to finish. The half-finished worker golem behind me creaked as I leaned against it, earning me a warning look from Barumm. I was on my best behavior after that. I didn’t really mind waiting; I knew firsthand what it felt like to be bothered during the flow of creation.

As I waited, I soon began to envy Barumm’s loincloth; I wasn’t overdressed but the heat of the furnace was getting to me slowly. I wondered whether I could give this place a bit more ventilation. The Dungeon had some form of magical air conditioning, though I believed that Imaya was already pushing its limits. Perhaps Heat runes would have helped here? I wasn’t sure how those worked. Barumm was using a mundane furnace, since Heat Magic was rare in this corner of the Terran Empire—it belonged to a species that humans were currently in war with. I was rich, but not as rich as to get prisoners of war from the other side of the empire just to have a stable source of Heat Magic to control the room temperature and cool my drinks.

“Randel,” Barumm said, “what is it?”

His voice had a rough, gravelly quality to it. He sounded grumpy … but perhaps less grumpy than usual. Noruk people didn’t like to talk much. Actions speak louder and things like that. Body postures were important, though I couldn’t really understand the nuances without drawing on the knowledge of the shades. Barumm stood with his arms crossed across his massive chest, turning his back to the forge.

“Just checking,” I said, making a show of glancing around the smithy before settling my eyes back on him. “Everything going well?”

“Well enough,” Barumm said, shifting his weight subtly. “Two more golems done.”

That sounded nice. We had golems next to almost every well by now, making them pull water from the underground river relentlessly.

“Good,” I said. “Need anything more?”

Barumm shook his head, grunting. I nodded in turn.

“Another request,” I said, then pointed down at my prosthetic leg. “Fill it up?”

It wasn’t Barumm who had crafted my leg, but as a Noruk he was able to recharge the mechanical parts with his essence, which was basically golemancy-mana. For the necromantic side of my leg I would need to find an Avarii, but that part of the construct allegedly didn’t need to be recharged as often.

Barumm beckoned me over to the anvil, gesturing me to put my leg up on it. Once I did, he took off his gloves and pressed his fingers to the metal below my knee. There were no flashy visual effects around my leg, and my collar didn’t track the mana transfer either. Barumm straightened back up a few seconds later, and I had no way to tell whether he had actually done anything.

“Done.”

“Thanks.”

I put my leg down and took a few tentative steps back and forth. It felt the same. I craned my head to look up at Barumm.

“Seen Val lately?”

“Downtown market.”

“Alright,” I said, walking to the exit. “Bye, Barumm.”

The Noruk blacksmith grunted a goodbye to me before lumbering back to his forge. Yeah, he was definitely warming up to me. We had started off on the wrong foot, but I liked to think that by now I had proven myself to him. My association with a Sylven didn’t earn me any favors—and Devi’s attitude hadn’t helped either. Her open-mindedness toward humans didn’t quite extend to the Noruk, and so she had caused quite a scene when we first met the blacksmith.

“We all have room for improvement, don’t we?” I mused out loud.

The streets were getting busier as I walked down to the central area of the Refuge, toward the market. The music I had heard earlier was coming from there. If the lute weren’t enough clue as to who was performing, the rich singing voice certainly was.

“She fled his dream, once there came the morning, 
Her scent lingering, bittersweet…”

The market square was full of refugees. It wasn’t crowded, not exactly, but a considerable amount of people had gathered for their free meal. Today it was stew, most likely from rabbit. Food prices had gone up after the sweller invasion, but for now I was content to let these daily warm meals continue. My wallet could take a dent; it was almost disgusting how much money the Inspectors were throwing at me as Player Allowance. Other Players like Devi and Imaya received only a fraction of my income.

I navigated around humans and Thardos alike, searching through the crowd. I would have expected Val to be testing the new golems, but I found him on dinner duty. He was handing bowls of stew to a line of refugees. A large, clawed hand grabbed my shoulder as I tried to cut the line, and I looked up at the Shrissten who had stopped me. Pale yellow scales, brown lizard eyes, two rings as piercings in his nostrils, huge jaws slightly ajar to show off a row of sharp teeth. For a moment I wondered what this guy got out of a small bowl of stew. Perhaps an appetizer for his real meal afterward?

“Hey there, buddy,” a man next to the Shrissten spoke. “You can’t skip ahead, just ‘cause you’re a Reaper. Wait for—uh, are you the—I mean, Mad Painter?”

The Shrissten released my shoulder and jerked his hand back as if I had burned him.

“No, I’m Randel,” I corrected him patiently. “Don’t worry, I’m not here for the food. I just want to talk to Val.”

I was drawing more and more looks from the line of refugees, so I turned quickly and moved on.

I found it fascinating that it was my status as the Mad Painter, rather than the fact that I was a Reaper, which gave people a pause. Reapers were the gods’ executioners. Harbingers of death. Not everyone was religious, however—in fact, there were many who saw that Reapers were just regular people too. People with failings, not some kind of divine beings.

The Mad Painter, on the other hand? He wasn’t just a regular person. Rumors said that he had slaughtered dozens of the Black Moon’s members when they tried to kidnap him, murdering them in cold blood. Which, to be fair, was true. Even if I had been under the influence of a shade at the time. Refugees who recognized me stepped out of my way hastily, fear and respect warring in their gazes. Not everyone was like that though, and it was those exceptions I was truly thankful for.

“Randel!” Val called out, extending a hand to me from behind his cauldron of stew. “What brings you here?”

Val, the former Factory worker was part of the Painters, with my Mark of Replacement – a black, dagger-shaped tattoo – on his bare upper arm. An ironic sight, considering how much he disliked Players in general. We had gotten to know each other by him threatening to beat me up, but after a bit of talk he had come around. The burly man was one of the few people who knew me from before the sweller invasion, and I appreciated that the rumors didn’t scare him away.

“Curiosity and boredom, mostly,” I told Val, shaking his hand. I then stood aside so that he could continue filling the bowls. “I thought I would find you with the new golems. Are they set to work already?”

“Oh yeah,” Val said. “Top-notch work as always—much better than what we had in the Factory! Thank the big guy for me, will ya?”

“Already did,” I said, trying to remember. Had I thanked Barumm? I thought so.

“Now, that’s not to say that we couldn’t use a few more golems, ya know? Plenty of work that ‘round here.”

“I can imagine,” I said. “Who is gonna keep the golems charged, though? We don’t have enough Noruk for that.”

“We’ll figure something out. The sweller farm really needs help. Ain’t nobody wants to spend their time skinning those bugs.”

I hummed thoughtfully, then grabbed the spare ladle and joined Val at the cauldron. Honestly, I wasn’t sure that skinning the Dungeon-spawned swellers was worth the effort. Their hide was somewhat valuable, but it wasn’t exactly a gold mine. Dungeons in this world didn’t contain treasure chests – the rewards for clearing Dungeons usually came from Quests – and so there was little room for exploiting the spawn mechanics.

I served stew beside Val for a while. It felt quite relaxing, if I ignored the occasional nervous refugee who didn’t dare to take the bowl from me. But then there were plenty of brave ones too, like the little girl who asked about Nosy and made me promise to bring him next time. He was a little superstar for the Thardos children.

I left Val before too long, wandering off to find Stanley. The music had stopped by now, so I expected to find him in the company of at least one young woman. Possibly more. That was the way his nights usually went, and so after some asking around I wasn’t surprised to learn that people saw him enter the Steady Stone with someone.

The Steady Stone was a tavern that Imaya and I built with the intention to lease it to someone. We had pulled up the walls and set the lighting, putting a little bit of extra effort into making it look inviting. The project was such a success that we quickly raised a few more establishments across the Refuge. There was no shortage of people willing to try their hands at running a tavern down here, and I could understand why; even among the poor, the taverns had a tendency to become a hub of activity.

I looked over the neatly organized furniture of the Steady Stone, tables and chairs made of suspiciously high-quality wood, many of them already occupied. The walls were decorated with various paintings … and I stopped short when I recognized one of them as mine. What the hell? It depicted a Shrissten man selling street food from a tiny stall. Sloppy, messy colors. The painting was only half finished, since I had misplaced and lost it at one point—though seeing it here, I wasn’t quite sure about that misplaced part anymore. Well, at least someone obviously liked my painting. Shaking my head, I reminded myself what I actually came here for.

Stanley was sitting by the bar on a high stool, talking to a girl in black next to him. The motley garb Stanley wore was in stark contrast to hers. Stanley’s clothes would have looked ridiculous on anyone else, but somehow they fit him. With his styled blonde hair, neatly trimmed goatee, and the lute slung across his back, he looked like a stereotypical fantasy bard. He turned when he noticed my approach, grinning and waving me closer.

“Randel! Fancy seeing you here! You’ve been neglecting my company for far too long.”

I took the seat next to Stanley, with only a passing glance at the girl on his other side.

“Yeah,” I said. “I suppose I did.”

Stanley gestured at the girl. “Randel, let me introduce you to Jessie. Jessie, this is Randel, the—”

“I know who he is,” Jessie cut him off. “We have already met.”

I blinked, only now realizing that Jessie was a Player too. I took note of her dark makeup and at the piercings through her eyebrows and nose and lower lip, but I couldn’t really remember where I had seen her before. She did look familiar, though. The Dungeon during the invasion, we reminded ourselves. The riddle room with Jessie and Tamara. Oh, right.

“I remember,” I said. “You called me a newbie.”

Whatever Jessie was about to say died on her lips, a rather flustered expression taking over.

“I—”

“No, you were right,” I said. “I am a newbie. I barely know what I’m doing. However, you should know that I’m getting better at it—this week I have brought my first Player armor!”

Jessie’s eyes flickered down my shirt for a moment, but my vambraces were hidden beneath my sleeves and she couldn’t see my prosthetic leg from where she sat. She seemed to be vaguely surprised, perhaps even disappointed, though she covered it up quickly.

“Congratulations,” she said in a dry tone, then turned aside. “I’ll … leave you two to catch up with each other. See you guys later.”

I watched her hurry away, heading straight out of the tavern. Stanley huffed next to me.

“Typical,” he said. “They play nice until I get them a drink, then bail on me.”

“Sorry for ruining your date,” I said. “I guess I’m not very good at first impressions.”

Stanley raised an eyebrow at that, regarding me with an amused look.

“Perhaps you’d have more success if you didn’t always belittle yourself during the introduction.”

I matched his raised eyebrow with my own.

“Always belittle? What do you mean, always?”

“Those two or three times when you bother to speak to anyone besides Devi.”

“Ouch,” I said, wincing. “You didn’t have to go that hard with the truth. Couldn’t you just, you know, lie to me?”

Stanley snorted, then took a sip of his drink.

“It’s no big deal,” he said. “It wasn’t really a date. She was snooping around in the Refuge and I decided to learn more about her. She fled when she met you, which I consider as valuable information gathered.”

“So, it was just a nice bonus that she was pretty?”

“Eh? You think she’s pretty?”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging. “The piercings are a bit excessive, but they are tasteful and aesthetically pleasing. They really suit her face. I’d like to see her in something other than those clothes, though.”

“Right?” Stanley asked, brightening up. “I don’t like these goth girl vibes too much so I may be biased—but I do think she went a bit overboard with that outfit. Those rags and chains are not flattering to her body at all!”

“No, no, that’s not it. It’s not the gothic style that bothers me, but the fact that her clothes were ill-fitting. When you’re wearing all black it’s especially important that the different pieces harmonize with each other.”

Stanley looked at me pointedly.

“No offense Randel, but since when have you become such a fashion expert? You’re wearing the same shirt every day!”

“Hey there, that’s not true. I just have many identical ones.” Kinda. I consciously didn’t look at the colorful smudges where I had wiped my hands into my shirt. “Besides, you got to agree that there’s a difference between being too lazy to wear fashionable clothes and looking at pretty girls to judge what they are wearing.”

“Wise words, mate,” Stanley said. “Spoken like a true caveman who never went on a date.”

I grinned. “Okay, alright. Then how about this? I paint pretty girls more often than I paint myself. I know my craft, and women’s fashion is obviously part of it.”

“Spoken like a true artist,” Stanley said with his best wise man imitation. “Good. These words are accepted.”

It was at that point that I finally caught the barmaid’s attention and ordered a beer. She gave me a weird look, though I wasn’t sure whether that was because of my conversation with Stanley or my notoriety as the Mad Painter. I tried not to stare too much, but the bracelets on her wrist transfixed me for a moment. They kept clinking into each other, glittering in the light of the glowing clovers overhead. Her hands were slender, tanned, and shaking a little. I sighed, looking away.

“Sometimes I think your little songs did more harm than good,” I told Stanley. I took the mug of ale from the barmaid, nodding my thanks as she retreated.

“Eh?” Stanley said. “You still blaming me for that song about killing the giant worms? I’ve spoken with Devi since last time, you see. She doesn’t care about you taking the credit.”

“It’s not about that,” I said, then shook my head. “Well, it kinda is. My problem is about what other people take away from that song. Hearing about how I lasered those worms to death doesn’t make them think I’m a hero or savior. They just fear me all the more, believing that I can obliterate buildings with a single brushstroke.”

“Do you want to be a hero or savior instead?”

“Well, no. But it paints me in a dark light.”

“Maybe, or maybe not,” Stanley said with a contemplative look on his face. “I think you inspire just as many people. But hey, that’s just my opinion—I can stop including you in my songs, if you want to.”

I fixed my eyes on my mug of ale, trying to catch my reflection in it. What did I want, really? My first instinct was to complain about how Stanley’s songs made me stand out. But that was kind of their point, wasn’t it? I didn’t want to stand out. I didn’t want to, yet I created a Dungeon right beneath the city and openly claimed to be its Dungeon Master. I chose this, I wanted this.

“My problems aren’t always rational.”

“That, I can understand,” Stanley said. I was expecting him to add something else, perhaps a witty remark, but he remained silent.

“I kind of want to blame you for my dark image,” I said. “I know it’s not fair. I know that rumors of the Mad Painter would have spread anyways. If anything, your songs are a good counterbalance against those. So yeah—thanks, I guess.”

“Woah, a compliment!” Stanley said. “Thank you, mate. I aim to please!”

I took another sip to hide my smile. That was the thing about Stanley; he embraced his choice of art completely. He defined himself as a bard, and he was clearly enjoying his unique role. Did I enjoy painting? I supposed I did. But while I used it as a place to retreat to, Stanley let his art define every aspect of his life, let it define the very way he lived. That was a huge difference between us.

“You know,” I cautiously said, “I find it strange that you’ve stayed in this city for so long. I figured you’re more of a wandering bard type, going from one place to another, gathering stories.”

“Oh please,” Stanley said, resting an elbow on the bartop. “You think finding a good story requires wandering around?”

“It doesn’t?”

“Not if you have already arrived. At that point, all you need is a pair of good eyes and plenty of patience.”

“Huh. So you stayed here instead of, let’s say, joining Teva’ryn on his adventure … because you think that with patience you’ll see interesting events around me?”

I avoided looking directly at Stanley, but even so I could tell that his amused smile was back.

“I stayed,” he said, “because unlike that Teva’ryn guy you’re my friend, Randel. I stayed because you’re going to need help with the Refuge and I’m willing to lend a hand. And lastly—yes, I do expect great stories to revolve around you. I’m patiently waiting for them. Did that disperse your doubts?”

“Yeah,” I said. I struggled to hide my relief. Ugh. It felt so awful to feel relieved by a small thing like this. Stanley sighed beside me, then pulled down the last of his drink.

“Mate, you seriously need something to cheer you up. This Dungeon management business is sucking the life out of you.”

“No, it’s not that,” I said. “Actually, it’s those awful rhymes of yours. Deep inside I die a little every time you crack one.”

Stanley gasped. “Randel, you lie! I haven’t cracked a single rhyme, for the whole time we’ve had this sublime talk.”

I did my obligatory groan.

“Come on,” Stanley said, turning on his seat. “Do you think Devi would be jealous if the two of us spent the night up in the city? Have a boys’ night out, visit a few clubs or something, relax a bit.”

“Visiting clubs is definitely not relaxing for me,” I said. “But … sure, it’s not a bad idea. As for Devi, well, I’ve never actually seen her jealous. My, ahem, soul mate places way too much trust in me. And stop smiling so stupidly Stanley, you’re embarrassing me.”

“I’m not smiling, you’re smiling.”

I rolled my eyes, then took one last sip from my beer. “Let’s go.”

Stanley hopped off the stool, his feet never touching the ground as he began to float.

“Who are you and what did you do to Randel?” he asked. “I thought you’d need more convincing to go out.”

I stood up and headed for the tavern’s exit.

“You clearly haven’t seen me in my late teens,” I told Stanley. “I wasn’t exactly a party animal, but I would have definitely become a pothead if not for Sarah’s efforts. It got me into—”

I stopped short as the tavern’s door swung open in front of me and a group of soldiers marched inside. City Watch, wearing their gray and green uniform with batons and swords at their hip and decay rifles slung across their back. They blocked the way out.

“Hello?” I greeted them. Most of them were looking directly at me, standing stiffly without saying anything—waiting while the conversation in the tavern gradually died down. Once they had everyone’s attention an officer stepped forward, held up a parchment, and began to read.

“By the orders of Governor Clavius,” he called out to the silent room, “the City Watch is looking for the Reaper called Randel, the Mad Painter. He—”

“Dude, I’m standing right here,” I said. “No need to shout. Welcome. I’ve been expecting you.”

The officer looked up from the parchment as if noticing me for the first time.

“Are you the Mad Painter? Dungeon Master of the Dungeon beneath Fortram?”

“No, I’m Randel,” I said, sighing. “Founder of Randel’s Refuge.”

“Very well, then,” the officer said, lowering his parchment. “You’re under arrest, Mad Painter.”

Well, I supposed that was one way to spend a night out with the boys.

            

    
        Chapter 3.7

    
    
    
    
                The Dungeon Core of Randel’s Refuge has been removed from the Dungeon.
The Dungeon will collapse in: 2 days

The flash of my collar startled the men escorting me. Their hands went for their weapons, but we remained calm. They reacted by reflex. The dozen or so police officers around us knew that they wouldn’t stand a chance against a Reaper, but they wouldn’t go out without a fight either. They relaxed slightly when they realized that our collar notification wasn’t an impending attack.

Two days till the Dungeon collapses. To be honest, I was only a little bit worried about the deadline. I had given Soul Eater to Stanley for safekeeping, so in the worst-case scenario I would just teleport myself back to restore the Core. Unless the City Watch had some of those Ability-negating relics that Yorg had tried to trap me with. Anyway, the Refuge was going to be fine without the Core for about a day or so before its faculties started to break down. Dungeon mechanics weren’t common knowledge, so most of the refugees had no clue—and even I wasn’t sure how severe this collapse would be. Would the stone buildings sink back down into the ground? Would there be earthquakes? Would the entire central cavern fill back up with dirt and stone? All I knew was that I didn’t want to find out.

Fortunately, there was a solution to prevent such collapse. Unfortunately, it was a solution that the shades wanted. We just had to connect the Dungeon Core to the World Seed. Doing so would bind the Core to the city, allowing us to leave the Dungeon for as long as we wanted—while retaining our status as the Dungeon Master. The structures we raised would be safe from there on. But not yet.

I had an awful amount of responsibility resting on my shoulders. It didn’t really surprise me that the City Watch had come for me; the only surprising thing about it was how long it took them. Almost as if they had been waiting for the basic faculties of the Refuge to be up and running first.

We marched across quiet streets, me and my escorts, and the few bystanders we encountered hurried out of our way. The moonlight was lime-colored tonight, a hue somewhere in-between the moon’s rich green and dark amber zeniths. The silence hanging around us felt impossibly ominous—up until we reached the gate between the lower ring and the middle ring of Fortram, where a nasally voice called out to me.

“There you are, Mad Painter! It’s my pleasure to meet you!”

The men of the City Watch reluctantly parted to allow a spindly, rather young man to come closer. He wore a black suit, which was a rather unusual fashion choice in this world. The newcomer also stood out with his curly red hair, a hooked nose, and a seemingly genuine smile. The officers around me shifted with unease.

“Please, just call me Randel,” I said. “Also, who are you?”

“Ah, my apologies, I got too excited,” the young man said, extending a hand to me. “My name is Theodore Clavius, son of Governor Clavius. What should I call you, Mr…?”

“Just Randel,” I said, accepting the handshake.

“Ah, but I know for a fact that in Terra, homeland of Reapers, family names are commonplace. May I inquire for yours?”

“It hardly matters here, does it?” I asked. I paused for a moment, thinking. “But if you insist on using my full name, call me Randel Shadeslayer.”

Theodore blinked, his smile faltering. “That’s a rather … peculiar name.”

“I was thinking about either Shadeslayer or Shadeborn, and found the latter to be a touch too close to the heart. Shadeslayer sounds much more dramatic anyway.”

“Ah, well. I see, I see.”

I doubted that he did. Curious. It was too early to tell how good Theodore was at pretending, but for now it seemed like he wasn’t aware of my association with the shade that had attacked Fortram. Hadn’t the Scarlet Hand reported the outcome of that battle? But of course, the Hand answered only for the Emperor. Perhaps the news about a Reaper trapping a shade in his dagger hadn’t reached the Governor’s ears—much less his son’s.

“Is there something you wanted to talk about?”

“Indeed there is, Mr. Shadeslayer,” Theodore said, earning my respect. Finally someone who wasn’t calling me Mad Painter! “I understand that your current predicament may look troubling, but I came here to reassure you. I’ll accompany you to my father’s office, and we’ll straighten this issue out together.”

I raised my eyebrows at that, and I was just about to reply when one of the officers stepped in.

“We are not going to the Governor’s office, sir. We were told to keep the Mad Painter in the—”

“Whatever you were told, it doesn’t matter,” Theodore said. “I’m giving you new orders. We’re going to visit my father.”

“Sir, with all due respect, I don’t think that’s wise. May I point out that—”

“You may not,” Theodore said, his voice growing hard. “Mr. Shadeslayer will come with me to the Governor’s office, and you will not question your superiors.”

Nice. It seemed like I found an unexpected ally, though I couldn’t yet ignore the possibility of a good cop bad cop play to be afoot. Still, a talk with the Governor sounded much better than spending the night in an interrogation room. The officers of the City Watch followed Theodore’s orders, though not without some grumbling. Our little group headed for the upper ring where the Governor’s office could be found.

“I hope you don’t mind walking, Mr. Shadeslayer,” Theodore said as he fell into step beside me. “I could send for a carriage, but goletons are loud and I would much rather avoid disturbing the locals at this time of the night.”

“That’s very noble of you,” I said. “And here I thought you just wanted to have more time to talk with me. But don’t worry, I don’t mind walking. Only one of my feet can get tired anyway.”

Theodore nodded, giving me a sideways glance.

“Talking to you is equally as important to me, Mr. Shadeslayer. I wish to convey that I’m impressed by your deeds. You were truly vital for Fortram’s recovery after the disaster! Why, if it wasn’t for your efforts to provide food and shelter, the lower ring would have most likely plunged into chaos. The tide of people who lost their homes would have rebelled, stealing and looting just to get by. The city barely avoided sinking so low, and it was all thanks to you.”

He was talking in hyperbole, of course—I doubted that my contribution mattered that much. Theodore must have thought that flattery could get him on my good side, but if anything it just made him less likable in my eyes. I didn’t say anything though, allowing him to continue his monologue.

“Alas, I’m afraid that my father doesn’t share my opinions, Mr. Sh—actually, may I call you Randel? I know it’s terribly informal, but I wish to be direct with you, Randel. I’m risking my neck by stepping in here, to be perfectly honest, but I needed to warn you. You deserve that much for what you have done.”

Having finished talking, Theodore watched me expectantly as we walked deeper into the heart of the city. All my goodwill for not calling me Mad Painter was gone by now, replaced by unease that I kept carefully hidden. Politics. It was the last thing I needed on top of everything else. As the potential successor of my father’s companies, I had already met my fair share of people like Theodore—and while I had never been good at playing their game, I certainly knew how to ruin it.

“Thanks for warning me, Theodore.”

“Ah! But I haven’t told you what I’m warning you about, have I?”

“You didn’t need to,” I said, reaching out and patting his shoulder. “My father is like that too, Theodore. Always disagreeing with me! He is rich and influential and ambitious and I was always in his shadows. Gods above! You and I are so similar, Theodore. I can feel the friendship forming already.”

“Ah—your father, you say?” Theodore asked, clearly uncomfortable. “Is he a Reaper too?”

“Now that would be an interesting twist, wouldn’t it?” I said. “Fortunately no, my father isn’t here. I left him on Earth. That’s what you want too, isn’t it? You want to leave yours behind.”

“I, ah, can’t say that you’re entirely wrong, Mr.—I mean, Randel.”

“Right? Though we shouldn’t discuss these things in public. Who knows how many of these good guardsmen report to your father directly? No, we need to plot secretly.”

“You misunderstand me,” Theodore said, his voice regaining its firmness. “I do not have anything to hide from my father, Randel. I came here openly to warn you that he wants to take everything you have. All cards on the table. I may disagree with my father’s decisions, but that doesn’t mean I stoop so low as to plot behind his back.”

Well, damn. Pushing Theodore further off-balance would have been nice, but apparently I had misjudged my angle.

“If you say so,” I said. “Anyway, lots of people are trying to destroy me. Why should I be worried about your father?”

“Why, because he is the Governor of Fortram! Don’t you think that warrants caution?”

“Eh, I have literal gods breathing down my neck. You’ll forgive me if I’m not overly concerned about some mortal ruler. Reapers are a different breed, you know.”

I wasn’t sure how convincing my bravado sounded, but it was enough to put a temporary stop to our conversation. Truth be told, standing against the Governor did concern me—but Theodore didn’t need to know that. I was trying to get the measure of him, and I was pretty sure that he was doing the same to me.

We walked without talking for a while, only our footsteps disturbing the night’s quiet. Lots of footsteps actually, as the City Watch kept a close ring around me. Only after we passed the gate to the upper ring of Fortram did Theodore speak again.

“I bought one of your paintings some days ago. Did you know?”

“No,” I said, eyeing him curiously. I wasn’t even selling my paintings. “Which one was it?”

“The city landscape after the devastation,” Theodore said. “It’s hauntingly beautiful, I must say. A fine piece of impressionism.”

I remembered that one. It was a botched attempt at trying out new techniques—but hey, if he enjoyed it, who was I to say otherwise? That was what I truly loved about art; it was never bad. It just had to find the right audience.

“Well, I’m glad you like it.”

“It’s more than just liking it,” Theodore said. “That ray of sunlight that you painted, breaking through the clouds. Inspiring, truly. It fills me with hope that all will be the same again—that the lower ring of Fortram can recover from the devastation. A ray of light to cling into at the time of darkness. It represents all you’ve been doing, Randel. You’re that ray of hope.”

I rolled my eyes—I just couldn’t help it. He was really unashamed about laying it on thick, wasn’t he?

“Alright, out with it,” I said. “What are you buttering me up for? Want my autograph?”

Theodore fixed me with an odd look.

“Pardon my ignorance, but I’m afraid that I don’t understand those Reaper idioms. Buttering? Autograph? Is that like a royal seal?”

I sighed. “Look … I’m just asking what you want from me. Why do you bother?”

“I bother because I find what you’ve been doing noble,” Theodore said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I do not want anything from you, just that you continue doing what you were doing. My father is an obstacle for you in that regard, therefore I came to help you. It’s that simple. We have arrived, by the way.”

The city hall was a grand building with red brick walls, not necessarily bigger than all the luxurious mansions in the upper ring, but certainly distinctive. I barely had time to take it all in before the officers escorting us ushered me in, intent to get this over with.

“Why is the Governor still in his office at this hour?” I asked as we marched across the entrance hall.

“He usually works at night,” Theodore said. “By his reasoning he can work harder this time because there are fewer disruptions. Personally, I disagree. He is clearly just evading his social duties and obligations.”

Huh. Now that was something I could empathise with! It also shed more light on the relationship between Theodore and his father. I glanced at the City Watch behind me, but his face was carefully blank. These guys probably heard Theodore disparaging the Governor all the time.

We had to walk down a few corridors and scale quite a few steps before arriving to the Governor’s office. Instead of requesting entry however, the City Watch officers at the front of our group froze. It wasn’t because of me, I realized; shouting could be heard from within.

“—I do not care for your excuses,” an accented voice spoke harshly. “She is in there too, and if she gets hurt, you’ll get hurt too. That, I can promise.”

“I—I can’t. It’s out of my control! It’s too late to stop it now.”

“You idiot. You—someone is listening in.”

Chairs scraped against the floor, footsteps approached the door, and a moment later it flung open to reveal Tengi’quinn on the other side. The Sylven Lord wore formal robes, long silver hair tied back, mouth twisted in an annoyed grimace. Whatever he was going to say died on his lips though when he saw me, eyes widening in recognition. I surprised him just as much as he surprised me—and as it turned out, he didn’t take kindly to surprises.

Dark power burst forth his blue skin, and we reacted by spinning to the side and grabbing the closest police officer, twisting his arm behind his back and putting it between Tengi’quinn and us. The officers around us staggered as the power hit them, and though they reached for their weapons they weren’t able to draw them before dropping to their knees, unable to stay upright. The dark power around Tengi’quinn was an aura, gravity multiplied, weighing us down. The man we were hiding behind dropped too, while we struggled to remain on our feet. Our right knee was about to buckle, but we put our weight on our mechanical left leg—which held out, unaffected by the aura.

“What are you doing here?” Tengi’quinn hissed.

“What are you doing here, Tengi’quinn?” we asked, our voice strained from the pressure on us. “You’re causing a scene.”

We watched the Sylven man carefully, ready to swap to our armor if he escalated the conflict. We could sense his fury, his desire to kill us here and now, but we could also see caution. Hesitation. We had resisted his mind control before, and now we were resisting his aura. The heavy pressure slowly abated as Tengi’quinn reined in his emotions. He stepped over the groaning officers, walking off without a word.

“No, seriously, what were you doing here?” I called after him. “A Sylven Lord demanding things in the Governor’s office?”

Tengi’quinn ignored my question, disappearing around a corner without so much as a glance in my way.

“That was—that was quite a thing,” Theodore groaned, picking himself up from the floor. The City Watch officers were getting to their feet too, but I took advantage of their brief lapse of control and slipped inside the Governor’s office before they could have stopped me.

The room wasn’t what I expected it to be. Instead of lavish furniture radiating wealth and power, the office held only the bare necessities. Cabinets along the walls, a small desk by the small grated window, and a pair of simple chairs. One of them was knocked over while a man was slumped in the other, clutching at his chest as if he was having a heart attack.

Theodore had apparently inherited his curly red hair from his father, but that was where all the similarities ended. Governor Cassiel Clavius was a balding, portly old man—so old that he could have easily been Theodore’s grandfather. Curious. Contrasting his son’s formal suit, he wore plain but comfortable-looking clothes. He was also gasping and shouting for the guards in alarm.

“Good evening,” I said, picking up the upturned chair and sitting down on it. “No need to shout for guards—they were the ones who brought me here.”

“Y-You…!” Governor Clavius sputtered, though he wasn’t addressing me. “Why?!”

“Because you need to have this talk, father,” Theodore replied. “You can’t just decide behind someone’s back that they are evil. Get a better understanding of them before you dole out justice.”

“How dare you,” Clavius said, his voice trembling—from fear or from rage, I honestly couldn’t tell. “You have no idea what you’re meddling with. Guards, take—”

I cleared my throat. I didn’t think that I looked particularly threatening, but the Governor froze like a deer caught in the headlights. The police officers drew their weapons, lining up along the sides of the office. I paid them no mind, keeping my eyes steadily on the Governor.

“Hey, what’s your favorite color?” I asked.

“…what?”

“Mine is blue,” I said. “Azure, to be precise. The calming and comforting color of a clear sky. I rarely use it in my paintings, though; too much of it can quickly get boring. Anyway, what is your favorite color?”

Clavius stared at me with wide eyes, straightening slowly in his chair.

“Gods above, you are mad,” he whispered, at which I rolled my eyes again.

“Governor,” I said, “I know that I suck at breaking the ice—but calling me mad on our first date? That’s a bit harsh, I think. I’m sorry that I couldn’t come up with something better for my pickup line.”

Clavius kept staring at me. I didn’t think he appreciated my humor, but then again, few people did. There was something odd about the Governor either way—he seemed way too terrified of me. That in itself wouldn’t have been surprising for the average citizen, but I had expected the head of the city to be better than that. Oh, well. Perhaps, really perhaps, it had been a mistake to introduce myself the way I just had.

“Father, I believe that the rumors about Randel Shadeslayer are highly exaggerated,” Theodore said. “He is a reasonable man, if only you gave him a chance—”

“Exaggerated? Exaggerated? Tell me, is it a rumor that he opened a Dungeon under the city? The very same Dungeon that caused the death of thousands?”

“It is not,” Theodore admitted.

“Then we have nothing to discuss. The Mad Painter is endangering Fortram and its citizens. Reapers may be exempt from certain laws, but not this one. This isn’t about taking a life or two, Theodore. This is about holding the fate of an entire city in his hand.”

“It’s not illegal, though,” I cut in, keeping my voice even. It felt frustrating that the Governor wasn’t including me in the conversation, though it also felt kind of … familiar. Nostalgic, even.

Clavius turned his weary eyes back to me.

“What?”

“It’s not illegal,” I repeated. “I may seem mad to you, but believe it or not, I actually checked it before committing myself. I can name you five other cities within the Terran Empire that currently have Dungeons beneath them. Let me contact my manager, and I can give you an even longer list of Dungeons that were opened over the history of the Empire. I am hardly the only Reaper who had the brilliant idea to open a non-violent Dungeon. In the right hands, Dungeons are very profitable.”

“See, father?” Theodore chimed in. “I told you that he isn’t what you think he is.”

The Governor, to his credit, was actually considering my words. He still looked rather frightened, but his confidence was returning the more I talked. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.

“If it was only about monetary value, I wouldn’t mind,” Clavius said, finally addressing me. “But it’s more than that. Power. Influence. The more I let you grow, the more you undermine my authority. I cannot allow that, Mr.—”

“Shadeslayer,” Theodore supplied readily, much to my amusement.

“Mr. Shadeslayer,” Clavius said as if he had just bitten into a lemon. “I hope you understand that I cannot trust your intentions, whatever you claim them to be. The only solution I see here is that you hand the Dungeon over to the government.”

“That’s funny, ‘cause I don’t see that as the solution,” I said. “What makes you think that you are more capable of protecting the Dungeon Core than me? How can I trust that the Core won’t fall into some evil Reaper’s hand eventually?”

Clavius shifted in his seat, frowning. “We have the Scarlet Hands to keep them in check.”

“The Scarlet Hands can’t be everywhere. Their work is reactive. By the time they come, it’s usually too late.”

Not to mention that this wasn’t only about stopping greedy Players; I also doubted the Governor’s integrity. I tended to be a cynic when it came to political leaders, sure, but I believed that I was justified in this case. So far Clavius had shown me nothing that inspired trust. His attempts to aid the victims of the sweller invasion were far too little and slow in coming.

“So what are you suggesting, Reaper? You clearly have a solution in mind.”

“I do, Governor. Instead of trying to strong-arm me into handing over the Core, why don’t you just hire me?”

“Hire you?” Clavius asked as if this concept was new to him. “Pray tell, how would that work?”

I shrugged. “That’s up to a civil discussion. A contract of sorts would benefit me just as much as you. I noticed that the City Watch has avoided my Dungeon so far, which is a shame because I wouldn’t mind their help at keeping the order. In turn, you could keep a closer eye on my operations—and have a say in them, even.”

Clavius watched me silently for a moment, his expression uncertain. I winced inwardly at that—I looked suspiciously forthcoming, didn’t I? I could almost hear my father chastising me for being an idiot. The attitude I presented here only worked with solid foundations, which I definitely did not have as someone known as the Mad Painter. Perhaps I could salvage this still, but I would need to—

“You’re right.”

“…huh?”

“You’re right, Mr. Shadeslayer. I haven’t considered every option for dealing with this situation. I think we should discuss the possibility of the two of us working together.”

“Really?”

I lounged in the chair, watching Clavius as he busied himself with wiping the sweat off his forehead with a handkerchief. Theodore spoke beside me, but I paid no attention to it. Something about the Governor’s behavior bugged me. Was I just too paranoid and skeptical? Perhaps I should have been relieved that Clavius turned out to be so amenable. This was what I wanted, wasn’t it? Yes. Yes, it was. And as my father had used to say, the best way to manipulate someone was to give them what they wanted.

“Randel?” Theodore asked. “Are you listening?”

Clavius was afraid of us still, we reminded ourselves. He cowered like a prey circled by predators. He would have liked nothing more right now than to be rid of us. So why? Why would he accept our proposal? Did he think that this was the best way to handle us? Our minds spun with possibilities, until part of us remembered what we overheard when we arrived here.

“It’s too late to stop, is it?”

“Pardon me?” Clavius asked, startled.

“You don’t really care about a contract with me. You indulge me because you don’t think this matters anymore. You think I won’t be in this position of power for much longer.”

“You assume much, Reaper.”

“I do,” I agreed. “I assume that you never truly expected to keep me arrested. I assume that you just wanted to keep me away from the Dungeon tonight. I assume that you’re going to regret this decision, Governor.”

I teleported myself to Soul Eater.

Choking dark awaited me, and I smelled smoke. I found myself kneeling beside my bed, gripping Soul Eater with one hand as I listened to the distant screams. My eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom. The room was a mess. Someone had broken our entrance door in half, smashing the lamp on the wall apart and damaging the cabinets—then ending up dead on the floor, their body cut in half from shoulder to hip. The flesh was completely burned and seared. I stared at the horrid scene.

We had no time to waste. We stalked toward the door only to realize that our mechanical leg made sneaking impossible. Hoping that the screams and shouts outside masked our noise somewhat, we rounded the dead body and stepped through the ruined doorway into the hall.

Devi stood there in the dark, her energy sword casting a silvery light on her face as well as on the bodies around her feet. I couldn’t see any blood. Only Devi’s heavy breathing and tangled hair were any indication that there had been a fight at all. I wasn’t quite sure where to put the expression on her face; it was somewhere between shocked and appalled and excited. The hall felt like a bubble of deathly stillness to the chaos outside.

“I killed them,” she said. “I killed them all.”

She turned to me, away from the light of her sword, casting shadows over her eyes. I didn’t know what to say.

“Good,” we said.

“There must be more,” she said. “Randel, I spoke with Tora. He says that the underground gangs in Fortram joined forces to attack us. They search for the boss monster and the Core. They want the Dungeon for themselves.”

Ahh. So this was it. Part of us felt excited, part of us felt dread. We fought the emotions down. We were in control.

“Good,” we said, turning to go. “The hunt is on.”

            

    
        Chapter 3.8

    
    
    
    
                “There you go, you little rascal!”

Imaya let the boss monster loose, watching it explore its new – and much bigger – terrarium. Swellers had tried to kill Imaya on multiple occasions in the past—honestly, she should be traumatized at the sight of them by now. So why did she find Shrinker so … cute?

Shrinker, the final boss of Randel’s Refuge, was a tiny sweller that could easily fit on Imaya’s palm. Imaya had used the portal-sweller as its base template, so Shrinker had the same red skin as the sweller that had attacked them back when the shade was controlling the Dungeon. But instead of being the size of a truck, Shrinker was … well, shrunk. Randel didn’t want any aggressive monsters down here, so Imaya had put all of Shrinker’s attribute points on mobility and defense. Shrinker wasn’t able to defend the Dungeon like a respectable boss monster would, but it would be really difficult to catch and kill the creature! Plus, it was cute. Even if technically it looked like a headless spider.

Shrinker ran a few more circles around the rocky terrain of its new home, then stopped and bounced up and down on its legs. If it had any tail, it would have been wagging now. Imaya grinned; she could almost feel Shrinker’s appreciation for her.

“I’m glad you like your new home! You’ll stay here, alright? Defend this place!”

Imaya raised the control crystal in her hand, repeating the command just in case. The unevenly cut crystal flashed once with a dull light as it issued the command—and just like that, she had assigned a new room to the boss. Reeeally convenient! Imaya no longer needed to wait to borrow the Core from Randel, and she could do whatever she wanted with the Dungeon without any of the risks involved. If someone got into this room and killed Shrinker, Randel would be the one who was summoned here to give up his Dungeon Core. Imaya would fly under the radar for those who wanted to take the Dungeon for themselves. It made her feel a little bit bad for Randel, but … well, this was his idea. Technically, the Dungeon was still his—if he made any rules, Imaya did her best to follow them.

He didn’t make many rules. As far as Imaya was concerned, this was the ideal setup for her to tinker with the Dungeon however she wished. Whatever few requests Randel had, she agreed with them anyway—such as not to create anything overly dangerous down here. Building the most difficult and deadly Dungeon would have been challenging and fun, if only Imaya wouldn’t have had to deal with the consequences. She didn’t want to be the cause of other people’s death.

Forgoing guardian monsters and instantly lethal traps had its risks, of course. Greedy and selfish people were everywhere, and a few big bosses could have deterred them from trying to take the Dungeon for themselves. In fact, Devi had argued very passionately for having guardian monsters around the control room. Randel didn’t yield though, insisting that they needed no such thing. It had been weird to watch the two of them argue. Not bicker like lovers, but actually argue.

Imaya had always figured that Devi had Randel wrapped around her finger, but she had been proven wrong. There were a few occasions recently when the couple didn’t see eye to eye, and Imaya had quickly learned that both Randel and Devi could be very stubborn if they wanted to be. She tended to feel a bit … awkward during those disputes. She was clearly a third wheel, her input secondary to theirs. Usually she just let them handle the arguments themselves—luckily, they had no trouble putting their differences aside! Whatever the couple did at night always seemed to work. Imaya felt a blush creep up her neck at that stray thought.

Anyway! She had sided with Randel about the no-monster policy. Having hordes of minions would have been cool, but even without those the Dungeon was far from defenseless. Imaya knew the power of specialization; be a typical Dungeon, have a little of everything, and most Players would just roll over every obstacle she created. That wasn’t how pro players played RPGs! A far better strategy was to focus only on one thing—and in this case, that one thing was riddles and geometry. Okay, those were actually two things. Anyway, both of them were important in hindering invaders from getting to the boss room. This room.

Imaya left Shrinker’s crevice and walked back to the central area; a round central chamber with eight hidden crevices at the sides. It didn’t look like much, but that was the boss room. The crevices served all sorts of utility functions such as housing Shrinker, keeping Randel’s paintings safe, and one of them even had a bed where Imaya could sleep if she didn’t feel like going home. She still had her own room upstairs in Randel’s building, but going up and down every day was such a hassle! If only she could have warm showers here too…

Imaya stopped as she reentered the control room, allowing herself to take in the awesome scenery. The walls around her reflected the world outside in perfect clarity, as if she was standing on the rooftop of Randel’s building. The moon shone down on her with a bright green, almost yellow color. If there were any stars in the sky, they couldn’t be seen because of the moonlight.

Normally nights like this were peaceful and quiet, but tonight Imaya saw a commotion at the edge of the projection. She couldn’t change perspectives to look down to the streets, but she saw that people were leaning out of nearby windows. Thick smoke billowed toward the dark sky.

“Burning garbage again?” Imaya said, her voice echoing oddly on the domed ceiling.

One big drawback of Randel’s building was that it stood in the poor district. Slums? Yeah, Imaya supposed she could call it slums, even if it was only the very edge of it. She always made sure to stay safely inside during the nights; public security in these parts of the city didn’t seem to exist. She hoped that this recent commotion in the streets would alert the City Watch enough to intervene, but she didn’t find it likely.

Steering her thoughts toward more fun things, Imaya turned her gaze to the projection in the middle of the control room. Even after having gazed at it so much, she found the sight breathtaking still. The perfect combination of science fiction and fantasy. Staring at the holographic reconstruction of her Dungeon, knowing that she had created all of this, was the best feeling ever.

Imaya sat down in her comfy chair and leaned back, putting her feet up on the mini fridge. She watched the large projection some more. Perhaps she could build some kind of observation deck around it? The chair and the fridge were nice, but they weren’t very science-fictiony. She would look much cooler if she were looking at the projection from above, surrounded by monitors showing statistical data. Of course her collar could project those screens anytime, but those old school pieces of technology had a certain beauty to them. Without any tangible physical apparatus, this room of projections and holograms felt too silent and empty.

Speaking of which; a few nights ago Imaya had come across the possibility of having a music player in her hideout. Perhaps tonight she could investigate it further? Clutching the control crystal, she activated her collar’s projection and chose the dedicated Dungeon tab—and got immediately sidetracked by the numbers in the upper left corner.

Dungeon Mana: 3 050 372 / 5 000 000 
Dungeon Points: 27 505

The mana value stood a little lower than what she had expected, but it was nothing to worry about; Randel’s Refuge had a truly rapid mana regeneration. Imaya wasn’t quite sure whether that was normal for a Dungeon, but she had her suspicions that this was a special case. The mana regeneration of Nerilia’s natives depended on how close they were to the World Seeds—to the sources of all mana in this world. It was no surprise that cities around Seeds were popular! Even if those places had inconvenient quirks like rotating city sections, the regeneration boost was probably worth it. So, what if Dungeons behaved the same way?

Randel’s Refuge was down to 60% mana, but it had been 35% on the previous day after the latest expansions. Imaya reckoned that the only reason the Dungeon hadn’t recovered all of its mana by now was the number of miracles it was running. Miracles were a constant drain on the Dungeon’s mana supply. Some of them were necessary features, like the underground river that came from nowhere and disappeared to nowhere along with all the trash the locals dumped into it. Other features were not-so-necessary, such as the automated behavior of Devi’s sparring rooms that didn’t stop even if nobody was using them. Working on mana conservation and optimization was still on Imaya’s to-do list.

It wasn’t the Dungeon Mana that had caught her attention, however. The Dungeon Points were the second kind of resource available, and it was what Randel’s Refuge was struggling with the most. While mana was used to create and maintain things in the Dungeon, the Dungeon Points were used to create blueprints and templates for new things to be created. If Imaya wanted variety, she needed DP—and to get DP, people had to die within the Dungeon.

A non-lethal Dungeon had obvious problems acquiring those DPs, though fortunately even people dying of old age or disease counted. Imaya didn’t want people to die here, but she still felt frustrated by how slowly DP accumulated. She felt so dirty for feeling this way. The only reason she had a reasonable amount of DP to begin with was because the previous owner of this Dungeon had murdered dozens of people. Stanley had once jokingly said that she was building her empire from the souls of the dead, and it kept bothering her ever since. Stupid bard.

Dungeon Points weren’t technically the same as essence, though there was definitely some correlation. Some people said the essence was their soul, some people said that it was only the personalized mana they held. Whatever it was, the white mist that left the body upon death usually evaporated in the air—with some notable exceptions. If a Player was nearby, their collar absorbed the essence. If a World Seed was nearby, then it absorbed the essence instead of the Player. And if Soul Eater killed something, then the XP went to Randel for some unfair reason.

A Dungeon worked alongside these rules. Whether the essence went to a Player or to the Word Seed, the Dungeon received some DPs as well. The only exception was killing with Randel’s cheater dagger—at least according to the animal experiments they had done. Animals were worth so little DP that it was hard to observe any change. According to Randel, it netted significantly more DP if a Player died down here. Though he had refused to say how he knew such things, he claimed that the majority of their current DP was because of dead Players. That included Simon, Pell, and Tamara.

So … this Dungeon had a bloody history. Imaya tried not to think about it too much. She always thought carefully about what to spend DP on, handling it almost reverently. She knew it was unlikely that they would gain much more, which made it all the more shocking to see now that the DP value had increased by several hundred. After some quick mental calculations, she guessed that it would mean three or four dead people. Could it be a coincidence that so many died at once? She supposed it could be … but then she looked around her and saw the smoke outside.

“Oh no,” Imaya whispered, her face paling. Now she really wished that the illusion on the walls showed more about the city below instead of the night sky! She jumped to her feet and moved closer to the Dungeon’s holographic display. Rooms and corridors stacked on top of each other; the image was super dense on the top but got sparser the deeper the Dungeon went. Imaya concentrated with her control crystal in hand, wishing the display to zoom in on the top section—the Undercity, as Imaya called it. The blue lines making up the walls became more intricate, showing every building and structure within.

Dungeon Mana: 3 085 777 / 5 000 000
Dungeon Points: 27 620

Another increase in DP. Imaya scrolled quickly through the control options that her collar’s interface provided, selecting and turning on the life-sense of the Dungeon. She could have done it mentally too, but she found that for certain tasks it was faster to just use the interface instead of trusting the collar’s mind-reading capabilities. The feature that she turned on showed a glowing dot on the map for every living being.

The entire Undercity glowed with tiny dots, especially the perimeters where the locals currently lived. It wasn’t super useful, because there was no way to tell who was who, but this was the best Imaya could do at the moment. She rotated the map to check the entrances of the Dungeon one by one, noting that more and more dots came to life at almost each of them. Was that normal during the night, at this hour? She had no idea. Many of the dots were moving rather fast, coming deeper inside. Some of them alone, some of them in a group. Maybe they were running from the fire outside?

Imaya paced nervously in front of the map. Should she upgrade the Dungeon to see better? There were possible upgrade paths that could have helped her—but she planned to take those later, once the bigger issues of the Dungeon were solved. Well, now she was regretting not spending more DP on surveillance.

What other options did she have? Go outside and check in person? Maybe she could find Tora and ask him first. Where was Randel? Shouldn’t he be here to handle this trouble? But maybe there was no trouble, just an ordinary fire outside? Yes, just an accident. And people were escaping to the Dungeon, and some of them died from their burns here. Imaya could almost believe that was the case, until she saw a group of glowing dots approach a single dot hiding in the bakery near the entrance. The single dot suddenly blinked out.

Quest received: Defending the Refuge

“Nooo,” Imaya whimpered. Still, in spite of her growing anxiety, she switched to the Quests tab on her interface to check the new entry.

Defending the Refuge 
Description: Fortram’s underground gangs watched your growth with envy, and now they have finally decided to take action. A joint alliance of the Black Moon, the Quick Foxes, the Ravagers, the Middle Fingers, and the Serpents descended on your Dungeon in an attempt to take it. 
Objective: Keep your control over Randel’s Refuge. 
Rewards: 12 000 Dungeon Points for Randel’s Refuge, 1500 credits to your Player Allowance

Imaya slumped down to the ground, clutching her head. Why? Why now?! Everything had been going so well! Alright, sure, she had caught wind that some people were snooping around in the Refuge. Since anyone could enter, that much was to be expected. But a joint alliance of Fortram’s gangs?! What was Imaya supposed to do against that? Randel had his own gang of sorts, the Painters, but they were just a bunch of randoms without leadership. There was no way they could stand a chance in an outright war like this.

Imaya could hide here for a while. It would take time for the invaders to crack the riddles, and by that time Randel and Devi would surely arrive here to help. Maybe they were already out there, killing the bad guys… Imaya shuddered at the thought. Would she kill her first person tonight? It would count as self defense, right? But maybe with her Player gear, she could just incapacitate them or something. She was stronger than an average thug and she just had to scare them away. She wasn’t sure who would be more scared, however. She was all alone.

She missed Teva’ryn. It was only this afternoon that he had left, but she missed him already. He had always had her back. Why couldn’t he stay just a day longer?! But, of course, that wish was selfish. They barely knew anything about each other. Imaya had deluded herself by thinking that they had anything more than polite companionship. She had to just forget him already. This wasn’t the first time she had gotten her hopes up for nothing, and it wouldn’t be the last.

She sniffed, trying to steel herself. She wasn’t completely alone. She still had Devi and Randel as friends, though she didn’t see them as close friends. If they found out that the Dungeon was under attack, their first thought wouldn’t be let’s find Imaya and make sure she is alright. They would be too busy killing the bad guys to think about her. Which was … understandable, in a way. Imaya still wished she had someone to have her back, someone she could rely on—but she reaped what she had sown. She blamed her introverted side for this, staying inside all day to tinker with the Dungeon.

“Stop it, stupid,” Imaya said to herself, rubbing her eyes. People were dying out here, and she was feeling sorry about herself for being alone. She was a Player! And an adult woman, no matter how strange that sounded. She could handle this.

Dungeon Mana: 3 195 012 / 5 000 000 
Dungeon Points: 28 940

She pushed herself up from the floor, getting to her feet. Trying not to overthink what she was about to do, she walked to the side of the control room. Although the illusion on the walls concealed the small crevices that led to the side-rooms, Imaya already knew by heart where her own room lay. She barely looked around as she stepped inside, zeroing in on her Player gear that lay beside the small bed.

A war hammer, a buckler, and her armor. Unlike Randel, she didn’t have enough Player Allowance to buy a complete set; only the body armor was Player gear. She had ordinary leather boots and gloves, as well as a metal helmet with an open front that left her vision mostly clear, similar to the helmets that the city guards wore. She looked silly in it, but she could endure this much if it meant protecting her head from—ugh, from bad things happening to it.

Imaya donned the body armor first: her Stable Chest of Momentum. It was a dark green bulletproof vest with some metallic plates to cover her shoulders and upper arms, the first part of a tank armor set. The Stable part in the item’s name improved her poise and stability at the cost of reduced movement speed—basically, it took her a tiny bit more effort to move her legs. The strain on her legs was only noticeable after extended periods of usage, and even then, Imaya believed that it was a good way to make her legs stronger.

Stability aside, it was actually the Momentum part that convinced Imaya to purchase the item. Moving around charged the armor with energy, granting her magical defense and empowering her attacks. The faster and farther she moved, the more energy she built up—and by using her new Ability, Reckless Dash, she could move really fast and far. Imaya guessed that if she spammed Reckless Dash in quick succession, her armor would be able to stop even Devi’s energy blade—though she didn’t dare to actually test it, of course.

Her Warhammer of Inertia and Parry Buckler were lower quality items, but they were powerful in their own way. The buckler helped Imaya to block and parry incoming attacks – even projectiles – with perfect precision. The war hammer was a simple-looking weapon, with a flat head that ended in a vicious spike. It had an enchantment on it that was supposed to make it unstoppable, but Imaya was quite sure that her low-tier weapon wasn’t actually unstoppable. Still, she liked it. Everyone was swinging around swords and daggers, which in her opinion were highly overrated and also predictable.

Imaya had a dagger too, however. An ordinary one, strapped to her thigh in case she lost the hammer. It might have been unnecessary, but she remembered all too vividly the day she had fought the sweller swarm in the Dungeon. A simple dagger could make all the difference, and there was no reason not to have a backup weapon.

She had to take off her glasses to put on her helmet, which was unfortunate. This world had no contact lenses as far as she knew, so she had to rely on her Arcane Sight in combat. Not that she wouldn’t rely on it anyway. Apart from granting her perfect eyesight, Arcane Sight allowed her to see through illusions and spot the mana flow in both people and the environment. Even better, after reaching level 5 it became able to project her collar’s UI into her eyes without having to turn on her collar!

Arcane Sight, level 5
Description: Enhance your vision. Efficiency increases by level.
Cost: 1 mana point per 10 seconds

Imaya couldn’t wait so see what she would get once the Ability reached the maximum Ability level of 10. Thermal vision? X-ray vision? The possibilities were exciting. She activated the Ability as she put on her helmet, arranging the UI elements quickly with her mind. All menu windows closed, an empty box for debuffs and a mostly-empty box of buffs neatly put to the bottom corners of her vision. Her stamina and mana bars went to the upper left corner, under the health bar. She still didn’t have any health points of course, but the collar was able to show on a 3D model how injured her body was—and the health bar bar was a converted version of that. Even her fatigue was represented on it in the form of a grayed-out, reserved section.

Being able to see her resources without having to open her collar’s menu was huge in Imaya’s opinion. Managing her mana and stamina was vital for her build, and the added overlay on her vision made it much easier! Speaking of which, she had to turn off her Arcane Sight to preserve mana. And then, she was done.

Imaya stood in the small room, looking for something else she could do in order to prepare. There was nothing. She had no potions, no magical relics, no different sets of equipment she could choose from depending on the mission. She was as ready as she would ever get.

“I’m ready,” she spoke out loud, trying to convince herself. Thinking about Player stuff had helped in pushing back her anxiety, but now that she was done she could feel it returning. Suddenly, having no guardian creatures seemed like a terrible idea. If only she had a scary monster that she could bring into battle…

“No,” Imaya said. “I’m doing this now. I’m ready.”

She strode out of her room and took in the illusory walls of the control room. If anything, the fires outside Randel’s building seemed to have worsened. Imaya approached a section of the illusion, behind which a pair of vertical portal disks stood. As she grabbed a chalk from beside the disk, she thought about how to go about this. Obviously, she couldn’t open a portal straight into a hotspot; portals remained open for a minute, and anyone would be able to enter them from the other direction. The last thing she wanted to do was to lead the bad guys straight into the heart of the Dungeon! No, she would need to be extra careful. She usually used a proxy room to enter and leave the control room, but tonight she would use two proxies.

“I’m not stalling,” she muttered as she began to draw. “I’m just cautious.”

The portal opened up all too soon, wide and big with swirling colors. Imaya hesitated, turning back to look at the Dungeon’s map in the middle of the room. This was her last chance to change her mind. She could just wait here as the last line of defense, keeping the control crystal safe. She could ignore the deaths.

But Imaya was a Player. Not the strongest Player, or the bravest, or the most talented. But she was chosen as a Player, and that had to mean something. She had once told Randel that this was their story, that they could end up anywhere in this world. She had been naive and hopeful back then, back before her companions died one by one. Yet she was here, still alive. She wasn’t a nobody. She was the architect of this Dungeon, providing shelter for people who lost their homes and—and now it looked like she would fight for their safety. Like a true hero.

With sweaty hands and a heart that hammered all too wildly in her chest, Imaya stepped through the portal and dared to hope again.

            

    
        Chapter 3.9

    
    
    
    
                Chaos. Gina was in her element.

Invading Randel’s Refuge had been ridiculously easy. Many of the teams had already infiltrated the place by the time the operation began. The people coming through the entrances were just a distraction. Gina was with one of those teams, the Ravagers. Disguised as a normie Ravager thug. Dark clothes, with a red armband for identification.

She fished a small packet out from her cleavage, then took out a pink and popped it into her mouth. The pill dissolved quickly. She was running out. Again. Yorg promised to get her more if she did her job well tonight, but tonight would be a long night. She would run out.

Royce, the sub-leader of the Ravagers gave her a disapproving look.

“No narcotics during the mission.”

Gina shrugged. Royce thought he was clever, using fancy words like narcotics instead of drugs. He was an idiot. Still didn’t realize that Gina was a spy. Big, bald, eyebrowless idiot. Not as big and bald as the leader of the Ravagers, though. Hruk was a Noruk, a fatty rhino guy with a giant hammer. He led the way, scaring off the locals.

Hruk and Royce were the only Players of the Ravagers. This group Gina came with had all their best fighters. Two Players, and twenty or so of their elite thugs. Plus Gina. No one questioned what she was doing here. Yorg had really insulted her talents by assigning this task to her.

The Ravagers’ job was to make noise. Also to get a piece of the puzzle. A slice of portal, hidden in the smithy. Gina had scouted the place already. The grumpy Noruk smith guarded the puzzle too well to take a sneaky peek at it.

They walked. Gina looked down from the gallery. Huge central cavern. Full of houses, people, screams. Some of the locals fought back. Idiots. Couldn’t they see that they stood no chance? Some gangs targeted them, looting, killing. Or worse. But most of them left them alone. They were here for the Dungeon Core, not the residents.

The Ravagers arrived to the smithy. Nondescript place. Blood on the doorway. Someone got here first? Hruk didn’t bother with doors. Swung his giant hammer, smashed in the front wall. Stone exploded inward. Dust settled. A half-finished golem stepped out, attacking Hruk. The smith wasn’t dead yet.

“S-Stop it right there!”

Oho! A short girl stood further down the gallery, facing them. Wore strange armor with a bucket as a helmet. Her eyes were glowed green. A Player. Gina felt a thrill. Was it the girl, or just the pink she had taken?

The group stared at the girl. The girl trembled in fear. Many began to laugh. Twenty men plus two Players against a little girl. She clutched her tiny war hammer tight. About to run off? No, she did not; instead, she charged right into them. Gina barely had time to blink. One moment the girl stood still, the next moment she was gliding without moving her legs. She rammed into the group of thugs like a bowling ball. Another moment passed and Gina – no, everyone – was hit by a wave of force. It flung her back and off her feet.

Gina was lucky, sprawling out on the sidewalk. Not everyone did. Some fell off the gallery, some slammed into the smithy. Only Hruk and Royce hadn’t lost their balance. They stared at the girl, whose armor was now glowing green like her eyes.

“I know you,” Hruk grumbled. Deep Noruk voice. “You’re the Mad Painter’s left hand.”

“Y-Yes?” the girl said as if unsure.

“I’m going to enjoy our battle,” Hruk said. “Royce, you get the blacksmith. I deal with this human.”

Royce wanted to say something, but a piece of metal struck him across the head. The smith didn’t plan to go down quietly. Gina rolled to her feet, backing off. The large form of the Noruk smith emerged from the smithy, clad in steel. Even beefier than Hruk. Royce’s head withstood the blow, but he stumbled. Dazed. As he righted himself, he got struck again. Then again. And again.

Hruk walked toward the girl in the meantime. The girl backed off. So did the thugs. Didn’t want to get in the crossfire. Gina kept low too, watching from a safe distance.

“You look scared, little human,” Hruk said. Gave his two-handed hammer a spin. Compared to it the girl’s hammer looked like a toothpick.

Hruk didn’t let her escape. Wind gathered around his trunk-like legs, and he jumped. Up and forward, with his hammer raised in an overhead swing. The girl used her trick again; a bubble of expelled force, pushing off the closest thugs for a second time. The force hit Hruk mid-jump, and for a moment he hung in the air. Didn’t stop the attack, though. Ground-shattering crash. A blur of motion. The girl dashed under the strike, her feet gliding over stone. Like ice-skating. With rockets. Gina giggled a little. She slumped to the ground beside the smithy. Pretending to be injured. Watching the Players. Yorg will reward her for the intel she gathered here.

Small pieces of the rubble around Hruk floated up. He pointed at the girl, shooting stone bullets at her. The armor she wore blocked some. She batted a larger piece aside with her shield. The bullets weren’t precise. Many hit the thugs, killing the unfortunate ones. They also hit Royce, who stumbled again. His pathetic ass was losing against a normie smith. A piece of rock almost caved in Gina’s head too, but it twisted off-course in the last moment. She hoped that no one noticed the oddity.

“You are just like the others,” Hruk boomed. “Always running! You think that helps? You think I’ll ever tire out? Hah!”

The girl squeaked as the fatty rhino man charged her. She dashed backward, almost falling over the dead thugs. Faster than Hruk, creating space. Then she surprised Gina again; she switched directions, meeting Hruk’s charge with her own. She ducked under Hruk’s swing and struck his knee with her hammer as she passed by. Powers flashed. Hruk wore light armor, but it protected his rhino ass well. The girl skidded to a halt. Turned to face Hruk, looking even more scared. Hruk laughed.

Then one of the dead Ravager thugs stood up and stabbed Hruk from behind.

Well, tried to. Hruk’s armor flashed again. He spun by reflex, swinging his giant hammer down. The thug met it with an open palm, stopping it cold. An eerie purple glow surrounded the dead man. Hruk took a quick step back. Another girl stood further behind, wearing all black. Black choker around her neck; she was a Player too. Had a wooden staff planted in the ground while her hands held something else. A small object. A controller device?

“Hey there, girl,” the newcomer said. “Need some help?”

“You interrupt our battle,” Hruk grumbled. “Who are you?”

“Just a necromancer who doesn’t like the shit you’re stirring. I have no issue with you creating corpses, but you should go do it elsewhere. I liked this Dungeon the way it was.”

Hruk didn’t answer, just took a step to the side. The newcomer shifted her fingers on the controller. The corpse moved to stand between her and Hruk.

“I got this,” Royce said, cracking his neck. Gina spun her head around, seeing the smith on the ground. Metal armor dented. Beaten, but not dead. Hruk would be angry if Royce killed any Noruk. Some of the thugs moved quietly inside the smithy, going for the puzzle. They paid Gina no mind. She took her packet out, popping another pink into her mouth. Mmm. Whoopsie, the fight between the Players already resumed. Gina giggled. She didn’t miss much, hopefully.

Hruk’s battle with the short girl looked boring. Cat and mouse stuff. Hruk was twice as tall as she was, trying to catch her. The necromancer looked more interesting. Royce had engaged the zombie in hand to hand combat, striking it with his knuckle dusters. The zombie had a health bar. Gina rubbed her eyes. Yes, there was a red bar above the creature. Half empty. Royce’s attacks were draining it slowly.

The zombie moved in a weird, almost robotic way. Jumped up, roundhouse kick. Back to standing still. Lash out in a series of punches. Standing still. Royce landed a few blows in-between, but they didn’t injure the zombie much. The purple glow around it kept it in one piece. Suddenly, Royce had enough. During one of the zombie’s recovery moments, he dashed for the necromancer girl. He jumped up, impossibly high, his feet trailing fire—and slammed into an invisible barrier just in front of the girl. A message flashed in the air.

Invalid target.

Royce fell down, then spun and kicked again.

Invalid target.

The zombie came after him, but he just danced away. Kicking and punching the air around the necromancer. She watched him with a bored expression, her fingers fiddling with the controller.

Invalid target. 
Invalid target. 
Invalid target. 
Complete the first stage to unlock the next encounter.

Gina giggled. Royce was so stupid that the system changed its message just to make him understand. Idiot. Royce got back to beating the zombie. Gina wondered which of them had more brains. Then the wall next to her head exploded. She yelped, throwing herself to the ground as Hruk stepped over her.

“Enough running! I know you’re out of mana. Come, face me and die like a warrior.”

Gina crawled away, keeping her eyes on the rhino brute. That had been close. Phew! A giggle escaped her again. The things she did just to learn more about rival Players’ Abilities…! Yorg would have no complaints about her commitment.

Hruk rushed forward. The girl dashed away again. This time Hruk lunged after her. Swung his hammer, hit the girl from the side. Loud crash. The girl was sent flying straight into the cavern’s wall. Louder crash. Stone got cracked like a spiderweb at the point of impact. The girl looked up, surprised to be alive. Her armor glowed even brighter than before. She climbed out of the dent she had made, then—grinned.

Gina missed what happened next. Shouldn’t have taken that second pink. Anyway, the girl appeared in front of Hruk. Striking him with her toothpick, making his armor flash again. Hruk’s feet slid backward from the impact. His weapon was too long, so he just punched the girl so hard that she was launched in the air. Her armor glowed even brighter, almost hurting Gina’s eyes. The girl landed, uninjured. Then she dashed in again, feet gliding. Hruk swung his hammer, hit the girl head on. Splattered her against the wall. The girl stood back up. Grinning. Then she dashed forward again.

Idiot bruiser-type Players. Gina looked away from the bright flashes, rubbing her eyes. Royce had finally killed the first zombie. He was now fighting two zombies at the same time. The necromancer girl yawned behind her barrier. Looked like a troublesome opponent. Easier to assassinate than fight face to face. Gina licked her lips. The thugs chose that moment to return from the smithy. Puzzle piece recovered. Two of them came over, helped her up. Thought she was injured, dragged her away. Bummer. She wanted to watch the necromancer some more.

But then they stopped. Another figure stood in their way. A Bolob in a colorful dress, wearing a flowery shawl. Looking oddly feminine for a Bolob. Her hooves rang sharply on the stone. She walked closer. The thugs panicked. Royce shouted angrily.

“Get out of our way, two-faced freak!”

The Bolob turned her dull grey eyes at Royce. Technically, she wasn’t in the way. The walkway on the gallery was wide. Plenty of space to go around her. But the normies around Gina were afraid to get too close to the Bolob. None of them wanted to go first, and neither did Gina.

“I will let you go if you promise to leave this place,” the Bolob spoke. Her voice was even, yet oddly threatening. It angered Royce. He had already been frustrated with the necromancer.

“I’m not in the mood for your peace talk, freak,” Royce said, leaving the zombies behind. Walking closer to the Bolob. “Final warning. Step aside.”

His footsteps left burning patches of ground behind. The Bolob wasn’t impressed.

“You are free to leave, if you promise—”

Royce attacked the Bolob mid-sentence. Haha! Bull-headed idiot. He jumped up with flaming feet, landing a kick at the side of the Bolob’s head. The creature didn’t even flinch. Stood still like a statue. When Royce dropped to the ground, the Bolob’s flexible hand reached out and grazed Royce’s face. Royce froze, then fell. Still like a statue.

The cavern was quiet for a moment. Even Hruk stopped fighting.

“W-What did you do?” the necromancer girl asked. Haha, so she was an idiot too. Didn’t know about Preservation magic. Didn’t she ever wonder why everyone feared those immortal bastards? The Bolob glanced at the necromancer.

“I stopped his blood flow.”

“Uh … isn’t killing against your religion?”

“It is, isn’t it?” the Bolob said. “Taking a life is against our tenet of preservation and balance. I, however, much prefer to preserve peace over lives.”

She turned her head, looking straight at Gina. The thugs around her had already began to sidle away, skirting the Bolob.

“I’m peaceful like a peach,” Gina said. “Going away peacefully now.”

“Good.”

The Ravagers ran. Even Hruk did. The best way to handle a pissed off Bolob was to escape. They weren’t able to move fast and disliked to hurry. As long as those untouchable bastards didn’t touch her, Gina was fine. The Bolob woman watched them go without turning, the eyes on the back of her head following them. Did she know? Was she naive enough to think that they would leave because she told them to? Gina had no idea what thoughts brewed in that symmetrical brain of the alien.

Royce was dead, Hruk ran the other way, and the thugs around Gina were painfully dull. Time to leave. She stumbled to the edge of the gallery, slowing down. The idiots around her didn’t even notice. She then went over, falling down. Cat Fall. Gina landed on her feet. Stalked away to the nearest stone buildings. Easy.

This was one of the living quarters. Gina had to blend in. The small street around her was empty, so she stopped. Closed her eyes, concentrated. Pictured herself as a homeless local. A sexy homeless local, with large breasts and clothes torn and worn out at just the right places. Her imagination always worked better after taking some pink. Holding the image in mind, she cast Disguise.

Her previous Disguise as a Ravager thug disappeared. Gina opened her collar’s menu, inspecting her holographic model critically. Had she gone overboard? She looked too attractive to truly blend in. Just how she liked it. Hahaha! Well, she just had to make sure to change back if she came across other gangs. Wouldn’t want to give them the wrong idea.

She wasn’t sure where she was going. Headed for the main entrance. Her job here was to spy on Players and to make sure they suffered as many casualties as possible. Sides didn’t matter. Her right earring vibrated. Dang. Someone saw through her Disguise. The earring pulled on her ear, and Gina turned her head until she saw a small figure standing in the shadows. A Ratkin. It flinched under her gaze, then ran.

Gina sprinted after it, her tracking perk activating. Small puffs of clouds in the air. Stupid creature. Gina hated Ratkins. The little furries had a tendency to see, or rather hear, that she was wearing a Disguise. The Ratkin ran fast, but Gina’s boots made her run faster. She caught sight of the furry ahead of her. Pointed her hand, finger gun. Charm! A thin, pink line flashed through the air and hit the furry. It stopped.

Gina looked around. There were humans down the street, panicking people. None of them saw the pink flash. Her Charm Ability was level 8. Higher chance to work, even on non-human creatures. The furry walked back to her, drooling. Disgusting. Gina considered interrogating it, but she found herself with her knife in hand. She knelt down and stabbed the furry in its chest. Kept the knife there until it died, drooling still. Ugh. The people further down the street didn’t notice. Gina had a plan. She picked up the Ratkin, knife still in its bleeding chest, and ran toward the crowd.

“Help!” she screamed. “Somebody help! He’s dying!”

She even had tears fall from her eyes. Top notch acting. Unfortunately, she barely got any reaction. Something else had already stolen the attention; two Players had arrived. The first of them was impossible to miss. Dark blue skin, silver hair, crown of horns. Gina had never seen a Sylven woman before, and now it struck her how beautiful she was. She wore leather armor, but didn’t carry herself like a fighter. Graceful, chin held high. Like a noble at a fancy party. The Mad Painter’s right hand.

Next to her walked the Mad Painter himself. Gina almost didn’t recognize him. His clothes looked no better than what the locals wore and he didn’t have his black dagger on him. Only the collar around his neck marked him as different. Gina was amazed at the stupidity. Didn’t he know that the Dungeon was under attack? He seemed bold enough to come unarmed. Bold, or perhaps—mad. Gina almost giggled before remembering the role she was playing. This was perfect! She stumbled toward the Mad Painter, her face a mask of anguish.

“P-Please! Help him…!”

The Mad Painter turned his eyes on Gina, and she froze. There was something inhuman in that look, something cold and distant lurking behind those green eyes. Eyes that almost seemed to glow. Gina’s earring didn’t vibrate, though.

“What happened?”

The question came out flat and disinterested. Gina gulped. She knew that it was normal to look frightened from the Mad Painter. She didn’t have to pretend much. How was she going to do this without raising suspicion? She shifted the dead Ratkin, holding him in one arm while reaching out with the other. Her illusory dress stretched from the movement, revealing more of her skin.

“P-Please! The b-bandits—they stabbed him! Please help…”

Surprisingly, the Mad Painter let her touch his arm. Gina did not hesitate; she cast Charm immediately. The pink flash was muted by the direct contact. Her earring didn’t vibrate; none of the onlookers realized what happened. The Mad Painter swayed on his feet. Gina pressed herself against him, lowering her voice.

“Please, protect me. Please…”

Did it look too disturbing? Fake tears falling, pressing herself close, holding a warm corpse between them. It didn’t matter. The Mad Painter was hers. Gina wiped at her tears, sneaking a glance at the Sylven woman. She looked confused. Oh, Gina was going to make her so jealous! She would take her place as the right hand.

The Mad Painter reached up, stroking Gina’s cheek.

“I—yeah, sure,” he said. “I’ll protect you.”

Gina gave him a small, relieved smile. “R-Really?”

“No.”

The hand that had caressed her face stabbed a dagger into her throat. Gina tried to push herself away, but the Mad Painter kept her in place. It hurt. It hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt! Gina wanted to scream, but her throat was filled with blood. Gina couldn’t breathe. She met the Mad Painter’s eyes. Cold, green, merciless eyes. The last thing she ever saw.
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                Congratulations, your level has increased!
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People screamed around us. The woman fell to the ground with Soul Eater in her throat. The air blurred around her as she died, and her appearance changed to become much plainer-looking, but with a collar around her neck. The dead Thardos lay in her arms still. Not Tora, or anyone we knew. It filled us with relief and guilt. Relief, because we hadn’t lost anyone important to us. Guilt, because we didn’t feel sad about the death of this mortal. But why should we have? Mortals lived and died all the time. We couldn’t care about every single one of them, just the ones that were important for our goals.

We eyed the dead woman at our feet. There was another feeling in there, besides the guilt and relief. A more visceral, primal emotion. A taste of fervor, as if we had just drunk the first sip of water after a long day of thirst. Difficult to resist, leaving us wanting for more. It had been a while since we last killed with Soul Eater. We shook off the alien feeling.

“There are traitors in our midst,” we spoke up, turning to the gathered people. Some of them had run away when we murdered the woman, but there were others who were watching us with wide eyes. “I suggest you find a place to hide tonight. Don’t get in the way of the Reapers.”

We teleported Soul Eater out of the woman’s neck and transformed it at the same time. Orange veins raced across the black metal to shape it into an axe in no more than two heartbeats. Then, without further ceremony, we swung at the woman’s neck. The angle wasn’t ideal, so it took us three swings to decapitate her.

Why were Players with mind control going after us all the time? This woman had cast some powerful Ability that would have been a powerful trick against most Players. She just got unlucky at choosing her target. But was this really about her luck, or was this the Inspectors testing the limits of our control?

Our thoughts distracted us from the gory task of getting the collar off the dead Player. Her blood made the sleeves of our shirt stick to our skin. Annoying. When we straightened back up, we found that some of the people were still watching us. Hadn’t they heard us when we told them to hide? We turned to the closest human and tossed the collar at him.

“Clean that collar and keep it safe,” we said. “I’ll be back for it.”

“Y-Yes, sir.”

We rolled up our blood-soaked sleeves, then crouched back down to the beheaded woman to wipe our hands in her clothes. Unlike teleporting Soul Eater, teleporting ourselves didn’t leave the blood behind so we had to make do with ordinary methods. They brought back some memories. Funny. No matter which world, no matter which species, cleaning off the blood was always tedious. Killing ourselves to get a cleaner body wasn’t an option either.

“Randel.”

“Yes, Devi?”

“Are you … alright?”

We stood up slowly, tilting our head at her. She looked concerned. Of course she would look concerned. We knew very well what she was thinking. We stepped closer to her, holding her gaze.

“We are alright,” we said, quiet enough so that the humans couldn’t overhear. Devi clenched her hands into fists and narrowed her eyes. Our words had seemingly infuriated her, though she kept herself in check.

“You can’t keep possessing him for long,” she said. “It will exhaust his body too much.”

“Possessing?” we asked. “We’ve already told you that we are not possessing anyone. We are one. All three of us. As for the exhaustion, don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. You know nothing.”

“I know that—”

She flinched as our right hand shot up, cupping her face. Her eyes went wide, but she held our gaze.

“You seem intent on stopping us,” we said. “Be careful with how much you push us. You don’t want to be more trouble than what you’re worth.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” she said, touching the hand that held her. “If you’re truly not possessing him, you’re one-third Randel. He wouldn’t hurt me.”

The corner of our lips twitched. Damn, this woman. We let her go and took a step back. She looked so confident in her ignorance.

“You’re wrong again,” we told her. “We are not one-third Randel. All of us are him. The person you fought side by side in the Dungeon? The competent fighter, the man who always had your back? It is all of us, hundred percent Randel. There is no one-third here. The person you’re thinking of, the person you call soul-mate, simply does not exist on his own. Not anymore.”

Now that was finally a barb that got to her. She broke our gaze, her resolve wavering. We turned to go.

“Come,” we said. “Do not waste our time like this. There are intruders to kill, aren’t there?”

She followed us quietly as we walked deeper into the Refuge, leaving the shocked spectators behind. This side of the settlement looked as if a tornado had swept across it, but it was quiet and empty otherwise. Not too surprising. The intruders were way ahead of us, getting close to finishing the first puzzle, perhaps.

“There are intruders to stop, not intruders to kill,” Devi spoke up. “We don’t have to kill all of them.”

We sighed. “Is there some fight left in you still?”

“You’re good at getting into my head because you’re in my soul-mate’s head. But I will not give up that easily.”

“Give up what, Devi?” we said, rounding on her. “You are antagonizing us for no reason, mortal. We have been very reasonable so far! Tell me, how many innocents died by Randel’s hand recently?”

“I … don’t know about any.”

“That’s because there wasn’t any, mortal. It would be the world’s easiest thing to make some of the refugees disappear, wouldn’t you think? We could feed on all these people who live here. So how come we haven’t killed anyone?”

Devi said nothing, just glared at us.

“That’s right. We are capable of showing restraint. Does that surprise you, mortal? We avoided painting a target on your beloved soul-mate’s back. We cannot change our mortal shell, not anymore, so we need to take care of the one we have. You should be thanking us, Devi, instead of hindering us. Because if we chose different methods to feed, things would be much, much more inconvenient for you. There would be Quests to stop the Mad Painter’s bloodshed. There would be Players after our head to deliver justice and retribution.”

“I—I understand,” Devi said. “You need to kill others to feed, but you don’t want to draw attention to it. So you waited for someone to attack the Dungeon. You planned for this to happen.”

“There were no plans, just setups for opportunities. You’re right, though. We expected something like this.”

We continued our walk, leaving Devi behind. Breathing out slowly, controlling our emotions. We had no time for this drama.

Our mechanical leg whirred with each step as we got closer and closer to our prey. The first puzzle could be found at the center of the Undercity, but it was more than likely that the intruders had passed it already. Two more challenges would wait for them before they reached the boss room. Thankfully, those would take longer to solve—assuming that none of them cheated their way through. With how versatile Players tended to be, we couldn’t exclude that possibility.

“I understand that you need to feed on souls,” Devi said, refusing to shut her mouth for long.

“Good.”

“And you’re at least somewhat smart about it, which I appreciate.”

“Somewhat?”

“You risk much like this,” Devi said. “Surely, you had safer options. For a pair of ancient ghosts with plenty of knowledge and experience, your plan is rather … impulsive. Almost as if it was Randel who thought it up.”

We closed our eyes for a moment, maintaining control. She was deliberately provoking us.

“Why would it be impulsive?” we asked, deciding to indulge her. “We had always known that we would need to defend the Dungeon. That was half of the reason why we settled down here.”

“The Dungeon is not finished and we are outnumbered. Tell me, shades! Is this truly how you imagined you would feed yourselves?”

We frowned, glancing at her. Deliberating on how much to tell her. We wanted to lie – our pride was on the line – but some part of us insisted on honesty.

“No.”

“No?”

“No, we didn’t expect an attack of this scale. We didn’t expect the city’s gangs to coordinate against us. We hadn’t prepared the Dungeon against multiple groups—we foolishly thought they would come one after the other. We thought that the fights would start small and escalate over time—that would have made more sense, narratively. We also haven’t gathered enough intel about rival Players yet. We’ll have to go in blind and hope for the best.”

“I see,” Devi said. “So it’s bad.”

“We will most likely lose the Dungeon tonight.”

The two of us walked the rest of the way in silence.

When we arrived at the center of the Undercity, it was mostly empty. There were signs of struggle, a few dead bodies, and a few injured people already tended to by the locals. Devi went to talk with them while we walked to the center of the square. The square had eight vertical portal disks around it, placed in-between the roads that led here. They could be used to create portals, but the puzzle itself didn’t need them—they were just distractions from the round floor tile in the very middle of the square.

We walked up to it, noting the smudged chalk marks at the sides; apparently they had messed up the drawing first and had to wipe it off. We bent down, picking up a piece of chalk from the ground. Hmm. Perhaps we could ask Imaya to upgrade this puzzle to accept only paint. That would punish mistakes and give us more time. It would also fit the general theme. The trials of the Mad Painter.

First things first, though. We walked to a portal disk at the side of the square, raised the chalk in our hand—and I started to draw. Not the symbol for the first puzzle, but a much simpler symbol with bold intersecting lines. Its pair was etched into stone deeper down in the Dungeon, near the sparring rooms—and not far from where the first puzzle would have brought the raiders. Devi came to my side just as I finished drawing, and I started to feel some trepidation once again. What if the enemy Players were waiting on the other side of this portal?

“Come on,” we said, stepping through.

The portal room was empty, lit only by the swirling purple-white glow of the portal we opened. The rest of the portal disks were inactive, which was a good sign. With a mental nudge at our vambraces, we changed to our battle gear to make use of our headgear. The sunglasses improved our sight, hearing, and sense of smell. There were a pair of carved sweller sculptures above the doorway that we didn’t remember requesting from Imaya, but they were just that—sculptures. Other than that, nothing was standing out.

We took another moment to check for Mark of Replacements and felt a pair of them right next to us; Devi had two Marks on her left wrist. At Ability level 5, Mark of Replacement allowed us to leave up to two Marks on a living being, but currently it was only Devi who had more than one. It helped us distinguish her from the rest. Our marker-sense allowed us to feel the location of the Marks, but nothing more; from afar, we couldn’t tell who wore our Marks. This was the only way to mark Devi as important so that we wouldn’t accidentally sacrifice her.

Aside from Devi’s Marks, our immediate vicinity was empty. That wasn’t unexpected, though part of us hoped that some of the Thardos kids had silently followed the invaders to spy on them. Well, no matter. We felt a small scattering of Marks higher up, all thanks to our bond with Nosy. He was prowling the Refuge and we could feel the Marks around him. If he remained near Marked people, we would be able to retreat by swapping places with someone. That thought made us uneasy, though. Better to take that only as a last resort. We didn’t know who we would swap places with, and we would be leaving Devi behind.

We moved to the exit of the room, scanning the corridor outside. It looked uneven and tilted as if someone dug it with great difficulty instead of just creating it in an instant. The sunglasses didn’t grant us true night-vision, but they made the shadows recede. Devi activated her collar’s screen, which gave us enough light to proceed. We remembered that there were some glowing mushrooms up ahead – the original design for illumination – and so we wouldn’t need to rely on the collar as a light source. That would make sneaking easier, though with the noise of our mechanical leg we didn’t expect to be very sneaky anyway.

We had a good idea of where the invaders could be. The second puzzle was about obtaining a key from a shifting maze, so ideally all of them were in one place. We took a glance back at Devi as we walked. She looked serious and composed, her amber eyes glinting with determination. No sign of anxiety. We wondered if that was truly how she felt. This was the first time she would be facing other Players, after all. She noticed us looking and gave us a firm nod. We returned it. Neither of us was foolish enough to start talking here.

We didn’t head directly toward the maze; instead, we stopped at an intersection where the tunnel branched off into three different directions. Ignoring the tunnels ahead, we extended Soul Eater into a long pole and quested the mushroom-covered ceiling with it. There was a hole half-hidden by the glowing mushrooms, barely wide enough for a person to fit through. We pushed Soul Eater through and formed a handle on the other side, then teleported ourselves to it. Another gloomy tunnel, this one barely high enough for us to stand.

We didn’t want to waste one of Devi’s marks, so we knelt down beside the hole and reach down with one hand. Devi was already standing on the back of a clone she had created, grabbing our arm. We hauled her up, or at least tried to, though our body was still so lacking in muscles that it was Devi who did most of the work. We almost fell down as our mechanical leg randomly twitched, unable to interpret our current activity.

We gritted our teeth and got back to our feet. Being confined to this sub-optimal body was certainly making things more … challenging. We stalked along the secret corridor, the whirring of our leg much too loud in our ears. It wasn’t long before we reached the spy room, a cramped little space with cracks along the wall. We signaled Devi to stay in the entryway, braced ourselves to jump back in case the intruders had already noticed the spy room, then peered through one of the cracks.

The area below us was well lit, for obvious reasons. It was a lobby of sorts, a gathering place in front of the high walls of the stone maze. The spy room lay almost a floor above the lobby itself, so we could see everything below at a top-down angle. There were people down there alright—quite a lot of them.

The first person who stood out to us was a fat Noruk Player carrying an oversized hammer. His small beady eyes were shadowed by a prominent brow, looking past the sharp horn in the middle of his face. The armor he wore barely covered his rough gray skin, but we didn’t doubt for a second that he would be difficult to hurt. Much like Sylven Players were famous for their ridiculous firepower, Noruk Players tended to have an absurd defense.

Another non-human among the raiders was a Thardos Player. The others were watching her as she knelt at the entrance of the maze with a palm on the ground, sending ripples of light over the surface of the stone. Waves of light ran along the walls of the maze, going over and returning periodically. Thardos Players and divination Abilities; no surprise there either. The Thardos raider was too busy scanning the maze to notice us in the spy room, but we would have to be careful with how we engaged them.

Apart from the Noruk and the Thardos, everyone else was human. There were more than a dozen of them but we didn’t know how many of them were Players; our point of view made it difficult to see their necks. Human Players were annoying to fight against because they were too versatile. Unlike Players from other species, humans didn’t excel in any field—but they didn’t have to. Being unpredictable was more than enough to win battles.

We turned to Devi, forming a series of hand signals to tell her about our plan. Both the hand signals and the battle tactics they represented were things that the two of us had devised for times like this. Devi had offensive powers, we had mobility. Together we had a few tricks that synergized with each other, and hand signals were a neat way to convey them quickly.

Devi created a clone and made it stand next to us, doubling the number of Marks of Replacement in our vicinity. She then opened a pair of portals in the entryway, one in front of her and one behind her. Looking into the one at the front let us see through the one at the back, basically allowing us to look down the tunnel without seeing Devi. That wasn’t why we needed the portals, however.

Devi fired the first iteration of her Recursive Ray and hit herself in the back, charging up her next Ray’s power. We didn’t have much time until it would start straining her body too much, but we didn’t need much time. We pressed Soul Eater into one of the cracks on the wall, making it ooze through into the lobby. Quick and silent. If the invaders had looked up, they would have seen the glowing orange lines pulsing down the black material as it rapidly extended above them—but we found it much more likely that Devi’s crackling beam of energy would be the one to give us away.

Surely enough, people down below started to turn around, looking for the source of the noise. We struck the end Soul Eater with the heel of our palm, dislodging it and dropping it down below. The long black tendril – looking vaguely like a spear – fell down right behind the group, hitting the ground just as Devi finished firing her Ray and got ready for the next one. The invaders turned, their eyes fixating on Soul Eater, drawing weapons. Too late.

We teleported ourselves to Soul Eater, arriving on one knee, dropping the weapon, raising both of our arms at the group. They didn’t even have time to blink before we activated one of the Marks on Devi and swapped places with her, finding ourselves standing in-between the portals. A heartbeat later a deafening crash shook the stone walls of the tunnel, accompanied by the loud crackling of Devi’s attack. It lasted for several seconds, which we used to inch past the portal and the clone to look down through the crack once again.

The light was so bright that we could see only because of our sunglasses. Devi’s Ray had carved a path through the middle of the gathered people and destroyed a good chunk of the maze on the other side. Unfortunately, the Thardos Player survived; the fat Noruk was standing in front of her, shielding his eyes from the light, unbothered by the energy beam. No sign of dead bodies, but there were noticeably fewer humans. That was all we could take in before Devi’s Ray died down—and since we didn’t want to give the invaders any chance to retaliate, we swapped places with her again.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to my Dungeon,” we said, allowing ourselves some dramatic flair. The fabric of the Material Word felt thinner as storm clouds gathered along the ceiling; one of the Players had been hurt so much that their Domain activated. The disorganized group of invaders turned as one, eyes locking onto us, with the fastest being the Noruk who had already raised his hammer. He stopped when we extended a hand, palms up, and summoned the Dungeon Core in it.

“I have only one thing to say,” we said. “Perish.”

The Dungeon's self-defense mechanism activated with an explosion of dark purple flames that burned everything other than us. This power could be used only once per day, but we saw no point in saving it for later—not when there were so many invaders gathered in one place. The flames washed over the raiders hungrily, making them scream. We couldn’t see anything but the flames, yet the further thinning of boundaries between planes indicated that even more Players got hurt.

Once the flames stopped, we dismissed the Dungeon Core from sight. Five people remained standing. The Noruk, the Thardos, and three humans—two in rather unassuming leather armor, and one in burnt clerical robes. Their Domains bent the world around them. They looked deceptively taller than they were, thunder rumbled ominously above, and there were tiny red hands and arms emerging from the ground. We nodded our acknowledgment at the remaining five, then swapped places with Devi’s clone.

Devi was already by our side, extending a wrist that we grabbed and placed two more Marks of Replacement on it—halving our mana as a result. A moment later waves of light washed over the stone beneath our feet; the Thardos was scanning her surroundings. We teleported Soul Eater to us and shrank it down to a dagger. Devi finished closing her portals and drew Silverfang, nodding to us.

“I’m ready.”

“Good,” we said. “Then run.”

“What?”

Not waiting for her to catch on, we ran back out to the corridor and headed back the way we had come. Devi’s powers were amazing, but there was no way we would fight two against five in a place where multiple Domains had already been triggered. Domains gave Players a second shot, a chance to turn the battle around—but in turn, they couldn’t be activated at will and rarely triggered twice against the same person. Our strategy was simple: deny our opponents the chance to utilize their Domains. Let them waste their trump card.

We heard Devi’s footsteps behind us, easily catching up in spite of her worn-out state after having fired her Recursive Ray. We also heard a loud boom—the sound of the spy room being demolished. Our opponents would catch up to us quickly. We exited the hidden tunnel and jogged back to the portal room, grabbing a piece of chalk as we entered.

“Draw distraction portals,” we told Devi. Another one of our tricks; with the help of her clones, she was able to draw simple matching symbols on the empty portal disks. Since every portal that the Dungeon created looked the same, it would be impossible to tell where the portal led. While Devi got down to work, I started on the slightly more complex portal to Undercity’s center—back to the site of the first puzzle. I felt a bit bad about leading the invaders back to the Undercity, but for the moment my worry was overshadowed by concerns about giant hammers and clawing red hands tearing me into pieces.

“Done,” we said, taking only a brief look at Devi and her clones before stepping through. Chalk still in hand, we jogged to the next stone disk and began to work on it. I was so focused on my work that it barely caught our attention that something was wrong—the only thing that alerted us was that the portal behind us shimmered three times instead of one. We knew Devi, and she wouldn’t bother bringing two of her clones with her.

It wasn’t Devi who followed us through the portal.

            

    
        Chapter 3.10.2

    
    
    
    
                “Caught me already?” we asked, turning to face the Players that had stepped through; the three humans from before. The Noruk and the Thardos were missing, probably facing Devi. Three against one wasn’t ideal, but it was doable considering who these Players were. Lowlives, thieves, gangsters. That was all they had achieved with the vast power the collars granted them. They were too scared to go out and make a name for themselves and they were too weak to shape the world around them in a meaningful way. We didn’t expect much from failures like them.

“You think you are clever, don’t you?” spoke the man in the burnt robes. “Ain’t gonna lie, you look like a conceited prick. Bet those rumors about the mighty Mad Painter are all fake too.”

As the man talked his two companions had spread out on either side of him. The one on the left had a bastard sword that glowed around the edges, while the one on the right had two different mechanical devices attached to his forearms. The cleric in the middle wore seemingly no weapons. We dropped the chalk and teleported Soul Eater into our hand, shaped like a dagger.

“Yeah, you got me,” we said. “Most of those rumors are fake and I think that I’m clever.”

“Hah!” the man on the right guffawed. “He’s mocking you, boss. Didn’t you see what he did to the others at the maze?”

“Shut up, Sean. Are you blind? That was the Sylven and the Dungeon Core. The Mad Painter is weak.”

Talking was good. Talking meant that the twelve-second cooldown on our teleportation was going to wear off. The guy with the magic sword was pointing his blade at us, but none of the three was in a hurry to attack now that they caught us.

“That guy is right, Sean,” we said, pointing at the cleric. “My stories are made up. I have a bard to spread them.”

Sean laughed some more, but his boss didn’t find our remark funny.

“That guy is called Amit the Cruel, leader of the Serpents,” he introduced himself. “If you ignore me, you’ll—”

He yelped as Soul Eater spun toward his face, our throw deadly precise. Sadly the space in front of Amit twisted and warped and the black dagger sailed past his head.

“Sorry,” we said. “My hand slipped.”

They didn’t talk back this time—just attacked. Sean extended an arm and the device on it launched a glinting bolt at us, while the man with the sword charged with the all too familiar Lunge Weapon Skill. Before they could have reached us, we teleported ourselves to Soul Eater behind them.

First things first: bait out as many of their Abilities as we could. We threw Soul Eater at Amit’s head again. The air twisted around him once more, making the dagger miss, but this time it came much closer to hitting him. Our opponents turned right then, having figured out where we were from the direction of our throw, and we backed off as fast as our mechanical leg allowed. Lightning gathered around Amit’s hands. Sean aimed his mounted crossbow at us but didn’t fire yet. Hank’s shape blurred as he changed directions, dashing at us in a zig-zag pattern, moving so fast that he was barely visible.

We activated our armor’s power, teleporting back to where we were five seconds ago; on the other side of the group. It caught Amit and the swordsman as a surprise, but Sean fired a bolt at us as soon as we arrived. We threw ourselves to the ground to evade the projectile and pick Soul Eater up at the same time. As efficient as that move was, it cost us; our left leg buckled and it took precious seconds to get back to our feet.

Amit and the swordsman turned around, and by that time Sean was launching another bolt at us. Instead of dodging the bolt again, we decided to take a risk; we threw Soul Eater at Amit’s head and let the projectile hit us on the shoulder. Our dark armor flared with power, protecting us with a shadowy aura—but even though it negated the damage, we still stumbled from the impact.

At the same time, Amit ducked under the dagger and slammed both hands to the ground. He unleashed the torrent of lightning that surrounded his hands, which impossibly traveled along the surface of the stone ground—but not toward us. The lightning circled around Amit, shooting toward Soul Eater behind his back, anticipating us to teleport to the dagger like the last time. We teleported Soul Eater back to our hand instead and flung it at Amit’s head. The lightning missed, the dagger struck. This time there was only a slight distortion, which allowed Soul Eater to leave a gash on the side of Amit’s head, splitting his ear in two.

“Aaah!”

If we had to guess, he didn’t have his Domain anymore. We tanked another crossbow bolt while Amit screamed, clutching his ear. Hopefully the other two Players had just as weak defenses, because we didn’t have too many options to hurt them. Making Soul Eater’s blade incredibly sharp was about the only offensive power we had, and that was nowhere near enough against most Players. Amit and his friends had survived Devi’s Ray and the Dungeon Core’s fire, however. Their best defensive tricks might have already been blown.

The swordsman blurred forward, getting impatient with us. He came out of his movement Ability swinging his sword, so we activated our armor’s power and jumped back to where we had been five seconds ago—which, unfortunately, wasn’t very far. We managed to avoid his swing anyway, but he chased us with another Lunge. With our Abilities on cooldown and Soul Eater thrown away, we had no chance but to face him barehanded. We twisted our upper body out of the blade’s way, his searing sword passing right in front of our face, then grabbed his wrist with one hand and punched him in the face with the other. It was a solid punch, landing squarely on his jaw—and then we went blind.

No, not just blind; our hearing and sense of smell were gone too. The only thing we could sense was the Mark of Replacement that we had left on the swordsman’s jaw. Aside from that, we were in the dark. Something slammed into our back, throwing us forward. Another crossbow bolt? The swordsman moved, but we teleported to Soul Eater before he could have stabbed us. We got to our feet, backing off and trying to map our surroundings from memory. Another bolt hit us, and we had no way of telling how long our armor would be able to protect us.

Landing a blow on the swordsman apparently robbed the offender of their senses. How long would this blindness last? Surely it wouldn’t be permanent—that would have been too unfair. Unfair, just like our powers. Yeah, we didn’t have the right to complain here. The Waking World was an unfair one where the strong triumphed over the weak, and this Player-system had no intention to make it any less balanced.

Another bolt hit us, this time on the middle of our forehead. It pushed our head back abruptly, threatening to break our neck. The mark on the swordsman approached us in a zig-zag pattern, and we used our armor to teleport back to the other side of the square. We crouched, holding Soul Eater close, shaping it into a wide shield. Another impact, this time on Soul Eater. And this time, we heard a faint clang.

We sighed in relief; our senses were coming back. We broke into a run along the perimeter of the square. We just had to keep moving, had to buy more time. The swordsman attacked us with what we assumed was a Lunge, and so we turned with Soul Eater and caught his blade—knowing the Weapon Skill, it was easy to imagine where the blow would land. Our head was exposed in our current stance, and so we raised our shield and caught another sword strike that predictably went for our face. We then teleported back to where we had been five seconds ago, creating more distance. Soul Eater’s teleportation would be up again soon, and so we shaped it—no, we couldn’t shape it. Part of us tried to, but part of us wanted to keep using it as a shield.

“Let me handle the fight!” we growled.

“What?”

“Together,” we said, clutching our head. “Think together.”

A crossbow bolt hit us.

“He’s really gone mad,” a voice said with a mocking laugh.

We had to focus. Our hearing was returning slowly, perhaps because of our sunglasses; they were supposed to enhance our senses, after all. The cheap headgear was pretty useless though, unable to counteract the swordsman’s curse. Our ears were filled with an ominous static noise. Another bolt hit us, and we were increasingly alarmed by what Sean was doing. So far he hadn’t done anything extraordinary, not counting the unreal reload time of his crossbow. Was he toying with us? Why did he keep shooting normal bolts at our armor?

The swordsman chased after us, and we threw Soul Eater as a dagger to avoid him. We were getting too predictable, however. A moment later we found out what the static noise was; our whole body convulsed as lightning ran over our body. Soul Eater fell out of our hand and only our Boots of Stability kept us from falling. Our armor was either ineffective against this lightning, or it couldn’t absorb all of it—whatever was the case, we were momentarily paralyzed. If we squinted just right, we could see the bleary silhouette of Amit walking toward us, speaking.

“—careful. His Domain is yet to go off, so let me handle this.”

The stone beneath our feet became soft and we began to sink. Our muscles just weren’t responding properly and our mechanical leg was useless. The swordsman ignored Amit’s warning, performing another Lunge at us. We teleported back to where we had been five seconds ago.

“Unstoppable shot!”

Something slammed into our chest and we were lifted off our feet, knocking our breath out of our lungs. The offending object kept pushing us back, slamming us onto something hard, a portal disk or a building perhaps, and we heard the stone behind us crack from the impact. The dark aura of our armor flickered. We tried to twist aside but the projectile in our armor was lodged too deep. While we struggled another bolt slammed into our head, which was finally too much for our armor. The bolts punched right through us, activating our last line of defense: Shadeform. Our body became intangible as our Ability threw us halfway into the Astral Plane, though it lasted only for a moment. We fell to our knees as soon as the projectiles were out of our body. Corporeal, dazed, gasping for air.

“Damn,” Sean said. “I was so sure that would get him.”

Another bolt flew at our head, but we teleported Soul Eater to us and deflected it. Our senses were returning, but we were out of options. Our defenses were gone. Perhaps we could teleport some more—but what good would it be now? Our opponents were already aware of our tricks.

“Nice work,” Amit spoke. “I got this.”

“You got this?” Sean asked, sneering. “You’re useless, Amit. There is no way I’d hand the Core over to you.”

“What? We had a deal.”

“You had a deal with the other leaders. Here’s my deal: whoever kills the Mad Painter gets the Dungeon. I bet that was Hank’s plan too. That’s why he kept chasing the Painter while you just sat there with your bleeding ear, being useless.”

“You dare— You’re my subordinate, you bastard!”

“Not anymore. Hank, let’s decide—”

I cleared my throat loudly, drawing their attention back to me.

“Guys, there’s no need to go this far. If you wanted the Dungeon Core, you could have just asked.”

I held out a hand, summoning the indigo orb into it. The Dungeon Core felt as if it had a significant weight now, its smooth surface cold against my sweaty palm. The three Players looked leery yet transfixed.

“See, I value my life more than this thing. I renounce my claim on this Dungeon.”

The collar around my neck flashed with a notification that signaled the end of ownership, but I didn’t read it. My attention was on my opponents, watching the greed grow in their eyes. I put the Core down, then gave it a slight nudge so that it slowly rolled toward them.

“There you go,” I said. “The first person to touch the Core becomes the Dungeon Master.”

            

    
        Chapter 3.11

    
    
    
    
                The tension was palpable as the Dungeon Core slowly rolled toward the three men. Hank clutched his sword tighter, tensing up, trying to divide his attention between Amit, Sean, the Core, and Randel.

“This changes nothing,” Amit spoke. “We kill the Mad Painter first, then decide who gets the Dungeon. Alright?”

He was obviously lying. Hank didn’t say anything.

“Then attack him, Amit,” Sean said. “Didn’t you say that you got this?”

“You’re a bastard, Sean. You’ll try to grab the Core while I’m distracted.”

“You think? Well, my offer still stands. First to kill the Mad Painter—”

Hank burst into motion while the other two argued, activating Motion Blur to speed toward the Core. The small cockroach had to hang on tight onto his belt, the abrupt direction changes threatening to throw it off. Hank’s hand was inches from the Core when the space around it warped and his fingers found thin air. He then had to jump back to evade Sean’s arrow.

“That was a mistake,” Amit said. “Hank, you just betrayed the Serpents.”

As the leader of the Quick Foxes, Hank was likely to betray them anyway. The only reason he hadn’t taken the Serpents’ territory yet was that they had two Players and Hank didn’t like taking unnecessary risks. Facing both of them wasn’t going to be easy. Amit didn’t have many Abilities, but what he had was powerful; lightning, ground manipulation, space bending. Slow but devastating. Sean, on the other hand—well, he didn’t have too many Abilities either. But he was cunning and had a fearsome reputation, which was enough to give Hank a pause.

“Yeah, you better back off,” Amit quipped as Hank retreated. The leader of the Serpents advanced. “Now I’ll—”

Amit tried to dodge, and though he couldn’t quite evade the arrow, the space around him distorted and the projectile missed anyway. Sean kept his hand aimed at Amit.

“Traitor!” Amit hissed, spinning around, lightning gathering around his arms. Hank saw this as an opening to dash for the Core, but once more he was thwarted as a whip of iron scales lashed at him; Sean had finally used the device on his other wrist too. The whip retreated into the device just as quickly as it came.

“Nobody moves,” Sean said, keeping one hand pointed at Hank and another at Amit. Hank took an anxious glance back at Randel, who was now positioned almost completely behind him. He was still kneeling, his eyes hidden behind his shades, smiling smugly with seemingly no intention to intervene. That was definitely worrying, but at the moment Hank had bigger things to worry about.

“Amit,” Hank spoke for the first time. “You can have the Core if you help me kill Sean.”

It was a solid plan. Once Sean was dead, it would be easy to deal with Amit. The leader of the Serpents wanted to kill Sean for his betrayal anyway, so teaming up was an easy choice.

“Deal,” Amit said, then slammed his palms against the ground and sent lightning at Sean—but also at Hank. Hank activated Motion Blur to get out of the way, dashing toward Amit. Only after he came out of his dash did he see that his target wasn’t there anymore; Amit had run for the Core. Hank changed directions, but his Motion Blur was on cooldown. He wouldn’t make it in time. Sean was convulsing on the ground, barely conscious. There was no one to stop Amit.

“Yes!” the leader of the Serpents roared as his hands closed around the Dungeon Core. His collar projected a notification in the air. Hank swore under his breath. Amit stood up, raising the Core victoriously. A Dungeon Master couldn’t directly use the Core to kill others – except for the self-defense mechanism that Randel had already used – but there were plenty of ways to mess with other people. Amit could now surround Hank with traps or open a pit directly underneath him.

“And now you’ll regret betraying me,” Amit gloated as he faced down Hank. He pointed a finger at him, and silence fell. The cavern remained silent as Amit kept pointing. Nothing seemed to happen. Amit’s grin faded, his face scrunching up in concentration. He even opened his collar’s menu to look at it. Hank seemed to be unsure whether to attack or flee.

“Why is it not working?!”

There was a gurgling noise coming from where Sean had fallen, and Hank looked over to see Randel kneeling next to him, his black dagger buried in Sean’s throat.

“Oh, don’t mind me,” the Mad Painter said as Sean choked on his own blood. “Just cleaning up a bit.”

“Y-You bastard!” Amit said, gathering lightning once again. “You tricked me! You’re still the Dungeon Master!”

“Nope, you are,” Randel said. “You saw the notification. It’s just a shame that the Core doesn’t come with instructions, isn’t it?”

So many betrayals on one day was apparently too much for Amit, because he just screamed incoherently as he slapped his palms to the ground to send bolts of lightning at Randel. Hank tensed, getting ready to strike. This was his chance to get close to Amit, kill him, and take the Core. He stepped forward—

—and then he was kneeling beside Sean’s corpse. The lightning struck him a moment later, running through his limbs, overwhelming his armor’s defenses, making his body convulse. He caught himself on his elbows as he fell, his vision swaying, barely having the strength to look up. Randel was standing behind Amit, grabbing his hair and pulling his head back as he sliced his throat open.

“Ghuh,” Hank grunted, struggling to get to his feet. Surprisingly, he was able to push himself up. His limbs were shaking, yet he raised his sword at the—where was the Mad Painter?

“That blindness trick is annoying,” Randel said directly from behind, pressing his dagger against Hank’s neck. “We would rather not suffer from it again.”

Hank spun, almost losing his balance, slashing horizontally with his sword. Randel skipped backward, evading the feeble strike. He wasn’t holding any weapon, so he couldn’t strike back. Confused, Hank stepped back just as he felt something tighten around his neck. He grabbed at it, but it flowed around his fingers, up to his face. His expression became more and more alarmed as the black metal of Randel’s weapon snaked around his head, creeping into his mouth and nose. Preventing him from breathing.

Having already expended his Domain, it didn’t take long for Hank to suffocate. He fell onto Sean’s dead body, landing at Randel’s feet. The spectral cockroach on his belt disappeared soon after.
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The Sylven woman called Devi dodged Hruk’s hammer again. The tunnel shook as he struck the wall, loose stones falling on top of him. By the time Hruk stepped free of the debris, Devi was out of sight again. Tonight certainly wasn’t Hruk’s night; his opponents ran from him when all he wanted was to fight. It stroked his ego, at the very least. He prided himself as one of the strongest and toughest Players out there, and tonight was proving him right. Everyone fled like scared little rats.

Speaking of little rats, Tohne the Ratkin sprinted past Hruk’s massive legs. Hruk tolerated her mainly because of her tracking abilities—and tonight it was also very useful that she could identify Devi’s decoys at a glance. Tohne led Hruk down a series of corridors that forced the big Noruk to hunch his back, his arms scraping the side walls. The spectral cockroach climbed deeper under his shoulder plate so that it wasn’t accidentally crushed. Soon enough the tunnel widened and they arrived at another chamber, this one having a wide pit and several floating platforms above it. Devi and her decoys were already standing on those platforms, spread out hastily.

“We fight here,” all of the decoys spoke at once. “If you fall off, the poison-shrooms eat you.”

Hruk glanced down in the pit, snorting as he noted that the bottom was filled with mushrooms. Tohne pointed at a Devi at the far left. The original one. The Ratkin jumped up to one of the platforms then, fast and nimble. Hruk chose a larger platform to step onto, annoyed. This room certainly didn’t favor him—though in the worst-case scenario he might just destroy all the platforms and tank the poison. That would mean Tohne’s death however, and Hruk still had a use for her.

Devi opened fire with a thin ray of light from her finger, which Tohne evaded by jumping over to another platform. With a backflip. The ray hit one of Devi’s decoys but left it unharmed, and after a small delay the decoy fired another ray in Tohne’s direction. Other decoys began firing too, their aim oftentimes off, occasionally hitting each other. Tohne dodged the rays with some flourish. This was child’s play for her.

Hruk ignored the rays and kept his eyes on Devi instead, steadily advancing on her. He was content to wait for the platforms to align before stepping from one to another. Devi was already in Seismic Jump range, but there was no need to start demolishing platforms just yet. Well, not the important ones. With a flick of his hammer Hruk obliterated a platform above his head, then his Stone Bullets Ability stopped the small shards of stone from falling and aligned them in the air to point at Devi.

The Sylven stopped firing her harmless rays and opened a portal between herself and Hruk just as the stone bullets were about to hit her. Some of the bullets missed, cracking other platforms or slamming into the wall of the cavern. Those that didn’t miss passed through the portal, exiting where a decoy stood on the other side of the chamber. The stone shards shot right toward Tohne, but the small Ratkin twisted out of the projectiles’ way without even looking.

Hruk moved on, unhurried, stepping to the next platform. He grunted in approval when he saw Devi closing her portal and stepping closer as well—finally, she decided to face him. They were only one platform apart now, moving closer to each other.

Devi could open a portal and use it like a tower shield in a moment’s notice. A troublesome defense, but it couldn’t protect her from every direction. Easily circumvented. The energy blade in Devi’s other hand was more concerning though, humming with power, casting a silvery light on their surroundings. Even if Hruk’s armor could hold against the energy weapon, he was quite attached to his giant hammer and wouldn’t want it to be cut apart.

While their platforms slowly glided toward each other, Tohne circled around them, skipping from platform to platform, using a pair of knives to burst the decoys apart. She was quick and nimble and the decoys stood no chance. Devi watched her distractedly, shifting her energy blade in her hand. Once her decoys were gone, she would be out of tricks. Tohne jumped to the platform where the last two decoys stood. She sliced through one and flipped in the air to arrive in front of the other. Then a portal sprang into life between Tohne and the decoy, and Devi’s energy blade impaled Tohne in her chest.

Hruk jerked in surprise. Devi swept the sword sideways, freeing her blade. Tohne fell. Just like that, the Ratkin Player was dead. She had died without a single sound. Hruk bellowed a cry that shook the walls of the cavern and he lunged at the Sylven woman. She brought her portal-shield up in a hurry, catching Hruk’s hammer on the upper edge of it and drawing her energy blade back to strike. She didn’t have the chance to retaliate. Hruk struck again while activating Seismic Jump at point-blank range, and the resulting shockwave shattered all the nearby platforms along with the one they were standing on. He fell, taking Devi with him to the—no, where was she?

Hruk landed in the mushroom pit, the glowing fungi cushioning his fall. He held his breath. If there were any poisonous spores down here, they weren’t visible. An ornery dagger landed not far from him; it was Devi’s energy blade, disappearing among the mushrooms. Hruk looked up and let out another cry.

“Come down, you coward!”

Devi was standing on the bottom of her portal, her hands clutching its edges for stability while the whole thing just hovered in the air, fixed in place. She crouched down, searching for a way to escape. Her refusal to fall fueled Hruk’s rage further, which he vocalized with some gravelly words in his native language. He paced under her, waiting for the cooldown period on his Seismic Jump to end. There was no escape for the Sylven woman. Three, two, one, ready. Hruk crouched down, lifted his hammer, launched himself up—

—and he was promptly blasted out of the air by a jet of green flames. He landed on his back but rolled to his feet quickly, spinning his hammer around to face his new opponent. A Sylven man. No, not just one; Sylven regulars streamed into the chamber, decked in armor, carrying shields. At the same time a small squad of goleton beasts bursts in, led by even more Sylven. The man who had fired at Hruk was a Player too, and he was not the only one. Two other Sylven Players emerged from behind the regulars, one of them Lord Tengi’quinn himself. He glanced at Devi while saying something in their language. The Sylven troops moved forward.

Hruk’s anger evaporated all of a sudden, and now he was the one frantically looking for a way out. There was none. He couldn’t even make a single step before he was forced to his knees by an unseen force, and then the green flames returned along with sprays of acid and something sharp that cut through his armor as if it wasn’t even there. The spectral cockroach under Hruk’s armor evaporated before it could have witnessed his death.
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Mikolaj slammed the tavern’s door open, ready to swing his flail. A few torches were lit along the walls, making it easy to see. The place was empty.

“Alright boys, grab what you can,” he said as he stepped inside. The bar was stocked with bottles of alcohol, so he headed for those first. This place had clearly been occupied not so long ago, but everyone had left once the news of the raid reached them. Same as the previous tavern that Mikolaj and his men had visited, though here it seemed that the people had been in less of a hurry. Unfortunately for Mikolaj. Still, the place had a few things left behind; Mikolaj eyed the chandelier that hung from the ceiling, looking oddly expensive for a piss-hole like this. Taverns had higher ceilings to accommodate the taller species such as Shrissten and Noruk, and so the chandelier was quite high up.

“Someone get me a ladder!” Mikolaj called out over his shoulder. He swept a gloved hand across the counter and grabbed a half-empty bottle of whisky, which he promptly pushed into the inside of his cloak. The fabric swallowed the bottle immediately, storing it in an extra-dimensional space. Perks of being a Player! With his cloak, Mikolaj didn’t have to be picky about what to grab; he could take anything and everything with him if he was able to wrap his cloak around them.

With well-practiced ease, his cronies started to bring him all the valuables they could find. There wasn’t much, but that was alright for Mikolaj. He and his men would still end this night considerably richer, so it was a win in his book. Better than what the others were doing. Trying to off the Mad Painter? Taking the Dungeon Core? Vying for power? Those weren’t Mikolaj’s things. Mikolaj was a survivor. He knew how to fly under the radar, and he knew how to get what he wanted. Simple as that. He could—was he hearing music from outside?

“But my rhymes were unrehearsed,And really just the worst,
So I went to the inn first,
To quench my thirst!”

Stanley the bard stepped into the entrance of the tavern, stringing a merry tune on a simple lute that attracted the eyes of everyone around. He gasped in shock when he noticed them, but his dramatic reaction was undermined by the fact that he kept playing his lute without a hitch.

“Who goes there?” Mikolaj asked. Stanley’s performer garb covered the collar around his neck, so Mikolaj wasn’t sure whether the man was a Player or he was simply just unhinged. Mikolaj’s cloak hid his own collar too, so in case there was a fight he had a good chance to surprise his opponent.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Stanley said. “Tonight was long and tiring, and I was hoping to get a nightcap here. Do you mind?”

“We sure do,” one of Mikolaj’s cronies said. He was their bruiser, an experienced Golemancy caster who wore a metal frame covering his body. As the man confronted Stanley, Mikolaj cast his Skin Sucker Ability—an aura that made people feel as if their exposed skin was being pulled at. Intimidation tactics. Skin Sucker didn’t have much use in combat, but it was excellent at scaring the crap out of people. Although Mikolaj’s Ability affected everyone around him, his cronies were already used to the unnerving sensation. Stanley’s hands slipped on the lute, however. His feet left the ground and he hovered in the air as the tune of his song changed.

“That’s really rude, mate. I just wanted a—”

“Get him!” Mikolaj yelled abruptly, trying to catch the bard off-guard. His men rushed in, but Stanley floated higher up and a shape behind him sped through the doorway. It slammed into the closest man, bringing him off his feet. Metal glinted, the shape growled, and the fallen man screamed in pain.

“Watch out, it’s a goleton beast!”

One of the men swung his bat at the goleton mauling its victim, but the feline beast saw it coming and evaded the blow. Unusual reaction time and intellect, for a goleton.

“Seeing intruders in his territory,Nosy turned this story very gory!
Fast like a storm in his metal form,
He fought mercilessly, uh—”

“—what else rhymes with form?” Stanley asked, landing with one foot on the bruiser’s head. The man twisted around and tried to grab him, but the bard skipped over to the next man, jumping from one head to the next, impossibly nimble. Mikolaj watched him from the back. He seemed to realize that Stanley had some kind of Ability or perk that made him unnaturally elusive.

Meanwhile, the men engaged the goleton—well, it wasn’t really a goleton. It was a young elemental panther in its metal attunement, which was far more dangerous. Goletons were slow and dumb. Tough to crack, but easily outplayed. This panther, however? It evaded the bats, maces, daggers, and whatever makeshift weapons the cronies swung at it. Even if the creature occasionally suffered a blow, its metallic scales protected it from the worst of the impact.

They spun and danced,But Nosy advanced,
A storm of steel with lightning claws,
Shocking paws and deadly jaws.

Defying all sense or reason, the elemental panther’s teeth and claws began to crackle with electricity as it continued its onslaught. It was almost embarrassing to see how quickly the men broke—but Mikolaj kept his cool, readying a throwing dagger in his palm with his eyes on Stanley. The panther was a distraction; he was the real threat. If only he had stopped flying around for a second, stopped dancing out of reach all the time…

Busy in the midst of the brawl,The big guy missed and struck the wall,
Shaking the stone, swaying lights,
Making the lamp drop from the heights!

Mikolaj reacted too late; by the time he realized that he was standing right under the chandelier, it was already falling. He looked up at the speeding object just as it hit him on his head. Mikolaj fell, and the spectral cockroach under his cloak scrambled out in a hurry.

“Oops,” Stanley said as he landed right on top of the cockroach and crushed it beneath his heel. “Bad luck.”
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The spectral cockroach on the smithy’s wall observed the Players stealthily. They had finished gathering the dead in a pile and dragged Royce next to it. The sub-leader of the Ravagers was apparently still alive—the Bolob had just knocked him unconscious. Said Bolob had also left without a word, leaving the gangster in Imaya’s and Jessie’s care.

“We should kill him,” Jessie said. “This shithead may wake up at any moment.”

“I don’t know … can’t we just drag him somewhere far away?”

“He’s a criminal. If you let him live, you allow his crimes to continue.”

“So we take him to the City Watch.”

Jessie chewed on her lower lip, turning from Royce to Imaya. They shared a look, Imaya’s face nervous, Jessie’s gaze softening. The necromancer let go of her staff – which defied gravity by remaining upright – and stepped closer to Imaya to hug her. The shorter woman let out a quiet squeak, freezing in place. Jessie patted her back as they hugged.

“I’ll be honest with you, girl. I—”

“D-Don’t girl me,” Imaya said. “We’re the same age. My name is Imaya.”

“Sure. I’ll be honest with you, Imaya. I—”

“And why are you hugging me? I don’t even know you.”

“You seemed like you needed a hug.”

“Oh … okay,” Imaya said. She hugged Jessie back. “We are hugging next to a p-pile of corpses.”

“Well, I am a necromancer. This is just an average day for me.”

Imaya mumbled something to that, burying her face in Jessie’s shoulder. They stood there for a while.

“So, what is it you wanted to say?” Imaya eventually asked. She still wasn’t letting Jessie go.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Jessie deflected the question. “We can take this shithead to the City Watch, let them lock him up.”

They ended their hug, and Imaya gave Jessie a tiny nod. They then stood awkwardly next to each other, the silence stretching—up until they heard footsteps approaching. Clang, clang, clang. Something mechanical too. Imaya and Jessie turned at the same time, both of them paling slightly at the sight of Randel.

The Mad Painter was alone, walking calmly but purposefully. The blood on his dark armor glistened in the gloomy light of the Dungeon, and the black dagger in his hand was dripping too. His armor was deformed, its earlier flair lost, now having a large hole through the middle of the chest piece. The man himself looked unharmed except for the eerie orange veins that glowed under his skin. They ran up his neck and over his face, where a pair of cracked sunglasses shielded his eyes.

“Hello Imaya,” Randel said in a flat tone. “Report, please.”

“H-Hi Randel. You look, um—”

“Is Barumm alive?”

“Barumm? Y-Yes, Barumm is alive. He took a beating, but Arikokira came and saved him. She saved us all.”

“Not that we needed it,” Jessie said. “I was going to handle it anyway.”

“Oh,” Imaya said, looking at her. “Randel, this is Jessie. She is—”

“We’ve already met,” Randel said, turning to Jessie. “You on our side?”

He asked it casually, but looking at him right then, it was difficult not to interpret it as a threat. Jessie didn’t quite seem as calm and confident as she had been while comforting Imaya.

“I am on your side. If you don’t believe me, just ask Imaya.”

Randel nodded, then gestured at the pile bodies. “What’s with these corpses?”

“Gangsters from the Ravagers,” Jessie said. “Not all of them are dead. The Player is just unconscious.”

“Ah,” Randel said, crouching down next to Royce. “But we take no prisoners.”

He then stabbed his black dagger into Royce’s neck. Imaya cried out, scrunching her eyes shut and turning away, while Jessie stepped forward as if to stop Randel—but it was already too late.

“Take the collar off his neck,” Randel said as he stood back up. “Oh, and look out for spying cockroaches. They are everywhere.”

The spectral cockroach on the wall of the smithy didn’t bother to skitter away as Randel flicked his dagger at it. It evaporated as soon as the black blade struck its body.
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Roach opened his eyes slowly, fighting off the disorientation. He was sitting by the wall in a richly furnished room. In spite of the late hour, Yorg was eating at the long dining table in the middle of the room. Only Amalinda was present aside from them, standing still by the door as she watched her master eat. Roach licked his dry lips and took a longing glance at the wine on the table. His throat was parched, but he knew better than to ask for a drink.

“It is finished,” he rasped. Yorg didn’t acknowledge him. He kept his eyes closed as he savored the food.

“…sir,” Roach added belatedly. Yorg took a sip of wine before deigning to reply.

“Are they all dead?”

“Not all, sir. There are ruffians of no consequence who still roam the Dungeon. But the Mad Painter and his crew have cleared the important people off the board. The Ravagers, the Quick Foxes, the Middle Fingers, and the Serpents have all lost their leaders.”

“Excellent,” Yorg said. “Linda, how’s the other mission going?”

Amalinda stepped forward to stand next to Yorg, her hands smoothing down the skirt of her uniform. She had a relic in her left ear that resembled a wireless earbud from Earth, flashing periodically as Amalinda received updates from the deployed troops.

“We have secured the headquarters of the Quick Foxes too, so now only the Ravagers remain. The men they left behind are putting up a fight against us, but they are outnumbered. Their territory should be ours by the time the sun rises.”

“Be it that way, dear Linda, be it that way,” Yorg said. He took another sip, glancing back at Roach. “Any losses?”

“Gina is dead,” Roach said. “She deviated from the plan and the Mad Painter killed her.”

“Pity,” Yorg said, then shook his head. “Well, maybe not so much. She was too much of a wildcard anyway. I doubt I could have kept her on the leash for much longer.”

“As you say, sir,” Roach said. He hesitated for a second. “If I may ask, what are we going to do with the Dungeon? The Mad Painter and his crew are tired and bleeding. If we invade them now, we would have a good chance to succeed.”

Yorg eyed him for a long moment, his hawkish face still like stone. It unnerved Roach quite a bit, making him feel as if the man saw right through him. Technically Roach wasn’t lying, but the Mad Painter wasn’t as helpless as he made it sound. Yorg watched him a while longer, then took another sip of wine.

“Are you that desperate to take revenge, Roach?”

“W-What? Sir.”

“The Mad Painter defeated you the last time, which makes me wonder. Is it for revenge that you want to face him? Or is it perhaps that you want to prove yourself to me?”

Roach’s mind spun; Yorg was completely off with his guesses. Finally! Finally, a wrench in his works. A miscalculation. Hands itching, Roach reached into her long coat’s pocket to grab his cigar box.

“No smoking in my presence,” Yorg said. “How many times do I need to warn you?”

“Sorry, sir. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Make sure you do, next time.”

“Yes, sir.”

“To answer your question,” Yorg said, “we’re definitely not attacking the Dungeon tonight. We will let the Mad Painter have his victory. He had given us a marvelous gift by eliminating all those Players, after all. Tonight, we have taken a great step toward unifying the underworld of Fortram. Just a few more cycles and the entire city will be in my hands.”

He raised the near-empty wine glass and toasted to his own victory. Typical. Roach was dismissed soon after, tasked with writing down everything that had transpired in the Dungeon. Once he jotted down all the little details, he would be allowed to spend an entire day with his son. By Yorg’s measures, that was a generous reward. The leader of the Black Moon was indeed in a fine mood. There weren’t many people left who could threaten his influence over the city; the rival gangs were as good as gone, the Factory was in his debt, the Governor was blackmailed and bought, and the Rangers of Fortram were bribed to look the other way.

Only a few individuals remained who could still become a problem—one of which Roach was about to write a report on. Yorg wanted to assess the Mad Painter’s abilities and find his weaknesses. But the thing was, many of what happened tonight transpired with Roach being the only witness. So, who would blame him if he misremembered certain events? After all, he was only human—and his report didn’t need to be perfect for him to see his son.

            

    
        Chapter 3.12

    
    
    
    
                Devi was too tired to feel angry anymore. She had fought for the Dungeon and came horn-span-near to death. Now that the rush of battle was gone, she felt drained. She didn’t have the energy to fight the dozen or so men as they escorted her to the headquarters of House Quinn. She had dropped Silverfang in the mushroom pit, so it would have been difficult to fight them anyway.

At first, she had thought that House Quinn came to hunt the Dungeon Core too. She had been mistaken. Tengi’quinn didn’t want to tangle with the local gangs; he had come in full force just to rescue her. The Lord of House Quinn brought two Players with him, as well as a squad of armed men who were born and raised in this world. Some of those men had traditional infantry equipment, others held control runes for the goleton beasts they brought.

Tengi’quinn was wise to Devi’s portals by now, so he warned everyone not to leave any of her puppets behind. He also cast his compulsion Ability on her, forcing her to reveal her Ability list to make sure she didn’t have any other tricks. He didn’t want to let her escape his protection again.

Had he been more clever, he would have realized that one-tenth of her mana was still reserved. She had a puppet tucked away in some dark corner of the Dungeon, ready to open a portal anytime. She just had to bide her time and wait until she was left alone—and so, she endured. She took comfort in knowing that escape was within reach.

“We’re almost there, little flower,” Tengi’quinn said from beside her. Devi pushed his hand off her shoulder, saying nothing. They were indeed almost there. The fortified mansion ahead of them looked rather imposing, but she definitely wasn’t glad to see it. At least the ring of soldiers around her eased up once they were on House Quinn’s property. They spread out in the lush garden to stand watch. Curious. Were they always so much on guard, or did they expect Randel to besiege their castle and attempt to rescue her?

The Sylven Players escorted Devi to the mansion and she was immediately struck by a sense of bitter-sweet home-sickness. She hadn’t really missed any of this, but there was something about Sylven homes that struck her as nostalgic. The architecture, perhaps? Humans put doors everywhere; they rarely had the inviting entryways that this place had. On the other hand, Human homes had big windows to allow natural sunlight in. Such windows were almost nonexistent in Ylvasil, where sunlight was scarce and environmental hazards tested the buildings often.

The Quinn mansion was also better decorated than most Human homes, though it was probably because of the Players’ wealth. She had yet to visit a Human mansion to draw comparison-lines about the decor. Many of the furniture were clearly Human-made, but as they walked room-to-room Devi saw many Sylven motifs too. A hand-woven tapestry depicted the sigils of the Great Houses. A wide painting showed a fierce battle somewhere on the rust-red fields of Ylvasil. Multiple sets of children’s clothes stood on displays, the clothing increasingly larger in size as someone’s son gradually outgrew them. They were a sure sign that women lived here too.

Tengi’quinn had been talking to her during the entire house-tour, but Devi paid him no mind. She probably should have – if for nothing else, to learn more about her enemy – but she felt she would lose her temper if she had listened to any more of Tengi’quinn’s boastful-prattling. Once she had spent a culturally-appropriate amount of time with the Lord of the House, she excused herself as being tired and was consequently led to what she called the breeding pen.

The women’s quarters were the fluffiest set of rooms in the entire mansion, and this time Devi definitely didn’t appreciate the resemblance to her birth-home. Just the mere sight of the place made her want to crawl away and escape, and she actually considered opening a portal right then and there. Perhaps she could jump through and close it before anyone had a chance to follow? Tengi’quinn said his goodbyes and left her as soon as they arrived, but another Player and a pair of guardsmen still lingered near the entrance. Unwilling to look like a frightened child, Devi moved deeper into the women’s domain.

The first room had a rounded table with bowls of various fruits. There were cushioned chairs with high backrests around the table, but the room also had other options of furniture to sit, lie, and relax on. Devi’s feet sank into the soft carpet that covered the floor, and she had to remind herself not to take off her boots. Trampling all over the clean carpet felt wrong, but she wouldn’t stay here for long and she definitely wouldn’t undress in any manner.

She wasn’t alone yet. The Player was still watching her from the entryway and a servant boy stood in the corner, ready to come to her aid if she required anything. He had a tray with sets of cutlery next to him—knives too, to slice her food up if needed. Devi eyed the boy; he had to be a couple of years shy of adulthood, yet the rigorous physical training already showed on him. Even so, Devi believed that in a fight she would be able to overpower him and take the knife. Not that she would need to. Analyzing the servants was an old habit of hers, and she had returned to it without meaning to. The boy fidgeted under her gaze, which she found odd; the servants in her memories were much more professional. But it was also true that her father had a larger pool of servants to choose from—and he had always chosen the best for her.

The servant boy visibly sagged when Devi stopped staring at him and moved on. The next room was equally as fluffy and nauseating as the first, but it had several creative tools for the women to practice their hobbies with. More importantly though, this room also had women sitting in it. Two of them.

Directly across the room sat an older woman who was past her fertility, if the wrinkles on her hands and the paleness of her eyes were of any indication. Judging by the shortened ends of her horns, she had outlived three or four husbands already. She was sitting in an armchair, knitting with the other woman who had her back to Devi. They were doing one of those useless shawl-like things, working on both ends at the same, eager and consumed by their work as if completing it would matter to the world in any meaningful way.

“Oh,” the older woman straightened in her chair when she saw Devi. “Oh! Greetings in our House, dear.”

“Thank you for your mercy,” Devi spoke the traditional reply of someone who entered another’s House—implying that she was only visiting.

“W-What?” the other woman asked. She almost fell out of her couch as she twisted around to look at Devi. She was young, probably younger than Devi, without any collar on her neck. Only the very tips of her horns were cut off, which meant that her first husband was still alive. She was plump, dressed loosely, and her stomach was rounded in pregnancy.

“By the Creator, welcome! Welcome!” the young woman gushed. “Are you going to be our new sister?”

“No, I’m just visiting.”

“Is that so?” the older woman asked. Her tone was rather dry, but she seemed to be intrigued. “My name is Leena’quinn, and this young lady is Aeri’quinn. What’s your name, dear?”

“Devi.”

“Devi’quinn, how wonderful!” Aeri’quinn cheered.

“No, just Devi.”

“Nonsense,” Leena’quinn said. “You are part of our family now.”

“Yes!” Aeri’quinn added. “Devi’quinn, come, come! You seem tired. And look how thin you are! You should eat more.”

“Aeri’quinn,” the older woman chided, “you shouldn’t say things like that, it’s not appropriate. You’ve never been out there, but I’ve told you many times that Nerilia is just as wild and dangerous as Ylvasil. No wonder that she looks so thin if she was out there without her House! It’s a miracle that she survived at all.”

“Oh!” Aeri’quinn’s face fell. “Forgive me, Devi’quinn, for assuming things. I didn’t intend to start our friendship with a misstep, I just—oh, you look so young! And I like your hair, how did you braid it so tightly?”

Devi pursed her lips as she considered her next words. These women were annoying as expected, but she hadn’t thought they would be so welcoming at the same time. Were they genuine? It felt so. These two women were very much unlike the ladies of the Royal Court … but then, this was a different world for her in more than one sense.

“My husband-to-be braids my hair every other day,” Devi replied to Aeri’quinn’s question. There was no Sylven equivalent for boyfriend, and so she hoped that this kind of answer would raise the fewest questions.

“Oh! You already have one? And he tends to your hair? Why would he do that—is it because he doesn’t have any servants? He could have hired human servants too, you know. House Quinn does that too sometimes when we hold large events—but never mind that! When are you getting married?”

Ugh. Instead of replying, Devi glanced behind herself and noted that the Player had followed her into this room. He was leaning against the wall now, keeping an eye on her—which made sense, considering that she was a new element here. Devi frowned, torn between staying here to learn more and hurrying back to find out what had happened to Randel. She had to trust that he could handle the rest of the intruders.

“Listen, I really-only came here to visit,” Devi said. “Before I go, can I ask whether you’re happy here?”

“Hmm? Happy about what, dear?”

“About your life here. Are you content, or is it perhaps that you’d rather live elsewhere?”

Aeri’quinn and Leena’quinn exchanged a silent glance, confused at the strange question.

“I don’t think we have any other options,” Aeri’quinn said. “There aren’t many Sylven communities in this world, and definitely none nearby! But life here is good. Peaceful. My husband takes care of me well, and I intend to give him many children.”

“What about you?” Devi turned to Leena’quinn. “You’re a Player.”

“Yes,” the older woman said, inclining her head. “The collar is a nuisance I’ve learned to live with. I’m glad that Aeri’quinn is free of this burden. That said, I have everything I need here. Every once in a while the men take me out to help me complete simple Quests. It’s stressful, but … manageable. I’m sure that in time you’ll get used to it too, dear.”

“Leena’quinn suffered a lot,” Aeri’quinn said. “She is cursed multiple times over, yet she—”

“That is quite enough, Aeri’quinn,” Leena’quinn cut her off. “No need to scare Devi’quinn further.”

“No, I’m interested,” Devi said. “What are these curses?”

Leena’quinn sighed. “They are Disabilities for not completing Quests often enough. I cannot drink water unless it has sugar in it, the wind on my skin feels like fire, and I’m paralyzed from the waist down.”

Devi stared at her in disbelief.

“How are you supposed to complete Quests if you cannot walk?”

“With help, of course,” Leena’quinn said. “My husband supports me still, even though I can no longer bear any children of his. But you shouldn’t worry about such things, dear! We won’t let any Disability befall you. You’re young, and by the looks of it, healthy—even if you look malnourished.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my diet,” Devi said. Once more she glanced at the Player behind her, but he hadn’t moved yet. “I need to use the lavatory. Could you tell me where it is?”

“It’s just through there, on the left,” Aeri’quinn said, pointing toward the other side of the room. “Oh! Shall I lend you some of my clothes? You should change out of that horrible armor as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary,” Devi said. “In case we don’t see each other again, I wish you happiness with your life here.”

“You’re so dramatic,” Aeri’quinn said, giggling. “It’s just the lavatory, you won’t drown!”

Devi walked around Leena’quinn’s seat, squeezing by the wheelchair behind it. She didn’t look back. As much as she hated the idea, it was most likely in these women’s best interest that they remained here. She wouldn’t be able to help them if they didn’t want to be helped. Devi walked out of the room and turned to the left, reaching the—

“My Lady.”

Devi froze for a moment. A moment only, then she whirled around, her hand reflexively trying to grab Silverfang on her belt only to come up empty. The Player who had been watching her had one knee on the floor, his head bowed.

“Lady Devi’lynn, I’m at your service.”

His voice was raspy and somewhat familiar, yet Devi couldn’t quite place it anywhere. There were so many wrong things with this situation that Devi didn’t know how to react. The two of them were alone on the gloomy passageway, but if she raised her voice it would carry to the room where the two women sat. Devi backed away a little bit, her back pressed against the door of the lavatory.

“Do I know you?”

The Player got back to his feet, tall and imposing. His light-amber eyes narrowed ever so slightly when Devi broke yet another cultural taboo by looking into them. The man had a pale scar across his jaw and left cheek, and a few other scars running down his neck, half-hidden by his collar and armor.

“My name is Haro’quinn,” he said. “You may remember me as Haro’lynn, one of your father’s esteemed counselors. But that was … a long time ago. Since then I’ve grown older, wiser, and more bitter. You look just the same as I remember, however.”

“I see,” Devi said. “Sorry, I have no idea who you are. And I have no need of your service.”

“I always hated you, you know.”

Devi froze again. What was this man trying to do? Was this about revenge? But then why had he knelt before her? Perhaps he just wanted to see her reaction. Perhaps he just wanted to see her squirm before he had his way with her. Devi steeled herself, ready to open a portal if he came any closer to her.

“You look so confused,” the man said, his lips twisting in an amused smile. “I’m just telling the truth that I always wanted to tell. You’ve been a political nuisance. Your father’s little girl, his only weakness. I had to mind what I said about you, lest I risked his wrath. But! But. No matter how much I dislike your person, I am loyal to House Lynn. It comes foremost in my heart. Ask, and I shall aid you.”

Creator above! Now that was truly unexpected—but only if Devi could believe what she heard. The man’s words implied that he was ready to betray House Quinn if Devi asked him to. Would he really do it or was this just a trick? Ultimately, it didn’t matter.

“I don’t need your help,” Devi said. “You’re wrong about my name too. I’m no longer part of House Lynn. I’ve exiled myself.”

“That’s adorable, Lady Devi’lynn, but it doesn’t make any sense.”

“It makes plenty of sense for me, Hana’quinn.”

“Haro’quinn,” he corrected her mildly. “I see that you’re as willful as ever, Lady Devi’lynn.”

“I’m not—”

“Yes, you are. Headstrong, stubborn, undisciplined, foolish. You are all of these things, but it’s fine by me. Go, then. Escape. I’ve said my part.”

“Escape? Are you just … letting me go?”

“I don’t think we can hold you back by force. Even if you couldn’t open portals anytime, you would find a way to sneak off. You always did. I truly believe that you’re making a mistake by leaving this place, but I also believe that you’ll come crawling back. House Quinn is but a pale shadow of what House Lynn was, but it’s the best this world has to offer. You’ll find no home elsewhere, Lady Devi’lynn.”

“You’re wrong,” Devi said, clenching her fists. “Oh, you’re so wrong. Find a home elsewhere? Please. I’ll make my own home. Do you think that I’m helpless without you men? Do you think that I couldn’t live without you? Well, just wait until you meet my House!”

Haro’quinn burst into laughter. Devi barely held herself back from punching him. She heard worry-sounds from the women’s room—her shouting must have attracted some attention. Time to go. With a well-practiced mental command, she opened a portal between herself and Haro’quinn.

Devi stepped through the portal into a dark chamber, kicking her puppet angrily as she arrived. It puffed into smoke without much resistance. Devi willed her portal to close, but the Abyss-damned thing needed a couple of heartbeats to shrink down and disappear. It gave Haro’quinn enough time to throw one last barb at her.

“See you soon, Lady Devi’lynn.”

Devi was moving on as soon as her portal closed, navigating by her collar’s light. The chamber had a portal disk in its other end, and so Devi grabbed a piece of chalk and began to draw. She considered going back to the sparring rooms to retrieve Silverfang but decided it was too risky. Instead, she created a passageway to the control room and stepped through.

It was bright on the other side. Too bright. The first thing she saw was a woman in black clothes, which made Devi create a puppet by reflex. She saw Imaya right after, clad in armor but without physical-harm.

“Devi!” Imaya said with a relieved smile. “I’m so glad you’re okay! This is Jessie. She’s with us.”

“You allowed an outsider here?”

“She … uh, she earned my trust.”

“She also doesn’t like to be ignored,” Jessie said. “Nice to meet you, Devi. I’ve heard about you already, and I’m here to help.”

Devi eyed the collar around Jessie’s neck, her staff, her odd clothing. Perhaps coming here without Silverfang was a mistake. Could she trust this woman? Could she trust Imaya’s judgment? She had to—but not blindly.

“Nice to meet you,” she said, schooling her expression into polite-neutrality.

As Devi’s eyes adjusted to the light, she realized what its source was; morning had arrived and the walls around the control room reflected the bright blue skies outside. The fires around Randel’s building had been put out and the structure was still standing—the projection on the walls was still reflecting its rooftop. In the middle of the rooftop, the moving map of the Dungeon shone with glowing dots all over it.

“Where is Randel?” Devi asked.

“I knew that would be your first question,” Imaya said, her smile fading.

“Is he dead?”

“What? Oh, no. No, he’s alive but … changed. We met him and he wasn’t like himself. I think—I think his dagger is affecting him.”

Devi nodded. Good. Of course he wasn’t dead. Why was that her first thought?

“Where is he now?”

“He, um, took the control crystal from me,” Imaya said. “Before he left he said something about finally having enough Dungeon Points. He didn’t explain himself, but … well, I have an idea about what he is doing.”

Imaya pointed at the map of the Dungeon—more specifically, at a thin line that had a single glowing dot at the end of it.

“I don’t understand,” Devi said, but then saw it: the thin line was growing length-wise.

“He created a permanent portal into the upper ring of Fortram,” Jessie said. “Imaya told me that the Dungeon could create these portals to circumvent the rotating city segments.”

“Yes,” Devi said. That was how the monsters got through the outer wall when the shade attacked the city, and that was how Randel made a passageway to the middle ring after he deployed the new Dungeon. Tunneling to the middle ring made sense because that section of the city had many interest-points too. But why would he expand to the upper ring where only the rich lived? Perhaps Randel was heading toward House Quinn because Devi had been dragged there. She discarded that idea quickly. Randel trusted her to take care of herself and he wouldn’t waste Dungeon Points on a rescue mission.

“He is digging straight toward the World Seed,” Imaya said.

The three rings of Fortram rotated in opposite directions, which made the map fractured and difficult to interpret. But now that Devi knew what to look for, she realized that the straight line was indeed angled up to the top, stretching toward the axis.

“Why?” Devi asked.

“I think he will try to connect the Dungeon to it.”

“Is that possible? What will happen?”

“I don’t know,” Imaya said. “We’ll see soon enough.”

Devi looked at the two Human women. Both were watching with anticipation, but while Jessie seemed to be curious and rather laid back, Imaya was pacing worriedly. Devi wasn’t comfortable with this turn of events either. She suspected that connecting the Dungeon to the World Seed wasn’t Randel’s own idea. The shades were finally making a play, and Devi was afraid it would end up badly—for both Randel and the Refuge.

Those parasites scared Devi like nothing else. She had no idea how to help Randel overcome their influence, and she had no idea what to do if they decided to take control and never release him. Randel, and by extension Devi too, were at their mercy. Devi tried to put on a strong face in front of Randel, but at times like this worry gnawed at her resolve. Things weren’t alright. They were getting worse. Devi had just been pretending.

The line on the map stopped expanding when it reached Fortram’s axis. The three women waited. Apart from Randel’s dot blinking out suddenly, nothing seemed to happen. Randel had entered the extra-dimensional space of the World Seed.

“Well, that was disappointing,” Jessie said. “I thought the Dungeon would change.”

“It will,” Imaya said. “The World Seed emits mana. The Dungeon uses mana. If the two are connected … perhaps now we’ll have infinite mana to build with.”

“Eh, you already had lots of mana. You said that it’s Dungeon Points you need.”

“Well, yeah … but now we can forget about mana altogether. Plus we can now enter the World Seed through our own secret tunnel. That’s something too, right?”

Devi narrowed her eyes, thinking. If connecting to the World Seed meant free mana, why hadn’t the shades insisted on doing this sooner? Why had they allowed Randel to deploy the Dungeon in the lower ring of Fortram? It couldn’t have been a coincidence. They needed something first, something that they gained only recently. Dungeon Points, reputation, notoriety. Power.

“So, what now?” Jessie asked. “Are we just going to stand here and—”

She fell silent as the entire control room trembled. The projections flickered, the stone walls began to shake, and the tremor beneath Devi’s feet intensified.

“Earthquake!” Imaya shouted, looking up at the ceiling in panic. Devi opened a pair of portals at her sides and crouched down so that their upper-edges were above her head. She couldn’t turn them sideways to shield her from falling stones, so this was the best she could do. Jessie had planted a wooden staff into the ground and was shouting for Imaya to come closer. Devi couldn’t see what the staff did, but she guessed that it granted them some form of protection.

The tremors continued on, but the control room didn’t collapse. The Dungeon’s map seemed to be broken, however. The projection kept flickering as lines sprouted in every direction, filling the air, expanding upward and out like a vast, beautiful tree. It almost hurt to look at, there were so many details, and the lines were becoming too bright against her eyes as the light from the outside dimmed. The light from the outside…?

“The walls!” Imaya exclaimed. “Look at the walls!”

The scenery projected onto the walls of the control room was changing. Darkening. Although the viewpoint was still on the top of Randel’s building, there was now a ring of enormous dirt wall rising up just outside Fortram, higher than the city walls, blocking out the morning sun.

“Oh no,” Imaya said with wide eyes.

“He’s raising another big wall,” Jessie remarked drily. “As if Fortram didn’t already have enough of them.”

But Devi knew that it wasn’t that simple. For Randel to raise a wall outside of Fortram, the Dungeon would need to be extended over the entire—oh, Creator. Devi stepped back, taking another look at the jumbled-mess that the Dungeon’s map had become. The excessive number of lines and shapes representing roads and buildings. The thousands upon thousands of bright dots representing people. The map was not broken—it had merely expanded.

“He turned the entire city into a Dungeon,” Devi said. “That’s how he can raise those walls.”

“No, he’s not raising any walls,” Imaya said. “Oh god, this is bad. Very bad. We’ll get into so much trouble for this, I can feel it.”

Devi frowned, looking back at the walls outside. The shadows over the city deepened as the construct kept growing, its surface becoming increasingly stone-like. Impossibly high, bending over the city like a cocoon.

“What the—” Jessie mumbled. “The walls are closing over the city.”

Indeed they were, in a rapid-smooth manner—until they stopped. They didn’t seal them in entirely; a patch of sky remained over Fortram’s upper ring. The tremors beneath Devi abated soon after, and that was when she finally understood. Why had she felt the earthquakes down here? There had to be a reason. The city had become a Dungeon, and Dungeons lay underground. Imaya was right; Randel hadn’t raised any walls.

He had sunk the entire city instead.

            

    
        Chapter 3.13

    
    
    
    
                I sat on the top of the innermost city wall, dangling my feet off the ledge. Fortram looked so picturesque from up here. Entombed by earth, doomed to darkness, but not without a ray of hope; a column of light shone down on the opulent upper ring, a ray of sunlight that filtered through the gap high above. I could almost feel it on my back as I watched the rest of the city churn in the shadows. The middle ring had street lights to get by, gloomy and moody, but the lower ring had almost nothing. They had been relying on the moonlight during the nights. And so now the slums lurked in the dark, watching with envy as the rich basked in the light.

“If I’m going to be hanged for this,” I said to myself, “I want to die knowing that I got at least one good painting out of it.”

I didn’t have any paint with me though, just the sketchbook in my lap and a piece of coal in my hand. I hadn’t drawn anything yet. I was feeling groggy and also a bit hungry. I had slept in the World Seed after royally messing up the entire city, figuring that Seedy’s alternative reality was a good place to hide from my responsibilities. But I woke up eventually and found out that my problems hadn’t been magically solved while I slept.

The shades hadn’t talked to me since yesterday. It seemed weird that they allowed me so much freedom, considering that we had already gathered more than enough energy for them to take control whenever they wanted to. Yet they allowed me to be myself—I could tell this for sure because I had never felt this aimless and uncertain when they influenced my mind.

Perhaps they were saving their murder juice for something big and terrible. Or perhaps they knew that oppressing me would make us feel even more like crap. Although, to be honest, I didn’t feel as bad as I should have felt. I had killed so many people yesterday and I just—I didn’t care. I couldn’t care anymore. My memories were vivid, but my deeds felt like a completely different person’s. Was I getting used to taking another’s life? Was I finally becoming worthy of my Mad Painter title? I didn’t feel particularly villainous today, just … numb.

I grabbed my backpack and put the sketchpad away. I wasn’t in the mood today. As the sketchpad slid into place, I heard something crumple on the bottom of the bag. I rooted around until I found it: a map of the city with markings all over it. It was about that investigation I had done, back when I was working at the bountyhouse.

“I thought I was so clever, didn’t I?”

It had only been about a month since then, yet it felt as if it happened forever ago. I drew pictures of missing people and sorted out paperwork for all kinds of Quests within the city. I started out so cautiously; an unknown Player working an ordinary job, scoping out the city. Simple and safe. Then I bonded with a second shade and became more reckless. Slaughtered a bunch of gangsters and put my name out there, opened a Dungeon right under the city, got into a conflict with just about every major power in the area, and finally converted the entire city into my Dungeon.

Yep, I was screwed.

“Stop feeling so doomed about our prospects. It’s aggravating.”

I blinked, straightening my back. Had I just talked to myself?

“Are you guys ready to talk?” I asked.

They didn’t reply. I wished they had been this shy yesterday when we were busy digging a tunnel into the World Seed.

“Alright then,” I said. They told me not to feel bad, so I supposed I had no other choice. These shades clearly had countless years of experience in cheering people up. I sent some rude thoughts their way.

Eventually, I slid the crumpled map back in the bag. The control crystal lay right next to it. It was the most powerful device in the entire city. My fingers lingered on the small, nondescript item. No—not today. I didn’t care how much trouble Fortram was currently in, I wasn’t going to start reshaping it today. I carefully put the bag away.

An airship flew by and I leaned back a bit to watch its ascent. Long and sleek with plenty of metal, it was an awesome blend of magic and technology. Just how the gods of this world liked it. I was glad that the made-up rules for converting Fortram into a Dungeon allowed us to have a patch of sky; it meant that with careful maneuvering these airships could still leave the city.

In fact, anyone could leave the city. I supposed that was the only reason why the masses weren’t panicking—well, they did panic, but perhaps not as much as they would have otherwise. Fortram’s outermost walls hadn’t sunk with the city, remaining on the surface instead. Permanent portals opened on their own accord, occupying the main gates. Eight in total. It seemed like the Dungeon Core wanted to stick to its established patterns.

So yeah, this probably wasn’t all bad. People of this world were used to all kinds of weird World Seed magic anyway. Still, Fortram-as-Dungeon had a few very obvious problems. Lack of sunlight was one. Limited air above the city was another. Although the smoke had a small hole above to leave through, Fortram was an industrial city and produced a lot of waste. The air would become stale if the smoke wouldn’t be able to escape. Another problem was that the rain wouldn’t fall on the slums, where water was already a scarcity. Some people depended on collecting rainwater, and—

“Aaand I’m back to thinking about the city’s problems.”

I could fix them. Maybe. I didn’t have Dungeon Points for everything, but now that the entire city was the Dungeon, anyone who died here contributed. Hmm. That sounded vaguely villainous, didn’t it?

I sat on the edge of the wall for a long while, my thoughts going in circles. I had plenty of ideas about what to do, but then I kept inadvertently reminding myself of the sheer scale of what I had done, the number of lives I had influenced, the daunting pile of problems I was facing … and I lost hope that I could overcome any of this. It wasn’t really my fault, was it? The shades had done this. If they didn’t want to see Fortram in ruins, they would need to take responsibility. And so I sat on the wall, staring at the city below, listening to the soft and melancholic music.

“Let me guess,” I said. “You got lucky and found me here?”

Stanley finished his song as he flew closer. I noticed that he was holding a different lute than the one he usually played on; this one was made from much finer wood and had golden inlays at the sides. A weapon upgrade, perhaps?

“No luck needed, this time,” Stanley said, landing on the wall. “Everyone can see you sulking up here.”

“Great.”

Stanley landed next to me, sitting cross-legged.

“I have to admit,” he said, “this wasn’t how I imagined it would go.”

“What?”

“We were supposed to have a boys’ night out.”

“Oh, that,” I said. “Crazy night, huh?”

“Definitely, mate! I sang so much. And then I woke up the next day and realized that the city wasn’t where I left it. Talk about the craziest hangovers I’ve ever had!”

I rubbed my eyes tiredly, sighing.

“I went a bit overboard, didn’t I?”

“Was it you?” Stanley asked.

“Oh, it was me doing it. The shades had a hand in this, sure, but it was also just as much me. They swept me up with what they were doing and I didn’t even try to resist.”

Surprisingly, the shades allowed me to talk about it. Stanley watched me in a way that almost looked concerned, choosing his next words carefully.

“I think it’s time for you to meet the other two members of the Meta Gamers.”

I frowned. “The what?”

“Meta Gamers. You know, the Covenant you and I are part of.”

“Oh, right. Forgot about that.”

“Should I remind you what a Covenant is?”

“No need. Not because I remember, but because I have no interest in this Player stuff anyway.”

“Said like a true Meta Gamer! See, I knew you were the right fit for this Covenant.”

“Sure, sure. You were saying something about the other two members?”

“Yes,” Stanley said. “I think you should meet Mantis first. She is a mind mage, so she may be able to help you.”

“Oh,” I said. “I doubt it. Messing with my head doesn’t end well for those who attempt it.”

“Mantis is also my muse. A beautiful ice queen I’m in love with.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks, mate. My love has been unrequited so far, but my hope is unbroken. If you seek help from her, it would be a good excuse for me to see her again.”

I narrowed my eyes at Stanley. He was smiling, but I couldn’t tell whether he was joking or he was actually serious.

“Sure,” I said, turning back to the city. “If it makes you happy, I suppose I can meet her.”

“Happy? She makes me miserable! But I want you to meet her anyway.”

“Enduring so much for me? Wow, you’re such a great friend, Stanley.”

“I know, I know,” he said, nodding along. He paused for a moment. “So … what do you plan to do now? With the city, I mean. Will you rule over Fortram? Kick the Governor in his incompetent ass? Declare yourself Dungeon Master Archgovernor? You can tell me, I won’t judge.”

I sighed, shaking my head.

“I don’t know what the shades think, but I have an idea about how they feel. They have no desire to rule over us pitiful mortals. They don’t care about what happens to Fortram or its people. We’re nothing to them. They—no, we didn’t conquer the city so that we could govern it. It’s a hassle, really. None of us would enjoy it.”

“Aww. Then why did you do this?”

I shrugged. “It’s a way to show everyone that I’m not someone to mess with. It gives my name weight. It elevates the battlefield, raises the stakes, and attracts the attention of the gods—or so I hope.”

Damn, that sounded stupid. I could barely believe I was saying these words. A year ago I would have thought that anyone who claimed such things was … well, mad. Yet here we were, having changed the lives of thousands of people so that ours would get distinguished from the rest.

“Interesting,” Stanley said, choosing the diplomatic synonym for crazy. “So, does this mean that the shades don’t actually want to be the world’s greatest evil overlord?”

“Stop giving them ideas,” I said, smiling ruefully. “Actually—don’t tell Devi I said this, but I don’t think the shades are evil. She’s really set against them, believing that they are malevolent. In my opinion, though? They’re just trying to find their place in the world, much like I do.”

My opinion was, of course, hardly objective. The shades had proven time and time again that they could manipulate my thoughts and influence what I felt. It was a possibility that these were exactly the thoughts that they wanted me to think. I didn’t care. It felt better to think of them this way than to consider them as evil beings corrupting my soul.

“That sounded almost poetic,” Stanley said. He played a few stray notes on his new lute, then gestured at the city below us. “But the people won’t be very touched by it, I think. You sort of sunk the entire city underground while searching for your place in the world.”

“Oh, dang. I was hoping that no one would notice.”

“Well, I did. So call me a detective but I’m reasonably sure that the truth will get out eventually.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I need to figure out what to do with this mess.”

“Right.”

“Is this the part where you encourage me to do my best? Where you dissolve my doubts with a few well-spoken words? Something that fills me with determination?”

“Do your best, mate!”

I sighed again. “You’re such a great friend, Stanley.”

“I know,” Stanley said, grinning. “You can thank me later. For now, as your good friend, I’d like to warn you that we’re about to have company.”

He pointed at the bottom of the wall where a distant figure was scaling the vertical surface without any equipment. He was slamming his hands into the stone so hard that he needed no handholds. A black substance coated both of his hands and arms, connecting around his torso. If I squinted just right, I could see the black material ripple and shift with a hint of orange glow.

“Hmm. That’s annoying.”

I opened my collar’s menu and navigated to my Quests tab to check a specific entry.

Shades of the Moon
Description: Seven shadebound Players arose and Nerilia has become a world much too small for them. The time has come to prove their worth. Only one may be left standing beneath the Moon!
Objective: Be the only shadebound alive.
Reward: A conversation with your Inspector and a small favor.

Shadebound Players remaining:
AmelieLocation: south from Deep Lake
Kadir
Olga
Randel, the Mad PainterLocation: Fortram
RyderLocation: Fortram
TanakaLocation: near Skyward
Victor, the Monster
Location: the ruins of Summerville

“Maybe this Ryder guy just wants to chat over a cup of tea,” I said. “What do you think, Stanley? I think it’s possible.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“You don’t have to,” I said, navigating to my Abilities panel to check my newest Ability.

Shadeform, level 2
Description: Become incorporeal when harm would befall on you. Triggers automatically. Number of charges increases by level.
Cost: 1 charge
Cooldown: Restore all charges at night, when the Moon is the highest up on the sky.
Number of charges: 2/2

Shadeform had leveled up during yesterday’s fight, which meant that now it would save my butt twice in a row. It was nice to know that each level of the Ability got me one extra life. I’d feel much safer once I maxed it out at level 10, but that would require using the Ability in ways that put my safety at risk. Avoid death regularly, just so I could avoid death even more regularly. I felt I was getting really good at it.

“Thanks for keeping me company,” I told Stanley. “We should discuss what to do with the city. How about this afternoon? Can you meet up with me and the others in the control room?”

“Sure, sure. Randel, that big fellow has almost climbed all the way up. Shouldn’t we introduce ourselves?”

Big fellow? He reached the top of the wall just a few steps away from me, pulling himself up with seemingly no effort. He looked big indeed, in a jacked bodybuilder kind of way. His long, dirty hair obscured his bearded face until he shook his head to get the stray locks out of his eyes. As he straightened up, I got a better look at his ragged clothes and at the black metal around his arms and chest. A glowing gemstone was embedded above his heart and orange veins spread out of it every time he moved.

“Ryder, I presume?”

The man let out a growl, standing still, his dark eyes flickering between Stanley and me. From the way he stood, it seemed obvious that something was very wrong with him. He opened and closed his mouth a few times as if trying to figure out how to speak.

“R-R-Randellll … we, WE challenge youuu…”

“Randel, go!” I said, giving Stanley’s shoulder a push. “Fly, you fool! Don’t let him catch you! Escape, and meet me later!”

“Oh no!” Stanley said, floating up and away. He even looked reasonably scared. “I’m a coward and I don’t want to die. Noo!”

He tumbled in the air as he flew off, almost dropping his lute. Ryder howled in fury and almost jumped off the wall to follow Stanley. Almost. He froze on the ledge, nose turned up, sniffing the air. His head then swiveled back to me.

“Y-youu…”

“Wow,” I said. “Has your shade possessed a wolf in its previous life?”

I tried not to show it, but I felt terribly disturbed by the man facing me—if he even could be called a man at this point. Ryder looked like a wild, untamed beast in the skin of a man. Would he be willing to negotiate at all? I had secretly hoped that I could dodge this ridiculous deathmatch that the Inspectors forced on me, but now it seemed … well, more difficult. It seemed as if Ryder barely remembered how to speak.

“Challenge!” he bellowed, unwilling to entertain my question. The black metal around his hands shifted, fingers extending into long claws.

“Sure, challenge,” I said, still sitting on the wall. “You know what? You can name the place and I will name the game. I’m thinking about a painting challenge, though we could do traditional drawing too if that’s what you prefer.”

Those were apparently too many words for Ryder to interpret, because he froze again. Curious. Had the shades broken him that badly? How many of them had he captured with his dagger? Well, it wasn’t exactly a dagger at the moment. A shifting mass of black carapace. I could have done the same with Soul Eater too, except my weapon would not be able to cover such a large area. It would have also required too much mental effort to keep shifting it as my body moved, which … could actually explain Ryder’s mental state.

“Challenge!”

“Dude, I appreciate your chivalry. You want a proper match instead of just attacking me, I get it. But listen, how about we try to talk it out first? I don’t think we should give the Inspectors the satisfaction of beating each other to death.

“Beat! We beat youuu! To the death!”

I rubbed my temples, getting frustrated.

“Shades, please,” I said. “Can I have a word with Ryder? I feel like this is going nowhere.”

“No shades. Just we. We, we, we, WE! Soul Seeker. We are Soul Seeker.”

“Isn’t that the name of your weapon?”

“We are—weapon.”

“I see. Well, that’s sad.”

I turned away from Ryder, looking directly down below my feet. The streets were clear. I put my backpack on.

“Fight us!” Ryder growled. “Kill—we’ll kill you, and become the—the strongest.”

“Yeah, about that,” I said. “Sorry, but I have a busy schedule. No time to die, this time.”

“Fight—”

“See you later!”

I pushed myself off the ledge and began to fall. Ryder howled behind me, but I kept my eyes on the rapidly approaching street below. I also put my hands in my pockets to look cooler. I was dropping frighteningly fast. At the end of the fall, I took a deep breath and fell through the ground as our Shadeform Ability phased us partway to the Astral Plane. Our surroundings were still, dark, and suffocating. We moved our incorporeal form without moving. Physics didn’t matter here—only our will did. We willed ourselves to float through the earth, our senses blind but our memories intact; we knew precisely where we had to go. It was a truth, and so even on its boundary the Astral Plane ensured that our truth became reality.

It took us only a few seconds to find one of the Dungeon’s many corridors and return fully to the Waking World again. From there, it took me a few more minutes to arrive at the Refuge and find Tora. I didn’t know why but I felt much more fired up by that point. More motivated. Perhaps my little chat with Stanley did help, in the end. Or perhaps it was the adrenaline of almost falling to my death and then flying through the ground like a ghost.

I found Tora outside his new home; a large stone house that Maa’s children currently lived in. Tora was talking to Imaya of all people, but they both fell silent when they saw me. I grabbed the control crystal from my backpack and tossed it at Imaya.

“Catch!”

“H-Hey—!” Imaya squeaked and fumbled and almost dropped the crystal as she caught it. She held it close to her chest and glared at me while I walked closer to Tora and dropped to one knee to be at eye level with him.

“Tora, I need your help. Could you pass on a message to a few specific people?”

“Uh, okay,” he replied, his whiskers twitching. “What about?”

“About the city, of course,” I said. “I’m going to gather up the crew for a big meeting and beg them to help me. I’ll also apologize for being a jerk, if I have to. It’ll be fun, just wait and see! And then, once the fun is over, we’ll decide what the future of Fortram will be.”

            

    
        Chapter 3.14

    
    
    
    
                The Dungeon’s control room turned into a pretty cool council chamber. I shrank Fortram’s holographic map down, placed a circle of chairs around it, and even spent a tiny amount of DPs to create a round stone table in the middle. The walls of the room showed the outside world as usual, except now the outside was still underground. It gave the council chamber a slightly ominous feel. The low light and the arrangement reminded me of some kind of movie scene.

Nine of us gathered in total. I had invited Barumm as tenth – the taciturn blacksmith was an important figure of the Refuge – but he declined. He wanted to focus on his craft instead of getting involved in this mess, which I could totally understand. His refusal was unfortunate nevertheless. I wanted people for my council who saw me as Randel instead of the Mad Painter, and the number of those people was very limited.

The ninth invitation had gone to Val, who accepted the offer. The brawny ex-Factory worker didn’t like Players much, but he seemed to like me well enough. He regularly helped out in the Refuge and seemed to have a knack for organizing people. I also liked that with so many Players among us, he would be a different voice; hopefully he wouldn’t hesitate to speak up if we got too carried away.

Tora was also on the list of invited people. I couldn’t leave him out even if I wanted to. He was on the way to becoming my spymaster, or master of intelligence, or whatever title sounded the most mysterious. I had yet to figure out a proper job description. Tora was shy as ever, sitting on his human-sized chair, half-hidden under the table—but I could see how eagerly he listened to the conversation around him. He was a natural.

Another obvious choice for this council was Erika. She had berated me for sinking the entire city without warning her first, but she had otherwise taken the recent events in stride. She had arrived with a pile of legal documents that detailed all kinds of laws I would have broken if I weren’t a Reaper. Suspicious. It was almost as if she had expected trouble and prepared beforehand.

We didn’t go over all of the documents Erika had brought, but she summed them up nicely. The saving grace was the same as usual. As a Player – or Reaper, for the religious – I had the excuse of having been sent by the gods. If a miracle turned Fortram into an underground city, it was all according to the will of the gods. Religion was on my side—and though I had never been a religious person, for once I agreed with this Church of the Moon. The Inspectors had been totally hoping for something like this to happen when they put a Dungeon so close to Fortram.

“This seems illegal to me anyway,” Heda told Erika. “Like, very illegal. The City Watch is now patrolling in the Refuge, trying to find him. Make no mistake, they aren’t searching for him to congratulate for what he did.”

Heda was sitting on Devi’s other side, wearing casual clothes that looked rather unusual on her; I had only ever seen her in heavy armor before. I hadn’t known her that well, but even I could tell that she had changed a lot since Kim’s death. She spoke and held herself differently. There was no trace of the positive and confident attitude that I had attributed to her in the past.

“I’m aware that he’s in trouble,” Erika said, pushing her glasses higher up her nose. She seemed unbothered by Heda’s glare. “If people were harmed during the conversion of the city – either physically, financially, or existentially – then I believe they will press charges even against a Reaper. There are laws that apply to Randel too. I’ve already put a team of lawyers together to handle such annoyances. Our real concern is the Governor, or if this escalates, the Highking or the Emperor himself.”

“Are you serious?” Jessie asked. “Why would the Emperor bother with a guy like him in a remote city far in the west?”

Against my original intentions, Jessie had been invited to the meeting too. She was here as Imaya’s friend. I didn’t trust her, and I didn’t trust Imaya’s assessment of her trustworthiness. But even if she was a potential security leak, I had no reason to turn her away. The truth was that I needed people. I couldn’t do this alone. It was why I didn’t mind Heda attending too, in spite of her bitter attitude and her attempts to oppose everything I said.

Heda’s and Jessie’s presence made us well-balanced, at least. I didn’t like them all that much, but at the same time neither Devi nor Imaya liked Stanley. Fair was fair. This arrangement was kinda neat, actually. Devi, Imaya, and I were the three core members of the original team. Heda, Jessie, and Stanley were three Player friends of ours. Tora, Erika, and Val were the non-Player representation. Three sets of three. Plus Nosy.

I petted Nosy’s head under the table, content to just listen while Jessie and Erika argued about Emperor Sharidan. The guy loved micromanaging his empire and he was weirdly successful at it too. It reminded me of my father. He had once told me that micromanagement was a sin only if the manager was uninformed and incompetent. Being the CEO of a world-renown biomedical company apparently entitled him to say things like that. It was that simple in his eyes; just be all-knowing and competent in everything, and your company will soar! No wonder I could never live up to his expectations.

“A good leader does no such thing,” Devi said. “A good leader knows that his time is precious. He does not waste it on a thousand small things.”

“They,” I corrected Devi absently. She gave me a puzzled look at first, then nodded her thanks.

“We’re getting off-topic,” Erika said. “A good council knows that time is precious. We should be discussing how to handle the Governor first.”

Nosy yawned, and it was so infectious that I yawned too. The elemental panther leaned against my good leg as I scratched him behind the ears. My fingers were getting sore, but I didn’t want to stop. Having licked my chair, Nosy wore his wood form; his body was lean and made for climbing. His hair was coarse and bark-colored, the patterns of which he could freely change by shedding his fur and growing a new one.

Next to me, Stanley was balancing his chair on two legs with arms behind his head, eyes closed. He yawned not long after I did. I looked at Tora on Stanley’s other side, but he was listening to the girls argue. He didn’t yawn, thus breaking the chain. Disappointing.

“Randel, are you paying attention?” Erika asked. “We’re talking about you here.”

“I’ll talk with the Governor tonight,” I said. “I’ve already met the guy, it should be fine. I’ll just explain the situation to him.”

Erika and Devi exchanged a silent glance across the table.

“If you say so,” Erika said, clearly uncomfortable with the idea. “I suppose we can postpone this discussion, then. We should be able to make much more informed decisions once you have spoken with the Governor.”

“Hey, I really just intend to speak. No violence, no threats. Okay, maybe a tiny bit of implied threats.”

“Oh my god,” Heda said. “Why am I here? We won’t last a week before all of us are arrested.”

“You’re here because you care for the city,” Devi said. “We have the power to do good. We can make Fortram a better place.”

“Aye,” Val spoke up. “You should give the lad more credit, Heda. Randel hasn’t been here for long, but he has already done more good for the city than you did.”

“As if helping the city was a competition,” Heda scoffed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Val.”

“Really? I’d like to see ya do better—”

“Alright, that’s enough,” Erika said. “Let’s stop with the squabbling, shall we? We should focus on discussing what we can do with the Dungeon. Imaya, can you take over, please?”

“Right,” Imaya said, fidgeting with the control crystal. “So, as you may have heard, we have a limited amount of Dungeon Points with which we can create new blueprints and purchase upgrades. We also have infinite Dungeon Mana so we can make stuff like corridors, chambers, and basic houses easily. There are cooldown and scope limitations, but those aren’t very strict.”

“In simpler terms, we are able to expand rapidly,” Erika said. “Creating tunnels this way is incomparably faster than digging them with goletons. The same goes for raising new homes, with the added benefit that we need to hire fewer people.”

“Yup!” Imaya said. She then launched into an explanation about what kind of structures the Dungeon could create, while Erika cautioned us to build only on properties that were owned by my company. I let them do the talking. It was the same story as with the Refuge, just bigger in scale.

The lower ring of Fortram would not be overcrowded for much longer, that much was certain. We could solve the entire city’s homelessness problem. I wasn’t terribly excited about another large-scale building project, but Imaya’s enthusiasm made up for where I was lacking. Still, perhaps getting into this topic was better saved for later. Rebuilding the city was an excellent long-term goal, but we had more pressing needs in the short term.

“You’re forgetting one thing,” I said when Imaya finished. “Expanding the Refuge would take time because there’s only one control crystal.”

One of our biggest limitations was that the Dungeon Master – or in our case, the control crystal – wasn’t able to shape the Dungeon remotely. Imaya had theorized that this was to make things more balanced; the DM couldn’t just hide with the Core and reshape the Dungeon whenever the adventurers were getting close. Unfortunately, this meant that someone would need to go around the city and personally supervise every change.

“We could take turns,” Imaya offered.

“It would take a while even if we worked non-stop,” I said. “In the meantime, we’ll have other problems to solve too. The lack of rainwater in the lower ring, for one.”

“Yeah,” Val said. “Building wells like in the Refuge oughta solve that. Can’t wait t’see those bastards lose their monopoly over our water!”

“It’s already a miracle that the Dungeon has an underground river that never runs out,” Imaya said. “I don’t know if we can create rivers all around the city.”

“You can,” Stanley said without opening his eyes. “I believe in you.”

There was a beat of awkward silence around the table. I felt a bit envious of Stanley—it was usually me who made these wisecracks! Now I had to play the straight man.

“What Stanley means is that you shouldn’t forget that the Dungeon has merged with the World Seed. Rotating walls and infinite wells. Fortram had these two before, and so the Dungeon should be able to replicate them.”

“That too,” Stanley said, “but actually I was just channeling the power of our friendship.”

“We aren’t even friends,” Imaya muttered, making Stanley gasp in shock.

“Alright,” Erika said. “Let’s set up a priority list, shall we? We’ll deal with the most urgent things first. Water is one thing. What else?”

“Sunlight,” Heda said.

“Some light would be nice, yes,” Stanley said. “My plants at home are wilting.”

“And the poor trees,” Devi said, referring to the sparse green life of the city. Well, sparse for me. A single park in this city had almost as many trees as Devi’s homeland altogether.

“The Dungeon can grow plants too,” Imaya said. “Maybe we can replace the trees with something that needs no sunlight? And they can be luminescent too! That should make the city brighter.”

“It’s something,” Val said, “but many don’t like those sheeny plants. They ain’t natural.”

“You live in a rotating city,” Devi said. “Is that natural?”

“Point. But people’re used to that. Sheeny plants? Not so much.”

“They will need to get used to it,” Imaya said. “Those plants are the most efficient. We grew them in the Refuge too.”

“But isn’t that the same problem as with building houses?” Devi asked. I raised my arm above my head, pointing upward.

“We don’t need to visit every place right away,” Imaya said. “We could start by blanketing the city with randomly grown plants, just like in the Refuge. The citizens can trim the plants if they don’t like—okay, what is it, Randel?”

“Fake sky,” I said, lowering my hand.

“Umm,” Imaya said, looking up at the projection on the ceiling. “That’s not natural sunlight either. And … have you seen the dome of earth that surrounds the city? It’s huge. Like, really huge.”

“Yeah, so? We have lots of DPs and infinite mana.”

“Wait,” Val said. “Did I hear ya correctly? You want the walls outside to look as if … what? As if Fortram lay on the surface still?”

“Basically, yeah.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Heda said. “It won’t be the same as real sunlight, but it’s definitely better than nothing.”

Imaya muttered something under her breath while she rapidly navigated through her collar’s screens. With the control crystal in hand, she was able to see the upgrade options and their prices. Putting a fake sky over the city would cost us a lot, but this mechanism already had precedence—right in this chamber, in fact. It was an already-established magic trick, which would make doing it on a larger scale possible.

“It’s not possible,” Imaya said, staring at her screens. “The more area we want to cover, the more DPs it costs. And then keeping it active drains mana constantly. We should focus our DPs elsewhere.”

“How about covering just the side walls?” I asked. “Just the very edge of the city, all around.”

“Why do you insist on this so much?” Imaya asked. “It’s a wasteful use of our resources.”

“It would be good for morale,” Erika said. “Even if it’s fake, it would reduce this … claustrophobic feel.”

“I don’t mind the dark,” Tora said, then visibly shrank under our collective gaze.

“Yes,” Erika said. “I suppose Ratkins might actually enjoy this turn of events.”

“I don’t know about this,” Imaya said, writing on a piece of paper she had snatched from Erika. “It would be like a ring of illusion around Fortram, right? I don’t think it’s worth it, but maybe it’s not impossible. What’s the circumference of the city? We should calculate beforehand how much this would cost.”

“I’ve no idea about the math,” I said, “but I think it would look awe-inspiring. Just try to imagine it! A strip of the sky over the lower portion of the city, fading into stone as it reaches higher, and then a ray of true sunlight bursting through the very top. It may even attract tourists.”

The others didn’t look as convinced as I did, but I was pleased to see that they were considering my suggestion. Especially Erika, who began to write furiously.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I never considered tourism as a source of income,” she said without looking up. “With so much control over the city’s landscape, we should be able to capitalize on it.”

“Uh … okay,” I said, then turned to the others. “So, what else do you think Fortram urgently needs? Aside from tourists, of course.”

I had the pleasure of seeing Erika flush in embarrassment. Not much, since her strict office lady aura covered it well, but it was definitely there. She kept writing nevertheless.

“I think we need better surveillance options,” Imaya said. “The map of the Dungeon isn’t enough. It sucks that I can’t tell from here what’s going on outside! Yesterday, for example, I didn’t know how far the bad guys have gotten.”

“Prevention,” Devi said. “We need more eyes so that we know when an attack is coming.”

“Sorry…” Tora mumbled.

“You want to spy on Fortram’s citizens,” Heda said, crossing her arms. “I can’t say I like that idea.”

“And I don’t like gettin’ killed in a raid,” Val said. “Sorry miss, but you ain’t been nowhere around when those street gangs attacked. You don’t like spyin’, but without it, we are blind swine on the roast waiting to be cooked.”

Heda drew her mouth in a line, the burn marks on her face tightening.

“I didn’t understand that last part,” Devi spoke before Heda could, “but I agree that we need to defend ourselves better. I learned something important during the raid: we aren’t prepared enough. We are outnumbered and weak. We need to improve our defenses. I think it’s time to make guardian creatures.”

“No,” I said.

“We almost lost the Dungeon yesterday!”

“We’ve already been over this, Devi. No monsters. Believe it or not, I have a specific image in my mind when I think about my Dungeon and monsters are not part of it. Themes matter. The impressions that the Dungeon creates matter. Let’s not argue about this again.”

The table was silent as she glared at me and I glared back into her defiant amber eyes.

“Fine,” Devi said. “Then we have no choice but to recruit warriors.”

“You mean to hire mercenaries?” Val asked. “That ain’t a bad idea.”

“The Painters should take more people in,” Devi said. “We should turn the Painters into a proper organization. We should train more warriors to defend the Dungeon.”

“Or we could hand over the Dungeon to someone who can protect it,” Heda said, drawing surprised eyes. “Have you even considered that possibility?”

“Yes, I considered,” Devi said. “But there is no one I trust. What is your suggestion, Heda? The Governor and the City Watch? Jack and the Rangers of Fortram? Do you think they can do more good?”

“You’re part of the Rangers too,” Heda pointed it out. “But, you’re right. I don’t know anyone we could trust. It’s definitely not Jack. Keep the Dungeon Core away from him.”

“We can defend ourselves,” Val said. “I’m sure of it.”

“We have to, don’t we?” Imaya said. “What happened yesterday was only the beginning. All sorts of Players will come to take the Core from us. To take over the city. Actually, you see, I’m—well, I don’t know if I’m comfortable with keeping the control crystal. What if they come after me?”

My mouth suddenly felt too dry to speak. Imaya was making a good point, and I didn’t know what to say. Was I supposed to reassure her? No, not just her; I saw that everyone around the table was thinking about what Imaya had just implied.

Associating with me was dangerous. Teva’ryn had left already, and he had been smart to do so. I couldn’t blame the others if they wanted to follow his example. I wasn’t charismatic enough to keep a group like this together, not when staying meant risking their lives for … this. For someone like me. I opened my mouth to say something – anything – but Stanley was faster.

When the walls were breached and the guards were all dead,None faced the monsters, none faced the dread.
Worms rose! People fled,And destruction spread, oh, destruction spread.
He stepped forward then, his brush trailing red,
Facing the monsters, facing the dread,Brave or mad? He said,
‘I’ll paint a new picture where you are all dead.’
Moonlight his ink,The world was his canvas,
The Painter painted, and the monsters all bled.
The Painter painted, and the monsters were dead.

Stanley lowered his lute, looking at us expectantly. I looked at the others too, not quite sure what to say. It felt weird to have a song written about me, but it was weird in a good way. This wasn’t the first time I heard this song; it was one of Stanley’s catchier melodies. It painted me in a somewhat flattering light, but the exaggerated heroism was tempered by some darker elements. I kinda liked that. The song served its purpose well, and that was what truly mattered.

“Okay?” Jessie broke the silence. “Stanley, this really isn’t the time to sing your lame songs.”

“Have you heard of the legend of the Mad Painter?” Stanley asked, unperturbed by her remark. “It’s a selfish tale, I tell you. All about the Painter, with next to no mention of his underlings.”

“Underlings?” Heda asked, raising an eyebrow.

“From a narrative standpoint, " I said. “What Stanley means is that the public eye will be mostly on me alone.”

“So you’re fine with Stanley spreading bullshit about you?” Jessie asked. “Do you enjoy the attention that much?”

I took in a deep breath. “If by attention you mean everyone cringing in fear when they recognize me, then yes, it’s absolutely incredible. Who wouldn’t die for this kind of attention? Of course I’m fine with it. So, do you have any other stupid questions?”

Jessie was about to retort when Nosy growled under the table – reacting to my outburst, probably – and that shut her up immediately. She didn’t quite flinch away from the table, but she peered under it warily.

Erika cleared her throat and gave me a chiding look.

“Alright everyone, let’s keep this discussion civil. I believe we were talking about possible ways to defend ourselves, and by extension, the city.”

“I can’t promise you complete safety,” I said, huffing. “If that bothers any of you, know that you’re free to leave.”

It wasn’t encouraging, but it was all I could give them. I refused to make false promises about happy endings and ever afters. There was no guarantee that I would be the Dungeon Master next week, let alone years from now on.

“I think everyone understands,” Devi said, her voice softer than usual. “Let’s focus on how we can defend ourselves, alright?”

“The best defense is offense,” Jessie said, having regained her composure. “Why the hell are you so focused on turtling down and waiting to be attacked? Just find these rival gangs that attacked us and beat the shit out of them!”

I took another deep breath and waited for someone else to answer her question.

“I don’t know if we can find them,” Imaya said. “And even if we can, that may be a bit … too much. We might end up killing them.”

“What if they deserve to die?” Jessia asked.

“Have you killed another person before?” Heda asked back.

“Maybe not as many as some of us,” Jessie said as she glanced at me, “but yes, I had done it. It’s kill or be killed out there, you know? It was self-defense.”

“But this time it wouldn’t be self-defense.”

“It would be, in a roundabout way.”

“No,” Heda said. “This time you want to go out with the intention to kill or at least hurt others. Others who will beg for their lives once you corner them. You talk big, but I can tell that you don’t have it in you to deliberately kill other people, no matter how much they deserve it.”

“You think you know me?” Jessie asked. “Girl, I’m a necromancer.”

“So you keep reminding everyone.”

Erika slapped her hand against the table. “I would appreciate it if I didn’t have to keep reminding you all to stay on the topic. Jessie, your idea is sound but there is no need to make it personal.”

“Tell that to Heda,” Jessia said, crossing her arms. “Anyway, there goes my suggestion. Do what you will with it.”

“Defending gives us the moral high ground,” Stanley said. “Attacking makes things more … muddy.”

“If you’re weak, you’ll be crushed,” Jessie said. “This world doesn’t care about the moral high ground.”

“Oh, you would be surprised.”

“Both sides of the argument have merits,” we spoke up in a firm and measured tone. “We’ll start out cautiously. Let’s give Tora and his friends a chance to scout out what they can. Once we know more about the gangs who raided our Dungeon, we will decide what to do with them.”

Moral high ground or not, our enemies wouldn’t just move to another city if we asked them nicely. Blood would flow for certain. But Soul Eater was well-fed at the moment, and so we were content to wait—or so I felt for a strange moment. The feeling passed, but my words lingered.

“That sounds reasonable,” Erika said. “Tora, can you do it? With Val’s help, perhaps?”

“Y-Yes!” Tora said. “I can do it!”

There was a beat of silence, during which Devi gave me a concerned look.

“If that is decided,” she said, “can we go back to what I suggested? We need to turn the Painters into a … what is the word? Army?”

“An army!” Val said. “That oughta be quite the sight!”

The discussion then continued with the details of organizing our troops—a bunch of citizens with various levels of loyalty to our cause. Our cause was mostly about mellow stuff like dealing with poverty and terrible living conditions, even though we knew that many of the Painters would have preferred outright rebellion and overthrowing the Governor. Our first step would be about making it clear to everyone that we did not stand against the law. The Painters needed a proper structure of leadership as well—and once that was done, we would have to point everyone in the right direction.

Most of this would fall on Val’s shoulders, but Devi seemed to show lots of interest in it too. I made it clear from the get-go that I wouldn’t mind being a figurehead, but I had no real interest in organizing people I hadn’t even met. If the Painters needed a Mad Painter to stay in line, fine by me. I didn’t need the Painters, however. They would have their uses surely, but that wasn’t a good enough reason for me to take the reins.

I also had to admit that I found the topic utterly boring. Halfway through the meeting I teleported Soul Eater to my hand, shaped it like a stick, and played tug with Nosy under the table. Part of our mind paid attention to the discussion still, but we saw no real need to participate in it. Arguments about the fine details of our new organization dragged on until it was so late that we decided to wrap up the meeting. Erika suggested holding another meeting after I talked with the Governor, and Imaya offered to work on the city’s water problem until then.

I opened the exit portal but lingered behind as the others left one by one. Devi gave me a questioning look on her way out, but I just waved her on. Even Nosy left the room after testing the portal with his paws. I limped to my seat and sat back down.

“So, how was it?” I asked. “Aside from the last part. I should have paid more attention there, I know.”

“That last part you refer to was more than half of the meeting,” Erika said, still in her chair. “And in the other half it seemed as if you had no idea what you were doing and why you were here.”

“Ouch. That’s harsh.”

Erika sighed, looking somehow much older than before. She closed her eyes and rubbed the back of her neck tiredly.

“I apologize. That was indeed too harsh, and not entirely true. You certainly have your moments, but I wish you participated more. As the head of this council, if I can call you that, your actions affect all of us. You shouldn’t cherry-pick and discuss only the topics that you’re interested in.”

“I just let others have their say too,” I said. “I don’t think that’s such a bad thing. If there’s something I really-really don’t like, I’ll intervene.”

“Unless you’re too distracted by your pet to pay attention.”

“Don’t worry, I’m good at multitasking.”

Erika sighed again, her posture sagging even further. Honestly, I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to be better at leading council meetings and organizing people. Listening to Erika’s advice wouldn’t hurt, though. Well, alright, maybe it would hurt a bit—emotionally. But I was a big boy and it had already been beaten into me how useless I was, so a little bit of criticism wouldn’t be the end of the world.

“There is one more thing that bothers me,” Erika said. “I couldn’t help but notice that you procrastinated on almost every topic. It hasn’t gotten too bad yet, but I don’t want it to become a trend. Saying that we will discuss it later won’t make the problem go away. You’ll have to make decisions at some point. Difficult ones too.”

“There were a lot of topics,” I pointed out. “We couldn’t have covered so many if we wanted to solve each and every one of them right away.”

“That’s true. What I said is just a gentle reminder—something to keep in mind in the future.”

“I can appreciate that. Anything else?”

“Yes,” she said. “You should speak your mind more confidently. You see, like the way you told us to wait with any counter-attack on the city gangs. You sounded so commanding right then, like someone who is actually in charge. Like someone who knows what he is doing. Keeping everyone in line would be much easier if you always talked like that.”

I frowned, mostly just to hide my discomfort.

“First off,” I said, lifting a finger. I stared at it for a moment, then lowered my hand slowly. “It’s … it’s not me, Erika. I can’t always be like that. I’m not the type of person who demands respect and orders people around. You can’t expect me to be that guy.”

“You’re wrong,” Erika said. “I can expect you to be that person. It is part of you too. I saw that it can be part of you. Randel, there is nothing wrong with acting more seriously in certain situations and then being free-spirited in others. That’s how people are, usually. You think I’m stiff and business-like all the time?”

“Uh, yeah, that’s pretty much what I thought.”

“Oh shut up,” Erika said, but I could see the hint of a smile. “My point is that you should get rid of that can’t-do attitude of yours. People can change. You can change. If your only excuse is that you can’t be that kind of person, then it’s a very weak excuse.”

“Maybe I don’t want to change.”

“Or maybe you’re just afraid to change.”

I averted my eyes. My hands were toying with Soul Eater in my lap. When had I grabbed it? The black weapon was shaped like a delicate spoon, its orange gemstone crowning the end of its handle. It had been a dagger made for killing, but I had shaped it into something beautiful and practical. It was still capable of killing—but it was prettier now.

Erika wasn’t wrong, but her words weren’t news to me either. I had always been aware of my flaws, I just chose to not think about them. And now, with the shades influencing my actions, I actually had a good reason to resist change. Didn’t I? I had to remain myself. If I changed, I wouldn’t be able to tell where I began and the shades ended. I wouldn’t be myself anymore.

“You wouldn’t like my changed self,” I said. “You wouldn’t like what I become. It’s better this way. Safer.”

“You don’t know that. Not unless you try,” Erika said gently. It marked the end of our conversation. She left not long after that, wishing me good night. I remained in my chair, staring at Soul Eater, thinking for a long, long time. Thinking about nothing and everything. Just … thinking.

I had been wrong about being able to take Erika’s criticism. It hurt.

It hurt a lot.

            

    
        Chapter 3.15

    
    
    
    
                My mood improved as I strolled through the upper ring of Fortram. It felt good to be moving. The straps of my mechanical leg chafed my left thigh a bit too much, but I didn’t mind. Walking under the bright street lamps certainly beat moping in the dark council chamber.

If the city were still on the hill where it had originally stood, the sun would be dipping under the walls right about now. I hoped it was true that the Governor preferred to work at night, because it would be really embarrassing to break into his office only to find out that he wasn’t there.

The dark cloak over my shoulders hid my Player collar well, so nobody gave me a second glance. Admittedly there weren’t many around who could give me a glance at all; this was the upper ring of Fortram, where the wealthiest citizens lived. I reckoned that most of them were holed up in their mansions, waiting to see what happened next.

The other two rings weren’t as peaceful. The City Watch had closed down the gates between rings and were out in full force. Crowds were forming around governmental buildings to demand answers. It had been almost a day since the incident, after all. People were confused, scared, and angry. Worst of all, the Governor had no answers for them. Not yet.

I felt bad about leaving everyone in the dark for a whole day, but it had been necessary. I needed time to compose myself, and I needed to see what my companions thought of me. I needed a plan. If I approached the Governor, it would be on my own terms—with a clear goal in mind, instead of just coming here to explain myself and hope for the best. Hope was for amateurs.

The lockdown didn’t stop me. The World Seed was connected to the tunnel system of the Dungeon, which conveniently bypassed the walls and its closed gates. Nobody expected me to come straight out of the World Seed. The coast was clear and the stroll to my destination was pleasant.

Two men guarded the entrance of the city hall, checking everyone who entered. No crowd here, just a few reporters who had miraculously gotten through the lockdown. I walked past them and rounded the building. The city hall’s red brick wall had no windows on the first two floors, perhaps to make it more difficult to break in, but it wouldn’t stop a Player like me. I made sure that no one was watching me, then teleported Soul Eater into my hand, shaped it into a giant scythe, and smashed a man-sized hole in the wall through which I stepped into the building like a supervillain robbing a bank with explosions in the background—

“Focus,” we growled, shattering my dreams. Instead of a giant scythe, Soul Eater was in its usual boring dagger shape. I stared at the solid brick wall in front of me. Ugh. Onward with the much less fun solution, then. I turned the dagger around and pointed its tip at my right thigh. No, that was stupid. I switched hands and pointed Soul Eater at my left thigh instead, right above the prosthetic.

“I really should have tested this first,” I muttered. “Anyway, here we go.”

I took a deep breath and stabbed Soul Eater into my leg.

The blade punched through the fabric of our shorts, but our Shadeform activated before it could have hurt our skin. Our body faded from the Waking World. Soul Eater didn’t come with us; as the offending object, it slipped through our hand instead. Shadeform would keep us faded out until the danger had passed; it would remain active as long as a foreign object was within our body. Any object. And so while the dagger was falling through our leg, we floated lower and sank our feet into the ground. Soul Eater hit the pavement and bounced away, but our body remained in Shadeform.

We then flew through the brick wall. No, flying wasn’t exactly the right expression for it; we were willing ourselves to be elsewhere. It just looked as if we drifted through everything like a shade, which was probably why the Ability was called Shadeform. An ignorant name. This paltry power could not possibly compare.

Keeping our feet under the floor, we passed through the city hall’s rooms. We navigated mostly from memory; it was difficult to tell where we were because the light did not properly enter our eyes in this state. We tried to hurry. Our lungs weren’t trained to hold our breath for long. Below-average performance, in fact. Something we would need to remedy soon, if we wanted to keep this body.

We plunged an arm into the wall and moved upward. Unfortunately, the Governor’s office was upstairs and on the far side of the building. We entered a room that was full of people and the closest of them scrambled away in fright as we drifted to the next room. It had people too, and we didn’t have time to be stealthy. Why were these offices so full in the evening? By the time we reached our destination, the entire floor was full of panicking people.

I arrived through the side of the Governor’s office. I would have loved to claim that I looked awesome and dramatic as I stepped out of the bookshelves, but the truth was that I was gasping for breath as soon as I solidified. The office had gone through some changes since the last time I had been here; the Governor’s desk was moved to the side and a long conference table occupied the middle of the room. Governor Clavius occupied the head of the table while a bunch of geezers in formal clothing sat along the sides.

The looks on their faces were priceless. Those who saw me enter cried out in shock and alarm, while those who had their backs to me did the same with some delay. The closest of them even went so far as to jump out of their chair and run. Clavius himself didn’t overreact: he just froze. I noticed a wanted poster on the table with a drawn picture of my face on it, which might have explained things. My timing was impeccable.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” I said. I walked to one of the vacated chairs and sat down on it. “Talking about me, were you?”

Some of the scared men ran out of the office, shouting for guards. Their shouts got drowned by all the people who were shouting about a shade in the building. The door closed on its own, dampening the ruckus.

“Y-You—!” Governor Clavius gasped.

“Yes, me,” I said. “Oh, cookies! Can I have some?”

A box of chocolate cookies sat on the table and I reached for it without waiting for the answer. These old guys certainly knew how to live! Chocolate was rare around here.

As I munched on my cookie, I took my time to look at everyone who had stayed. Counselors or some kind of ministers, I supposed. They were quiet and still like cornered little rats, as if making the wrong move would have them killed. I didn’t know whether I found it funny or sad. They had created their own demon based on some rumors, and now said demon was sitting in front of them. My eyes settled on the Governor, on his balding, sweaty head and his plump, nervous face.

“Y-You can’t be here!” he found his voice as our eyes met. It wasn’t the most diplomatic thing he could have said, but hey, at least he was talking.

“I bring answers to your questions,” I said between bites. “I thought it might interest you.”

“You’re a criminal—”

“If I may inquire,” a voice cut Clavius off, “what kind of answers would those be, Mr. Shadeslayer?”

I tilted my head at the man who spoke. He looked frail and old, dark skin and bushy eyebrows, hands shaking as he rested them on the table. It wasn’t fear that made his hands tremble, but age. His voice had been calm and steady.

“And you are?” I asked.

“Gowon Stormcaller, minister of commerce, humbly at your service.”

“Stormcaller? That’s a fancy name.”

“My father was a Reaper.”

“My condolences,” I said. “Anyway, the reason I’m here is—”

The door slammed open and Theodor Clavius burst in with a pair of guards at his heels.

“Father, we have to evacuate! There’s a shade—”

He stopped when he saw the scared men around the table, then the Governor sweating buckets, then me in the middle.

“Hey Theodore,” I said. “Don’t worry, the shade is friendly. Want some cookies?”

The guards pushed Theodore aside to point their decay rifles at me.

“Stand down, men,” Gowon spoke. “We are having a civil conversation here.”

“Shoot him!” the Governor crowed. “Shoot him, now!”

“Wait!” Theodore said, pushing the guards back. “Wait! Everyone, will you please calm down?”

“I’m calm,” I said, biting into my second cookie.

“He’s a criminal,” Clavius said, pointing a finger at me. “Look what he did to our city! Arrest him!”

“Governor Clavius,” Gowon said, “I do believe that we should hear first what Mr. Shadeslayer has to say.”

I did my best to ignore the tension in the room and nodded my thanks to the old man. I couldn’t blame the Governor for flipping out like this, but I would have lied if I claimed that I didn’t find it annoying. He wasn’t beyond reasonable, fortunately. After seeing that nobody else thought it wise to antagonize me further, he reluctantly ordered the guards to lower their guns and step back. Theodore took one of the vacated chairs, his posture tense and wary, but at least he wan’t outright condemning me like his father.

In the end, it all turned out really nicely. If someone looked through the windows right then, they would have barely been able to tell that half of the room wanted me dead.

“So, back to where we left off,” I said. “Where do I start? First of all, let me be honest with you: Governor Clavius, you got me.”

“W-What?” Clavius said. “What do you mean by that?!”

“You got me, as in, you won. Your plan was a complete success. You drew me away from the Dungeon by the pretense of arresting me, you ordered the City Watch back, and you let the city’s underground gangs raid the Refuge. By the time I got back, it was already too late. Gangsters were everywhere, stealing, killing, looking for the Dungeon Core. I rushed in and got cornered. Then they took the Core from me.”

Silence. They all stared at me as if I had grown a second head. I leaned in and grabbed another cookie.

“Just to make things clear,” Theodore said, “are you saying that you don’t control the Dungeon anymore?”

“I don’t. Another Player has the control.”

“That’s—well, that’s concerning. Who is it?”

“The guy who grabbed the Core was called Amit, I believe. Average height, clerical robes, space bending and lightning powers. Ring any bells?”

“I don’t know him,” Theodore said. I looked around the table, but no one felt inclined to speak up.

“So here I am, admitting defeat,” I continued. “Our good Governor’s plan succeeded, the Dungeon Core was taken from me, and Fortram has sunk below the ground.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Clavius said, clenching his hands into fists. “D-Don’t you dare to insinuate that this was my plan!”

“It wasn’t?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “Well, then whose plan was this? Because they got me real good, but I survived. I’m ready for round two.”

The old guys around the table murmured nervously. I fixed my eyes on the Governor, watching him squirm as he tried to come up with an answer. His nervousness was slowly turning into anger. Oh, he definitely did not like my meddling here. When he spoke next, his voice was trembling with quiet rage.

“I just want you to be gone, Reaper. Fortram was doing well up until the Mad Painter showed up. We‘ve been plagued by misfortune since then! Giants attacked and destroyed the lower ring, rumors claim that there are shades around, and now the entire city has turned into a Dungeon! Enough is enough! This wasn’t my fault. I didn’t plan for another Reaper to take the Dungeon Core from you. I just wanted you to be gone!”

The Governor’s shouted last words lingered in my ears. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, watching keenly, waiting for my reaction. I kept my face still, giving the Governor an even stare. I could have challenged him on what he said; I doubted that wanting me to be gone was the whole truth. I could also have argued that correlation was not causation. I could have defended myself, or if that didn’t go well, I could have pointed at the Governor’s flaws instead. It wouldn’t have mattered, though. I wasn’t here to prove my innocence. I wasn’t here to beg forgiveness.

“Well, that’s too bad,” I said. “We can’t always get what we want, Governor. I’m sorry that these tragedies happened, but I don’t intend to move elsewhere. Fortram is my home too, now. I know it sounds terrible, but the city needs me—and I need a chance to set things right.”

Clavius scowled at me. The ministers whispered to each other. I took another cookie.

“Is that why you’re here, Mr. Shadeslayer?” Gowon asked. “Are you asking for our help to take the Dungeon back?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “I could reassume control anytime. I don’t need your help, just your approval.”

“Approval?”

“I wish to stay on the right side of the law, you know? So I’ll give you an offer. You let me be the Dungeon Master, and I’ll let you have a say in how I shape the city. New homes, better water sources, improvements to the industrial buildings, you name it. I would say this is a fair deal, considering that the alternative is to let some random Players do whatever they want.”

“Ridiculous!” Clavius said. “Why would we need your help? You think we won’t be able to—”

“Exactly. You won’t be able to.”

“The City Watch is—”

“Not enough. But even in the off-chance that the City Watch secures the Core – which would surely cost them many lives – there is no guarantee that you’ll be able to keep it. I’ve told you already, Governor: you need someone powerful on your side to defend the Core. Someone so powerful that even Reapers think twice about attacking him.”

“You seem to be confident that you’re that person,” Theodore said, “yet you lost the Dungeon once already. Can you even get it back from that other Reaper?”

“Sure,” I said. “Consider it done.”

“Just like that?”

“Last time I didn’t put much effort into defending it,” I said. “Why would I have? I’m not going to risk my life if the Governor just keeps sending thugs at me.”

“I was not sending thugs at you,” Clavius said. “Stop lying to my face, Reaper!”

I shrugged. “Anyway, with proper motivation, I’m sure I could do a much better job next time.”

“We could hire another Reaper to protect the Core for us,” Clavius spat. “We will get a Reaper who’s even stronger than you, Mad Painter!”

“Good luck with that,” I said. “Though keep in mind that until you find your special Reaper and hire them, whoever holds the Core can do whatever they want to your city.”

“We will keep that in mind,” Theodore said. “Isn’t that right, father? The sooner we get the Dungeon Core back and return Fortram to the surface, the better.”

“Eh, that one I’m not so sure about,” I said, rubbing my chin. “Getting the Core back is one thing, but it’s now bound to the World Seed. There’s a good chance that they cannot be separated ever again.”

“Then we are doomed either way,” Clavius said. “Fortram is done for.”

“Oh come on, it’s not that bad,” I said. “Wait until you see what I can do for the city! Give this a chance, and Fortram will prosper like never before. Tourists will flock to this place to see its wonders and miracles.”

“Tourists?” Theodore asked.

“Just a possibility that got stuck in my head,” I said. I looked around the table. “Alright, I’ll give you some time to think this through. My lawyer will contact you with the details tomorrow.”

“Lawyer?” Theodore asked.

“Yes, lawyer. My manager probably has someone in mind already.”

“Manager?”

“Now you’re just messing with me, Theodore. You think a Reaper cannot have these things? Of course I have a manager. I’m too busy doing important reaping stuff to attend meetings like this all the time.”

To demonstrate what I was speaking of, I stood up from my chair.

“Wait!” Clavius said. “Damn the Moon, Reaper, wait a moment! I didn’t agree to anything you said.”

“Didn’t agree yet, I know. Talk with your counselors first, Governor. That’s what they are for, aren’t they?”

“Mr. Shadeslayer,” Gowon said, his shaking fingers fumbling for something in his suit’s pocket. He pulled out a small card and pushed it toward me on the table. I snatched it up and turned it over. A business card.

“Now you know how to contact us,” Gowon said. “Or me, in particular.”

“Mr. Stormcaller!” Clavius said. “What’s the meaning of this?!”

“It’s just as I said. Mr. Shadeslayer will need to send his lawyer to someone, won’t he?”

“He won’t,” Clavius spat. “Not unless I decide so.”

“Alright,” I said, putting the card away. “Time is ticking. I’ll leave you now so that you can discuss how to manipulate me and profit from this. Don’t worry about invisibility tricks, gentlemen. I promise not to listen in on you.”

I then teleported myself to Soul Eater. The dagger was where I had left it, just outside the city hall. I had half-expected someone to swipe it while I was busy, but apparently everyone had been more concerned about running from the shade. The street was empty as I started to walk back to the World Seed. I didn’t get too far, however.

“Behind youuu!”

Ryder’s deranged scream was the only thing that alerted us to his presence. We crouched and turned on the heel of our mechanical leg just as the air stirred behind us and Ryder appeared. His black sword passed above our head. We retaliated by slashing Soul Eater across his forearm, but the dagger glanced off with a sharp clang; Ryder’s Soul Seeker was covering his entire sword arm.

We threw ourselves backward, tumbling once before getting back to our feet, our prosthetic leg buckling as we created some space between us and Ryder. We teleported Soul Eater to Nosy at the same time and shaped its blade into a second handle. Ryder drew his arm back for another swing.

“Wait!” I said, holding up my hands. “Are we really doing this now? ‘Cause I’m kinda busy at the moment.”

Ryder’s head twitched, but he didn’t strike—yet. The sword in his hand shifted until the entire thing looked as if it was an extension of his arm. A long, sharp, potentially deadly extension. He raised it high up, preparing for a downward swing. I almost sneezed from the unwashed smell that hit me. Ugh. Ryder was staring at me from behind locks of dirty hair, his jaw clenching and unclenching.

“No,” he rasped after some deliberation. “You have no honor! You run. You die. Behind you!”

He disappeared only to reappear right behind us. We stepped to the side and spun around, letting his overhead swing pass by. He shifted his weight and we ducked, evading another swing. Between his shouting and his awfully telegraphed moves, dodging his attacks wasn’t too difficult. He was so slow. Perhaps we could kill him. Right here, right now.

“Yeah, no,” I said. “Sorry Ryder, but I don’t have time for this. Find someone else to bother, will you?”

I then teleported myself to Soul Eater. Nosy was chewing on one end of the weapon while I held the other handle. He growled playfully, having gotten used to my sudden appearances. I tugged on Soul Eater and Nosy bit down harder, tugging back.

“I swear there’s a dog lost in you somewhere,” I said, letting him take Soul Eater. “Who’s the good boy?”

The flame-red fur of Nosy’s fire form felt hot under my fingers as I scratched him behind his ears. The panther looked rather conflicted about my actions; he was clearly enjoying the scratches, but I could see that he would have wanted to play some more too.

“We’ll play later, alright? Right now I need to do more of that boring talking thing that we people do.”

I straightened up and looked around the room Nosy had chosen. I didn’t know this place, but the smooth stone walls were familiar. Dungeon-made. Nosy’s room looked bare and unfurnished, but it had a wide window through which I could see the dimly lit streets of the Refuge below. This house had to be somewhere in the gallery, higher than most other buildings.

I heard noises nearby. Footsteps and talking, coming from the next room. I walked over cautiously – hoping that Nosy hadn’t broken into someone else’s home – and found a room full of Devi. Six clones were in the middle of carrying a queen-sized bed, frame and mattress and all, to the other end of the room. The original Devi was keeping an eye on them while simultaneously talking to a pair of Thardos I didn’t know.

“No, we don’t need any of those. We don’t want attention, remember? The less people know we are here, the better.”

“The fewer people,” I corrected her as I walked closer. “Hey everyone. Everything going well?”

Devi was used to my sudden appearances too, so she barely glanced my way—but the two Thardos almost jumped out of their skin.

“P-Painter! Good evening!”

“Sorry to disturb you,” the other said, actually bowing to me.

“There’s no need to be so formal,” I said, then looked over to Devi. She had her eyes fixed on her clones as she made them lower the bed gently. I had a feeling that the only reason she carried the entire bed instead of assembling it here was to practice commanding her clones around. Her control over them was very impressive; I couldn’t imagine how she could focus on so many of them at the same time.

“Is this our new bed?” I asked.

“What does it look like?”

“Nosy’s playground.”

“Hmph,” Devi said, directing her clones to move the pieces of furniture from the side of the room closer to the bed. A night table here, a rug there, a mannequin with Devi’s armor over there. I stepped closer to her.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I whispered into her ear.

The clone carrying the mannequin stumbled and fell, then a clone carrying one of my paintings fell over the mannequin, dropping the picture. I gasped at the tragedy.

“It’s your fault,” Devi said. Another clone stumbled and trampled right over my painting. I nearly fainted.

“Are you kidding me, Devi? Stop this barbarism right now! Control fewer clones and stay clear from my painting!”

Devi stopped her clones at once. She then looked over to the pair of very quiet Thardos.

“Thank you for your help,” she said. “We’re done for now. You should get out of here before things get violent.”

“Things are already violent! Look at my painting!”

The two Thardos obediently looked at it, then ran out of the house. I watched them go with a frown on my face.

“Do you trust them?”

“I do,” Devi said, walking over to my painting and picking it up. “Tora vouched for them, and I trust Tora.”

“Okay. Good enough, I suppose.”

I sat down on our new bed while Devi did the finishing touches. A clone dumped a pair of pillows into my lap. I set them aside, taking in our new home. It was hasty work, but we didn’t need more than that now. It seemed unlikely that we would live here for much longer than in our previous home; sooner or later one of our enemies would discover this place too.

“Jack visited while you were away.”

I looked at Devi. She was tense. Nervous.

“That’s odd,” I said. “What did he say?”

Devi busied herself with hanging her clothes in the wardrobe, her back turned to me.

“He doesn’t appreciate what you did to the city.”

“Ah. He threatened to kill me, didn’t he?”

“Mmm-hmm. Only if anyone died because of you.”

“Many people already did.”

“You know what I mean.”

I sighed. “I hope you didn’t threaten him back.”

She didn’t say anything. I was pretty sure she was already done with her clothes, but she kept rearranging them.

“Devi, you’re a member of the Rangers of Fortram. Please tell me that you didn’t needlessly antagonize its leader.”

“It’s not needless. I’m defending you.”

“Sure you are,” I said. “You’re doing the very thing that you hated all your life.”

She whirled around, eyes flashing.

“This is different.”

“Really?” I asked. “If a man did this to you, you’d call him overprotective. So why is it different when you do it?”

“Are you angry with me now?”

“Not at all,” I said. “Knowing that you’re looking out for me feels kind of heart-warming. I’m certainly not used to it, but I like it. I like it a lot.”

“Then—”

“It makes you a hypocrite though. I just wanted to let you know.”

“You’re weird, Randel. Why would you pick a fight with me if you like what I’m doing?”

“I see you’re ignoring that I just called you a hypocrite.”

“I see you’re ignoring my question.”

I smiled, ignoring her question. Devi huffed and turned away. She walked to a box full of her kitchen utensils and began to unpack them; apparently she hadn’t given up on her rocky journey toward becoming a master chef.

“Jack talked about something that I didn’t understand,” she said as she grabbed another box. “You should be careful with chocolate cookies. They might not be good for your health. I don’t even know how to cook these chocolate cookies. Do you know what he meant?”

My smile was gone, replaced by unease in the pit of my stomach.

“When did Jack say this?” I asked. “When did he visit, exactly?”

“Around the time I was bringing in the wardrobe, so … not long before you arrived. If you came just a little bit sooner, you would have met him. Why?”

I frowned. How? How did Jack know what I had been doing in the Governor’s office? We sifted through our memories for anything out of place but couldn’t come up with anything. We could draw conclusions, though. Jack had either put a tracker on us or he had the office under surveillance at all times. He also had some form of long-range communication method through which he was informed instantly. Aside from the World Seed’s Player messaging system, that kind of technology was extremely rare in this world.

“Randel?” Devi asked, looking at us with concern.

“He is good,” we said. “Really good. We already knew he was, but we underestimated him anyway.”

We had used up both of our Shadeform charges today. A reckless mistake. Jack would need a single nick on our skin to poison us—and that was only if he came after us with his daggers. If he could poison our food or drink, or the chocolate cookies, he wouldn’t even need to go that far. We had arrogantly forgotten about him, and so he sent us a reminder.

“You’re possessing him again, aren’t you?”

I blinked, realizing only now that Devi had come over to sit beside me, watching my eyes.

“I was just thinking,” I said. “Zoned out a bit, I guess. That’s no cause of alarm, Devi. I zone out all the time.”

She narrowed her eyes. “It’s happening more and more often.”

Right then, her attitude reminded me of Sarah; she had often complained that I was too distracted. It was not a good reminder.

“Uh, okay. Sorry?”

“It’s not you who should apologize,” Devi said. “By the way, how was your meeting with the Governor? Did it involve chocolate cookies?”

“It did, yes. Nice deduction.”

“Oh, it was nothing,” Devi said with a smirk. “I became good at reading your mind because you never give linear answers.”

“Straight answers,” I said. “Well, I’m glad that my mysteriousness improved your deduction skills. As for the meeting with the Governor, I wanted to say that it went brilliantly … but now I’m not so sure. I feel like Jack is one step ahead of me, and perhaps he’s not the only one. Someone has the Governor under his thumb. Someone who wants me to be gone.”

Honestly, I felt like a fish out of water. A fish that had long ago tried its best to return to said water, except some people kept pushing him out. The shades pushed me to grab more power, Devi pushed me to be a leader, Stanley pushed my reputation to ridiculous heights, and recently even Erika pushed me to become something more.

It was a sham. What could I even possibly do against Players like Jack? I wasn’t a particularly powerful Player; a few teleportation tricks and the shades’ combat expertise wouldn’t save me for long. I was putting myself out there, but my name was built on lies and deceit. There were forces in this world—no, scratch that. There were forces in this city that could crush me with ease.

I must have zoned out again because the next thing I noticed was that Devi hugged me from behind. She needed no words to convey how she felt. She supported me. She trusted me. So much so that it almost made me sick. What had I done to deserve this? I now felt obligated to live up to her expectations—and I passionately hated to be obligated by anything or anyone.

Slowly and gently, I took one of her hands in mine and ran my fingertips over her dark blue skin. From the back of her hand to the inside of her wrist. I caressed the tattoos there, shaped like a pair of daggers. My Marks. So much stupid trust. I wanted to be angry at her, but I couldn’t.

I had been wrong. I was a fish out of the water, sure, but the rest of the metaphor didn’t quite fit. It wasn’t true that other people cast me out of the water. Devi, Stanley, the shades, everyone else—they weren’t just pushing me forward. They were pushing with me. And that, right there, made all the difference in the world.

For all it was worth, for perhaps the first time since my brother’s death, I was willing to push myself too.

            

    
        Chapter 3.16

    
    
    
    
                Devi’lynn’s arms ached with effort as she pulled herself up to the flat roof of the storehouse. Her hands and knees got soot-dirty, and the child-robe she wore didn’t fare any better. No matter! She hated her clothes anyway. She wanted to wear practical ones like the boys. Perhaps some armor too. She was definitely going to convince Father the next time!

The sky rumbled up above, and Devi’lynn squinted at the thickening dark clouds. It would rain soon, which would hurt her skin if it caught her out in the open. Devi’lynn grinned. She was in a race against time! This trip turned out to be a very dangerous mission.

Renewed with determination, Devi’lynn adjusted the adult-sized belt-pouch on her waist, then ran across the rooftop. Halfway through she remembered that this was a stealth mission – if anyone caught her she would be dragged back to the mansion – and so she slowed down, softening her footsteps. She darted from chimney to chimney, hiding behind them as she scouted ahead. She didn’t encounter any enemy, but she had a sudden insight that the chimneys were probably not chimneys. They were soot-dirty and eroded metal things, unused for several millennia. The storehouse was the remnant-building of an ancient, forgotten civilization. No one knew its original purpose.

Devi’lynn reached the other side of the rooftop, and her heart skipped a beat when she saw the sights beyond. She could see outside of the Lynn estate from here! There was a paved road, and men who looked like traders, and carts both old-fashioned and heat-powered, and so many small houses that Devi’lynn didn’t even know where to look first! There were guards patrolling on the road too, and some of those amorphous blob-like species from another planet that people kept as cleaners. Devi’lynn wondered whether she could catch one on her own. Not today, though.

Today, her mission was to feed the slaves. Her belt-pouch was full of salted meat, which tasted really bad to her but she knew that the space-imps liked it. She also knew that Randel disapproved of slavery, but that was just how life was in Ylvasil. Space-imps were stupid and needed their superiors to be useful. But they weren’t fed enough, so that was why Devi’lynn was here. Wasn’t she?

Devi blinked, gathering her thoughts even as the dream-scape around her fled. Her perspective shifted as her body grew … or perhaps the world shrank down around her. She began to walk, her footsteps sending ripples over her surroundings. Her heart followed a distant tug. Was it the Dream Catcher, or was it her connection to Randel? She followed it either way.

Becoming self-aware within her dreams was difficult. Sometimes it happened quickly, sometimes it took most of the night. It was always about memories, however. Devi had to relive her childhood over and over again, opening old scars and regrets—and then, then she would go and face Randel’s demons in a hopeless battle to help him somehow. Devi didn’t think that Randel appreciated how difficult this was for her. Granted, he couldn’t appreciate it because Devi had never told him about her dreams.

He didn’t need to know. Randel had his scars too, though it wasn’t the reason why she didn’t tell him. It was fear. Devi was afraid that Randel would treat her differently once he saw her past. It wasn’t fair, she knew. She saw Randel’s memories, but she hid hers from him. She probably had no reason to, since Randel was the most open-minded person Devi had ever met. But even so, she was afraid. It was better to be careful.

Tonight, Devi arrived at Randel’s dream-scape before he became self-aware. It was a scene she had already seen: Randel and Sarah, both of them grown-ups, sitting close to each other in the living room with their limbs intertwined. The memory had a happy-cosy quality in the beginning, but it would turn sour-sad when Sarah accused Randel of forgetting her birth-day. Which was, as Devi had learned, a sacred day in Human culture. Sarah would start yelling at Randel and then she would punch him and storm out of the room, fuming-angry.

Devi had confusing feelings about Sarah. She was fond of child-Sarah for what she represented in Randel’s life. Perhaps Randel’s dreams were affecting Devi too, but she liked her anyway. Child-Sarah had been the only warm-spot in Randel’s life for a long time. Adult-Sarah, however? Devi hated her. She didn’t know what made child-Sarah become so unbearably callous, but Devi hated her even in the happy memories. Worse yet, it wasn’t just hate—it was jealousy too.

It didn’t make sense. Women weren’t supposed to feel jealous! Men felt jealous as they left their wives behind during times of war. Men felt jealous when another man so much as looked their wife in the eye. Women had no such concerns—or so Devi had been taught. Only the most successful men could afford a wife, and that was only if they were lucky. If a man had more than one wife, then he was a Lord or Warlord and his wives were supposed to be honored to have such a husband. Having sister-wives was a privilege.

Devi had never actually thought about what her birth-mother and her step-mothers must have felt—up until she saw Sarah with Randel. Granted, Devi had never expected to feel whatever it was she felt for Randel, so perhaps her oversight could be excused. This was all very new to her. Perhaps if Devi’s birth-mother hadn’t died while delivering her, she would have taught her such things. Perhaps. But as it currently stood, Devi was constantly surprised by all the negative emotions she felt about a woman who existed only in Randel’s memories.

Adult-Sarah was beautiful, at least by Human standards. Devi knew enough about Human culture that she could tell such things. Sarah had dark skin, dark hair, dark eyes—and a body similar to Devi’s. Sarah was her Human alter-ego. Was it a coincidence, or was it arranged by the gods of Nerilia? Was Devi supposed to be Sarah’s replacement? Were the two of them really so similar, or was it just all in Devi’s head? Since when did she care so much about looks? It wasn’t all that mattered. Devi was quite confident that, unlike Sarah, she wouldn’t get mad at Randel just because he forgot some stupid birth-day.

Devi walked closer to Randel’s memory, pushing against it. The dream-scrape pushed back at her, firm and insistent, trying to dissuade her from interrupting the dream. She didn’t relent. Her eyes were set on the back of Sarah’s head as it rested on Randel’s shoulder. The closer she got, the more resistance she felt, but she could ignore the brunt of it if she focused on a singular thing. Reaching Sarah’s head. Her black hair was long and silky, braided much like Devi’s. Devi reached out and sank her fingers into it.

Her perspective shifted. Randel stirred next to her, his arm tightening around her shoulders. Devi lifted her head from his shoulder, smiling. Her arm slipped around his waist, blue skin pressed against his blue shirt, hugging him closer.

“Huh?”

“It’s alright,” she said. “Take your time. You were dreaming.”

Now that she didn’t need to focus anymore, Devi took in the details around them. The room was small and over-stuffed, but the details looked fuzzy-hazy in Randel’s memory. The clearest item was a screen in front of their seat that had lots of Humans moving on it. There was no sight of the shades yet. Good.

“This is nice,” Randel said, snuggling closer. “You’re getting better at finding me.”

“Yes,” Devi said. “Easy cheesy.”

“Easy-peasy,” he said. “Why are you wearing this dirty robe, though?”

Devi looked down at herself, realizing that she was wearing the clothes from her own dream.

“Oh,” she said, then willed her clothes to disappear. “Better?”

“Now you’re just teasing me,” Randel said. He looked down at her, but even as he did a set of soft Human clothes appeared on Devi.

“You’re really good at this,” Devi said, peeking into her pants to check the underwear she wore. “How do you make multiple layers?”

Devi could feel Randel shrug beside her.

“It’s my dream. Probably why I can manipulate it better.”

Devi had her doubts. Even in her own dreams she wouldn’t have managed to purposefully conjure such intricate clothing—and Randel did it with a single glance. Devi wanted to tell him how impressive that was. She wanted to, but it wasn’t what Randel needed. He didn’t take well to being praised; he would feel uncomfortable and perhaps even doubt her sincerity. Devi had never known a person like him.

“Perhaps I should undress more often,” she said. “I enjoy it when you put all kinds of exotic clothing on me.”

“Come on, Devi, a pair of jeans and a blouse are hardly exotic.”

“They aren’t? Then you should try harder next time. What else do I keep you for?”

“So now you admit that you’re just abusing my goodwill.”

“What? Me Sylven. Me speak Human no understand.”

“That’s an old joke, and you stole it from me. Shame on you, copycat.”

“Grr!” Devi turned her head and poked Randel’s shoulder with her horns, which turned into an impromptu wrestling-match as Randel tried to turn her head away. He sprawled out on the sofa, laughing, allowing himself to be defeated as Devi sat on his stomach.

“You have a strange way of showing your gratitude,” Randel said.

“Ha! Gratitude? Insolent Human, you were implying that I was a joke-thief!”

“Yes, but I gave you exotic clothes.”

“Oh. Well, yes, I suppose I can be grateful for that.”

Randel moved suddenly, leaning up until his face was right in front of Devi’s. She gripped his shoulders as she stared into his eyes. Green eyes. Oh, so alien and green.

“There is this thing Humans do at times like this,” Randel murmured. “It’s called kissing. Have you heard of it?”

“Yes, I did,” Devi whispered back. “It’s a very disgusting act. Don’t Humans know how much bacteria there is in their mouths? That’s what they eat with! Very dirty.”

“Well, we Humans do many dirty things,” Randel replied. “Like holding hands, for example. Can you imagine it? We touch all kinds of things with our hands, and then we hold each other’s hand. Imagining this perversion makes me shudder.”

But Devi could barely hear his words; she was too focused on his lips as he talked. His breath caressed her skin, tickling her neck, keeping her captivated. The corner of his lips twisted into a roguish smile as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. He didn’t move, however. He didn’t move, and so Devi leaned down and touched her lips against his. Her horns bumped against Randel’s forehead, but he adjusted the angle and pressed himself closer. His lips felt firm and soft at the same time, sending pleasure-shivers down her spine. Her heart beat faster. She drew back quickly, catching her breath.

“I don’t see the appeal,” she said.

Randel laid back to the couch, seemingly unbothered by Devi’s words and by how short their kiss had been.

“That’s unfortunate,” he said. “And here I was just about to say that this is a dream, so there are no bacteria here. It’s as hygienic as it can get. You know, in case you wanted to practice kissing me some more.”

“Yes…”

Devi blinked, realizing that her fingers had unconsciously gone to her mouth. Her lips tingled as if they could feel Randel’s touch still. She lowered her hand when she saw that he was watching her. Smirking. Devi punched his chest lightly.

“It’s weird, alright? Humans are weird, and you’re the weirdest of them, Randel.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just make sure to remember this moment the next time you accuse me of not being romantic.”

“Kissing is not romantic.”

“It is, for a dirty Human like me.”

Devi huffed, then slid down until she was lying on top of Randel, resting her head on his chest. She was not doing this because she felt flustered. It just felt right to hold him close. Natural. Devi closed her eyes and listened to his heartbeat. It sounded just like hers. She was Sylven and he was Human, but their hearts beat exactly the same way. Steady, comforting. Until Randel spoke again.

“The shades are here.”

“Don’t go yet,” Devi said, her hand grabbing onto his shirt. “Please, just … stay a bit longer.”

Randel didn’t move, but the calmness was gone. His heartbeat sounded insistent-impatient. Restless. Demanding to go.

“What’s wrong?” Randel asked.

It took Devi a few heartbeats to gather her thoughts.

“The shades said that the real Randel is the three of you together. They said that the Randel I knew had always been more than one person. But I know it’s not true. You’re right here with me.”

In fact, dreams like this were the only time when Devi could be absolutely certain that she was talking to the real Randel. Her hand clutched his shirt tighter, unwilling to let go. Once they woke up, she would be back at double-guessing his every word and doubting his intentions. She had always hidden it from him, but it was taxing-tiring both mentally and emotionally. She needed this brief respite. This moment of pure trust.

Slowly, cautiously, Randel moved both of them up to a sitting position. He didn’t say anything, but his posture was tense. Devi glanced at the pair of inky black shapes at the other side of the room. They were still far.

“I can feel that you want to disagree,” Devi spoke. “Say it.”

“I think you’re wrong.”

“About what?”

“About me. The Randel in front of you is weak. Both in resolve and in, well, everything else. He has been beaten one too many times. He doesn’t know how to fight.”

Devi drew back so that she could see Randel’s face, but he wasn’t meeting her eyes.

“I don’t agree, and I don’t care,” she said. “Do you really think that being able to fight is what I appreciate in you the most? I don’t need a man to fight for me.”

“No, but fighting with you is another matter,” Randel said. “You don’t have to deny it; I know it’s one of your fantasies.”

“Randel, if you say things like that I’m going to punch you again.”

“I’m just stating the obvious. You like the Randel who can fight. You like the Randel who can stand up for himself. Without the shades I wouldn’t be noteworthy.”

Devi gaped at him. Patiently teaching her his language and culture wasn’t noteworthy? Keeping her company without ever asking anything in return wasn’t noteworthy? Being kind and understanding, treating her like an equal, and trusting her with his deepest secrets weren’t noteworthy?

“Are you trying to provoke me,” Devi said, “or are you just hunting for compliments?”

“Fishing for compliments,” Randel corrected her. “And no, I’m not—”

“Shut up.”

“I’m just—”

“Shut up!” Devi said, climbing out of Randel’s lap to get to her feet. “I’m going to free you from the shades.”

Randel shook his head and was about to speak, but Devi cut him off again.

“No!” she said, pointing at him. “I am going to free you from the shades! Mark my words. I’ll stay close to you, and when the time comes I’ll fight the shades and I’ll win. And then you’ll feel confused and lost, but I’ll stay by your side. I’ll stay until you realize that I stayed for you, and then I’ll stay some more. You’ll feel grateful, and you’ll say that I was right, and I’ll say that I told you so! Then I’ll stay with you, and we’ll live happily together.”

Randel sat, frozen in place. Even the shades in the background seemed to have stopped drifting. Devi put her hands on her hips, satisfied with their reaction.

“That was—horrible,” Randel said, hanging his head. “Terrible speech, Devi.”

He let out a strange, choking sound as if he was holding back a chuckle.

“Oh, please,” Devi said. “I think that you of all people should appreciate it. You make these silly speeches all the time, and—Randel, are you alright?”

“Yeah,” Randel said, sniffing. “Just give me a moment.”

He stood up then, and for a moment his wet eyes met Devi’s gaze. Just for a moment though, before he turned his back to her. Tears. Those were tears in Randel’s eyes. Devi stood completely still. She had never seen a man cry. Was this a Human thing? What was Randel feeling? Had she said something wrong? What was she supposed to do now?

“Terrible speech,” Randel mumbled, wiping at his face. “Don’t do that ever again.”

Devi stood silently, mystified by his reaction. She had a feeling that Randel didn’t mean what he had just said—but then what were those tears for? For all she had claimed to know him, it seemed that she had still so much to learn. Oh, but she would learn. Of that much she was certain. She smiled at Randel’s back.

“You’re welcome.”

Randel took a quick, almost shy glance at her over his shoulder.

“Thanks, I guess.”

He then walked – or perhaps escaped – toward the shades and plunged his hands into them.
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                The transition wasn’t instantaneous. Although Randel’s body soaked up the shades like a dry sponge, he swayed on his feet until his mind adjusted. The shades had no recollection of the time they spent apart, and so they processed his memories to catch up.

Devi wondered whether the same was true while Randel was awake. Logic dictated that it worked the same way. It held terrific implications. The shades could take control of Randel in an instant – Devi had seen it happen many times – which meant that they were constantly possessing him. They were riding along with his thoughts just so they could take over at a moment’s notice.

“Huh,” shade-Randel said as he wiped at his face. “Getting sentimental, are we?”

His entire posture changed as he turned around, becoming more confident and predator-like. Devi was used to the disturbing sight by now, and so she showed no visible reaction. No fear, no anger, no desperation. She wouldn’t give the shades that satisfaction. She would remain calm. Shade-Randel walked around her in a circle, the couch they had been lying on suddenly nowhere to be seen.

“We need to talk,” Devi said, turning to keep her eyes on him. “You kept things from me. You didn’t share your plan with me about luring your prey into the Dungeon.”

“So?”

“So it was a disaster. You should communicate with me. Together, we could have come up with a better plan.”

Shade-Randel gave her a blank stare, saying nothing. As if Devi’s argument was so weak that it was barely worth entertaining. He stopped by the black screen on the wall, which was larger than Devi remembered it to be. It wasn’t showing other Humans anymore, reflecting shade-Randel’s image instead.

“We’ve explained this to you already,” shade-Randel’s reflection said. “Sharing all of our plans is unnecessary and risky. There is nothing you can contribute.”

“You’re a useful tool,” shade-Randel added, “but that doesn’t mean we want your opinions. To put it in simple terms even you can understand, a warrior doesn’t ask his sword for advice.”

“You’re lucky that part of us likes you,” the reflection continued. “That’s the only reason we tolerate your amateur attempts at pulling information from us.”

Devi clenched her jaw to bite back an offensive-remark. She knew it from her past in the Royal Court that she wasn’t good at verbal-sparring. She could be manipulative if she wanted to, but doing it subtly enough so that the shades didn’t realize? Impossible. Night after night, dream after dream, Devi tried. The shades were as stubborn as Randel. They knew what she wanted and they wouldn’t give it to her. It was time to change tactics. Devi had to do something they didn’t expect. She strode to shade-Randel with two quick steps, then punched him in the face.

Her fist connected with a loud smack. Even the reflection in the screen jerked back, clutching his nose. Devi kicked out while shade-Randel was reeling, aiming for his groin. Her kick never connected. It should have, but she found the distance between herself and shade-Randel bigger than it should have been. Worse yet, the leg she had extended got stuck between the bars of a large cage. A cage around her that hadn’t been there before. Devi hopped on one foot, trying to pull her leg back from between the vertical bars, except now the cage had horizontal bars too and her foot was boxed in.

“Nice try,” shade-Randel’s reflection said. He grabbed the screen’s edges and stepped through it as if it was a window. His hair turned white and his skin got wrinkled as he emerged. He was the shade Randel called Lee.

“I hope you don’t mind if we retaliate,” another reflection said. Tamie. Her hair grew longer and her features became more feminine as she climbed after Lee. “Let us show you how to properly fight in here.”

“Physical strength means nothing,” Lee said. “Let us hope this won’t break your mind … too much.”

Long spikes grew out of the metal bars, pointing at Devi, and then the walls of the cage began to bend inward and push the tips of those spikes gradually closer to her. Devi focused her mind, imagining that the spikes weren’t actually there. A few of them blinked out of existence, but those that grew next to her stuck leg didn’t. They felt too real, cold metal pressed close to her skin. Her concentration wavered, and then the spikes she had already banished grew back all around her, their sharp ends closing in quickly—

“Alright, that’s enough,” Randel said. The entire cage vanished and Devi’s leg came free, putting her off-balance and making her fall backward. Soft pillows appeared under her and she landed on them, then the entire dream-scape tilted until the gravity-center was underneath Devi and she found herself on her feet again. The pillows dropped to the floor and vanished. The walls looked tilted as if the room had sunk halfway into the floor.

“What—” Devi said, looking around. All the furniture were stuck in their original place, defying gravity. “How?”

“You could do that too, with a bit of practice,” Randel said, looking distant. “You just have to imagine it.”

“Practice?” Devi asked, her voice a little shaken. When did Randel practice this? He talked as if imagining an entire room turn to its side was easy—and he had done it only so that she got to her feet more quickly. Amazing. If this power could be used against the shades…

Devi held out her hand, imagining how it felt to hold Silverfang. The weight and the texture. The elation and pride at owning it. The strength it represented. The power to fight back. Devi’s blade of bright energy appeared in her grip right away, and she pointed it at the shades. They watched her with bored expressions, clearly unimpressed.

“When I said practice,” Randel said, “I didn’t mean jumping straight into a fight with Tamie and Lee.”

Devi ignored his remark. Randel was unable to go against the parasites in his mind, so confronting them fell on Devi’s shoulders. There was a high-chance that she might not succeed tonight, but then she would just try again next time. She always did.

A circle of tarnished metal appeared on Devi’s off-hand as she imagined holding a shield. She hadn’t actually worn one before – she had always been using her portals – and so the details of her shield looked fuzzy. She imagined the toughest material in the world, something tough-enough to stop shades, and the metal on her arm turned black like Randel’s dagger. Yes, now it was truly a shield. Devi might not have much imagination, but she had plenty of willpower to throw around.

The shades were waiting for her to finish, unafraid and amused. That didn’t bode well, did it?

“A Sylven to the bone,” Lee said. “It turns out that even their women are no exception. It’s always the same things on their mind: fight and take and conquer.”

“You don’t know us,” Devi said, shifting her grip on Silverfang. Was it just her imagination, or did it feel heavier? “You may have possessed Sylven people before, but you don’t know us.”

Sylven waged wars often, that much was true, and Devi couldn’t deny that she outright hated the culture and the traditions she had grown up with. Yet when a pair of monsters like these shades were insulting her entire race, she couldn’t help but feel offended. They were just shades of real people. Mockeries. They couldn’t possibly know what it was to be Sylven.

“We don’t know?” Tamie asked. “Please. We know who your Creator was, mortal. Your species was literally born to do one thing: war.”

“You lie,” Devi said. She was struggling to hold Silverfang now—it felt so heavy! She tried to imagine it getting lighter, but the weight in her hand convinced her otherwise. The shades began to walk around her, Lee to the left, Tamie to the right. Randel leaned against the wall of the room, looking thoughtful. He would not interfere; he knew this was Devi’s fight.

“Even after we told you that physical strength means nothing here,” Lee said, “you hold onto that sword as if it was of any help.”

Silverfang suddenly felt too heavy for Devi to keep it upright. She dropped it, and it vanished before it could have hit the ground. The shades had disarmed her before she could have a single swing at them.

“A mistake in my approach,” Devi admitted, “but I’m a fast learner.”

“As expected from the creation of Professor Richard Sylven. Your mind adapts quickly.”

“What?”

“Strong bones and high muscle density,” Lee said. “Improved sight and hearing. Blue skin that protects against harmful radiation. Focused, strong mind that is much more resilient to trauma.”

“A supersoldier,” Tamie agreed. “Professor Sylven was truly an exceptional man.”

“What are you talking about?” Devi asked. She turned around, but the shades circled her in a way that she could never see both of them at once. “Do you really know the Creator?”

“We know things that you cannot even begin to imagine, mortal.”

“We know things that would break you, mortal. Let that sink in.”

“Answer my question please,” Devi said, getting impatient. “Do you know the Creator?”

“We do, and a lot more,” Lee said. “We were there when the first of you climbed out of your incubators. We were there when hundreds of you died in pointless battles. We were there when you claimed your rights through rebellion. We were there when you coexisted in relative peace. And we were there when you outlived the Humans in the apocalypse.”

Devi drew in a sharp breath, meeting Randel’s wide eyes across the room. He looked just as shocked as she did. If what the shades were saying was true, then—

“Our Creator is a Human?” Devi asked.

“Yes,” Lee and Tamie said in unison. “Your god was a mortal who has been dead for a long, long while. Does it frighten you, Devi? Does it shock you that your Divine Codex is a sham? You always wanted to become a warrior. Does it break your heart to realize that you’re following what you were designed to do? Does it make you anguish that you’re just like every other Sylven?”

Devi bit her lip, reeling mentally as the shades turned everything she had ever known upside-down. Ylvasil’s forgotten technology. The caustic environment. The skewed male-female ratio. They all made much more sense now.

“That’s—” Devi began to speak, then took a deep breath and tried again. “That’s interesting. Please tell me more.”

“Huh?”

“You heard me. I want to learn more! You always tell me that you wouldn’t speak to me because the Inspectors might overhear your plans. But if you’re talking about history then it hardly matters, does it? They know about history already. Nothing stops you from telling me the truth about the universe.”

Behind her, Randel laughed. His laugh was rich and pure and full of fondness that made the frown on the shades’ faces all the sweeter. In that moment, Devi felt invincible. The shades were never going to find weakness within her.

Their revelation was shocking, that much was true. It was a lot to take in and a lot to accept. Devi could do it, though. She prided herself in seeing more clearly than the masses. She wasn’t blinded by propaganda, wasn’t chained by traditions or religion. She had always known that her world wasn’t perfect and that it never would be. She had accepted it long ago. So what was one more truth to it, really? Learning that ancient Humans created Sylven rattled her world-view, but it didn’t change who she was. The Abyss might take her one day, but until then she would be Devi of no House.

“Curious,” the shades said together. “You surprise us yet again.”

“I take that as a compliment.”

“You have no free will,” the shades said. “Doesn’t that bother you?”

“I do have free will,” Devi said. “I have it, because if I didn’t, then I would be lying in a soft bed right now, well-fed and lazy, pregnant with a child. But I chose to live otherwise. I am my own person—which is already more than you can claim.”

“Applying mortal logic to us is useless,” the shades said, their faces carefully blank. It didn’t fool Devi; they definitely did not like her words. Perhaps as mere shades, they would not have cared—but as Lee and Tamie? They had agendas. They had opinions. They were doing their best to break Devi’s spirit, but they weren’t terribly good at it.

“How unfortunate,” Devi said. “Either way, I would like you to tell me more about history.”

“Why would we tell you anything?” Tamie asked. “There’s nothing for us to gain from it.”

“Aside from passing the time,” Lee added, “which we already have plenty of experience with how to do.”

“It’s an investment that costs you nothing,” Devi said, doing her best to come up with something that the shades valued. “If I’m aware of the big picture, then I might be able to help you with your war against these Pheilett aliens. Against the Inspectors.”

“There is nothing that Players can do against them,” Tamie said. “You are their plaything. You have always been.”

“We’ve always been because Players never knew anything. We are playing their game blind. We need someone to open our eyes, someone with countless years of experience and knowledge.”

Devi knew that her argument sounded solid to the shades; they were one-third Randel, after all. He would find this topic interesting. The big picture. While Devi preferred to deal with more practical and immediate things, Randel was a dreamer. He would enjoy learning more about the Inspectors.

“If you don’t want to tell me,” Devi said, “then at least tell it for Randel’s sake. Prepare him for the world out there.”

The shades said nothing, and Devi had a feeling that they wanted to refuse her just out of spite. They tilted their heads just a fraction, and the room dimmed. The walls shifted and extended, lifting the ceiling. Devi looked back where Randel had been leaning against the wall, but he was gone. When she turned back to the shades, she found only one person. Shade-Randel was sitting on a large iron throne, with the round table of the Dungeon’s council chamber standing between him and Devi. A stone stool grew out of the ground next to her leg.

“So be it,” shade-Randel said. “Take a seat.”

Devi looked down at her small stool, then up at shade-Randel’s throne.

“This is childish,” she said. She remained standing.

“Childish?” shade-Randel said, his tone violence-threatening. “You forget who you’re talking to, mortal. Your life is nothing but a fleeting moment during our countless years of existence. Yet you call us childish?”

“Yes.”

The room dimmed further, with only the holographic map of the city providing some light. Shade-Randel’s green eyes glowed in the dark as they bore into Devi. He would not intimidate her, though. She lifted her chin to meet his gaze properly. Shade-Randel grinned.

“Well, whatever,” he said. “It’s not like we care. Here, your reward for being so brave.”

The stool next to Devi grew somewhat bigger.

“Thanks,” Devi said, pursing her lips.

What was going on? She had to keep adjusting to shade-Randel’s abrupt mood changes. He was willing to indulge her though, so she had no reason to complain. She sat down on the stool, back straight, one leg crossed over the other. As dignified as she could look on it.

“So,” she said, “from Randel’s perspective, I come from the future.”

The longer she thought about it, the more excited she got. Her world was connected with Randel’s! She didn’t quite know how to wrap her head around such a thing, but she definitely wanted to learn more about it. Shade-Randel rested an elbow on the throne’s armrest, propping up his head as he regarded her.

“That’s not how we look at it,” he said. “Both you and us come from the past. Or at least you and our Human part do. It’s confusing, really.”

He didn’t look confused at all. His voice was low and self-assured, his posture carried lazy confidence.

“I see,” Devi said. “If it’s all in the past, then what happened to our planet? Did my people make it?”

“Of course not. You were already on the decline, and the Pheilett taking several thousands of you certainly didn’t help.”

Devi was suddenly glad that she had sat down. She could barely get the next few words out of her mouth.

“That’s genocide.”

“Not how they look at it. They preserved your species before you could go completely extinct.”

Devi closed her eyes. Extinct? That sounded so—dark. She had always known that her species didn’t have a long future ahead, not unless they fixed their gender ratio somehow. They had put so much effort into biological research, though. All that money, all those men working on a cure and they hadn’t ever succeeded? That was … sad. Truly, truly sad.

“What about Humans?” she quietly asked. “You talked about an apocalypse. Are there really none of them left? Ylvasil has portals to other worlds. Perhaps if they escaped—”

“Those rifts are there because of the apocalypse. No, Humans didn’t escape through any of them. Some of them got away though, but only because they flew into space.”

“Space?” Devi asked, her eyes wide. “How?”

“Does it really matter? Some Humans left the planet, the rest of them died. We don’t know what happened to those who left. They probably died too. Mortals do that often.”

“You—you don’t know?”

“We’re not omniscient,” the shades said, shrugging. “If our host isn’t there to witness the event, how would we know?”

“But this means that Humans might still be out there. They might be able to fix us.”

“They might. Unlikely, but they might. Do you want to cling to that hope?”

Devi winced. Hope was all that the Sylven race ever had. They hoped to stop their decline. They hoped to bring back the glorious Ivory Age and prosper again. Vain hopes that never bore any fruit.

Shade-Randel had spoken so harshly, so bluntly. His voice didn’t sound as if he was deliberately trying to hurt Devi, but the things that left his mouth were downright horrifying. Ironically, she felt much worse now than from the shades’ earlier attempt to break her spirit. That attempt had been about her past, but this was about her present and future. This one frightened her.

“Why didn’t they help us?” Devi asked. “Instead of kidnapping us, these Pheilett aliens could have cured us with their magic, right? They robbed us of our people, robbed us of our time! They pushed my people into certain doom.”

“If you want to blame the Pheilett I’m all for it,” shade-Randel said, “but they look at this whole mess in a different way. You asked for the big picture, didn’t you? Then you should learn how they regard you. Do you know what a zoo is?”

Devi shook her head.

“Wildlife reserves,” shade-Randel said. “Your people weren’t concerned about such things, but in many cultures people preserve near-extinct animals in artificial, controlled environments.”

“Are you saying that this place is a … zoo?”

“Among other things. It’s probably not the only place in the universe where the Pheilett are showcasing you. There might be planets out there where they loosed some Sylven into the wild, their gender imbalance fixed, their health monitored, their lifespan extended. The Pheilett populace treats you like exotic animals. That’s the big picture you wanted to know about. That’s what you are: a curiosity from the past.”

Devi chewed on that thought for a moment, unease rising within her chest. Why? She couldn’t comprehend why these Pheilett had done it. It felt wrong, though. Even if there was another planet full of Sylven, it felt wrong.

“We’re not animals,” Devi said. “We are intelligent beings. We can decide for ourselves—”

“Oh, please. Devi, your people kept all sorts of slaves and abused them endlessly. They were intelligent beings too, weren’t they?”

“That’s—that was different. They barely had any intelligence.”

“And from a Pheilett’s point of view, you barely have any intelligence.”

Devi gaped. No, the shades had to be mistaken. These Pheilett aliens couldn’t have been that much above her … could they? If they were, then perhaps they really were gods in their own right. Cruel and heartless Creators. Much like her own Creator, she had to admit.

“They can’t do this to us,” Devi whispered, knowing well that she was argument-empty.

“As far as the Pheilett are concerned, Humans and Sylven are already extinct. They can do whatever they want with the remaining specimen that they rescued. If they wanted to send some of these endangered species to an artificial planet, they could do it. If they wanted to give them magic powers and watch them fight each other, they could do it. As far as they are concerned, you should be grateful that your species can continue to exist.”

“I—I see,” Devi said, hanging her head. Why did she feel this way? It didn’t make sense. She had never cared about her people as a whole. When she was brought to this world, she had been glad to be rid of them. She felt happy here. This world had so many more wonders than Ylvasil, and she had so much more freedom to do whatever she pleased! The Pheilett had done her a big favor when they took her.

“I suppose this is what we deserve,” Devi said, looking down at her hands. They shook a little. “I can’t deny that we Sylven did a lot of morally questionable things, and—well, I am not so innocent either. I truly cannot complain about my fate.”

“This is not what you deserve.”

Devi flinched as Randel suddenly stood in front of her. He reached out and put a finger under her chin, tilting her head upward until her gaze met his green eyes. They glowed with an unnatural inner light. They glowed with determination and confidence. They glowed with the wonderful green shades of a forest. They bore into her, steady and relentless.

“This isn’t who you are, Devi,” Randel said. No, it wasn’t him. It was shade-Randel … or perhaps all three of them equally together.

“W-Who?”

“Someone who just gives up and accepts her place. If the Pheilett were truly so much more intelligent than us, then they would have no reason to do this to us in the first place. You said you have free will. Was that a lie?”

Devi blinked. Were the shades trying to console her?

“This isn’t about will,” she said. Randel’s glowing green eyes narrowed.

“Oh yes, it is. It is very much about will. The two of us are different from the masses, Devi. We do not bow our heads and accept our fate. We fight against what others think of us. We defy them. We define what we deserve.”

Devi stared at Randel, her eyes wide in wonder. She had never seen him this passionate.

Shade-Randel had talked about the Pheilett and the big picture. It had shaken Devi—but it must have shaken Randel even more. He had been stubbornly refusing to play the Inspector’s game since the very first day; learning that they were kept on this planet like animals on display must have affected him deeply.

But it wasn’t only Randel who was talking to her right now. The shades were in there too, and they must have felt much the same way. They did not accept their fate. For the very first time since Devi knew them, the shades and Randel were in complete harmony. Their glowing green eyes bore into Devi, and she trembled. Randel looked radiant.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Devi said, her heart pounding. Tonight had been a jumble-torrent of emotions, and it was getting too much to process. But when Randel let go of her chin and stepped back, she did not lower her head again.

“So,” shade-Randel said, settling back in his throne. “What’s your next question?”

Devi swallowed. “I think—well, I need some time to think.”

“Sure. Take your time. In the meanwhile—”

He froze, and for a moment Devi thought it was deliberate until she saw the alarm on his face. He then disappeared as if he had just teleported away. The room darkened and Devi fell to the floor as the stool disappeared from under her. She felt someone shaking her body and her mind clouded over.

Shouts. Her head throbbed with a headache as she woke up, her eyes opening wide in the dim light. Randel was already out of bed, reattaching his prosthetic leg. She spotted a pair of dark silhouettes in the entrance of her bedroom, and her hands snatched Silverfang from the night-table almost by reflex. Only after throwing off her blanket did she realize who the intruders were; Tora, swaying on his feet, supported by another Thardos. Their fur looked matted, dirty, stained by something dark. Blood.

“What time is it?” Randel asked, his voice calm and clear even as he hurried to strap everything in place.

“Already past dawn,” Tora said, which surprised Devi. She and Randel had overslept.

“What happened?” Devi asked, jumping out of bed to get dressed. Tora had likely told Randel already, so she had to catch up. How had he woken up so quickly?

“W-We were getting ready for the next meeting,” Tora said, leaning against his companion heavily. “On the way to the council chamber. Imaya, Erika, Val, and me. Then … that Player attacked us in the portal room. Big Human man. Dark hair, dark weapon. It could shift its shape like … Randel’s.”

Devi froze for a moment, then redoubled her efforts at donning her leather armor.

“Did you all get away?”

Tora shook his head, a motion that almost caused him to topple over.

“He attacked Erika and threw her against the wall. I don’t know if she is alive. Val tried to stop him, but he … tore Val’s head off. And Val— He— He’s dead.”

“Imaya?” Devi asked.

“He took her,” Randel said. “Hostage. If I don’t go and fight him, he’s going to kill her too. It’s my fault. I didn’t take him seriously. I could have prevented this from happening.”

Having put his magical vambraces on, he was already ready to go. He walked over to the two Thardos, inspecting Tora’s injury. Devi couldn’t see where Tora was bleeding from, but it seemed bad.

“Get a healer,” Randel said. “Preferably a Bolob. I’ll pay their fees.”

“I don’t—”

“That was an order, Tora. Stabilize your wound. I also need you to send a healer for Erika, in case she is still alive. The quicker, the better.”

“Y-Yes,” Tora said. “Are you going to … fight him?”

Randel straightened up from Tora and looked outside.

“Oh, we’ll fight him alright. We’ll give him much more than he asked for. We’ll hunt him down. We’ll make him pay.”

“…we?”

“Of course,” shade-Randel said. Nosy joined him at the same time as Devi. “Ryder wanted to fight—so be it. He will soon wish that he asked for a fair fight instead.”

            

    
        Chapter 3.18

    
    
    
    
                Ryder waited for me in the center of the Refuge, at the very same place I had faced Amit and his friends. Unlike those three however, Ryder was alone and gave me time to prepare. Disturbing. He either knew a sure way to kill me in the heart of my Dungeon, or he was insane and just didn’t care. I wanted to believe it was the latter, but underestimating him would have been a mistake. He was a shadebound Player like me.

Everything was happening so fast. I was in a daze—as if this was still the dream that I had shared with Devi. I wanted to change the dream. I hadn’t seen any corpses yet. Hadn’t seen Erika or Val. Maybe they weren’t actually dead. Maybe. Even that lie was cold comfort, knowing that this nightmare was far from over. Imaya would end up dead too if I wasn’t careful. And who was I kidding? I wasn’t careful. I didn’t have thorough plans, I didn’t have much foresight. I winged everything that came my way and I shied away from responsibility. Why had I thought that it would be different this time? I wasn’t cut out to be a Dungeon Master—or a leader for that matter. I was going to disappoint everyone. This very same story accompanied me through my whole life, repeating over and over. There was nothing I could do about it.

We couldn’t allow ourselves to think like that, though. Not now, when we needed to focus. Eyes out for danger. We walked to the center of the city alone, the warm light of the fluorescent plants lighting our way. Our footsteps echoed off the empty stone buildings on either side of the street. This part of the Refuge was unpopulated still, and perhaps it would remain so for a long time. No one wanted to live in a place where Players regularly beat each other to the death.

Ryder was sitting on a broken portal disk at the edge of the square, the same piece of stone that Sean’s unstoppable bolt had pushed us through. Imaya stood in front of him. Her hands and feet were free, but the black metal of Ryder’s weapon was wrapped around her neck and mouth. She stirred when she heard our footsteps, her eyes wild and frightened. The black weapon shifted around her face and she let out a muffled scream, her fingers clawing at the metal desperately.

“You came,” Ryder spoke, his eyes burning fiercely as they bore into us.

“I did.”

Ryder stood up, one hand shoving Imaya aside while his other hand held up the control crystal. Once he was sure that we saw it, he smashed it against the ground. The crystal shattered into pieces.

“Fake Core,” Ryder said. “Fake power.”

We weren’t particularly bothered by the loss of the crystal – we could always create a new one – but we found it alarming that Ryder had seen through the trick. He had also figured out that he could pin us down if he took hostages. Perhaps he wasn’t as mad as we had first believed.

“Let the girl live and I’ll fight you.”

“We don’t trust you,” Ryder growled. “Youuu don’t fight honestly. Give, give, give! Give us the Dungeon Core. Then, the girl will be free. If we have the Dungeon Core, then you will fight us.”

We hesitated. If it had been Devi’s life on the line we would have handed over the Core without hesitation—but for Imaya? She didn’t have much value. We—I winced, clutching at my head, taking a step back. My prosthetic leg buckled, and I staggered a bit. Great. Now I truly looked unhinged like the Mad Painter. Two madmen, facing each other…

Unlike Devi and most of the Painters, Imaya didn’t have my Mark of Replacement on her. She remembered what I had done to Simon and knew the risks of carrying one. Swapping places with her could have saved her life right now, but she hadn’t trusted me enough to wear my Mark. Seeing how I was hesitating right now, that trust sure as hell didn’t deepen any further. I felt a sudden surge of shame.

Against our better judgment, we summoned the Dungeon Core and dropped it. So be it. We gave the Core a gentle kick to send it rolling toward Ryder. We could play the same trick again. Ryder would be able to shape the environment with the Core now that the control crystal was gone, but it wouldn’t matter much. He wouldn’t have time to figure out how to do it before we killed him.

“There you go,” we said. “Now it’s your turn to show how honest you are.”

Ryder’s right hand touched Soul Seeker behind Imaya’s head and the black material slithered away without harming her—much to our surprise. Imaya had the presence of mind to activate her dash immediately, speeding off to take cover. Ryder let her go. How odd. He didn’t even give her a second look, just stepped closer to the Core and bent down to pick it up. We chose that moment to attack.

Our strike was quick and decisive. We allowed for no wasted second; our arm was already moving as we teleported Soul Eater into our palm and flung it with deadly precision at Ryder’s head. He saw the blade coming, but he had no time to dodge. He didn’t try to block either. His lips drew back in a toothy grin and he shifted his head so that the dagger hit his neck instead. Soul Eater bounced off with a sharp ping, having struck his Player collar. Ryder straightened up slowly, holding the Core in his left hand.

You are no longer the Dungeon Master of Randel’s Refuge

The Core vanished from Ryder’s hand while Soul Seeker expanded along both of his arms, connected by a thin line of black metal with the orange gemstone at the middle of his chest.

“Good,” Ryder growled. “Now, we fight.”

“In a way, yes,” we said, raising a hand. “Fire.”

Small shapes emerged on the rooftops around the square, holding decay rifles that we liberated from the gangsters who had raided our Dungeon. We had only four of the illegal weapons, but those were more than enough to cover every angle. Ryder barely had the time to look up before a ray of decay hit him in the back, and then another hit the side of his head. His hair grew longer within moments, its roots becoming white before completely falling out of his head, the flesh beneath rotten. Ryder bellowed incoherently as he shielded himself with his metal-covered arms and ducked to the side.

“Behind youuu!” Ryder said, pointing at one of the rooftops. We focused on the Thardos who stood up there, finding the Mark on his palm and triggering it to swap places. Ryder appeared behind us at the same time, swinging a clawed hand, but we swapped places with one of Devi’s clones that were stationed nearby. We couldn’t see what happened next, but Ryder’s furious howl confirmed that he was not satisfied with the outcome.

We walked back to the square with brisk steps. The Thardos we swapped places with had already passed his rifle to another Thardos who wore our Mark. These Painter volunteers certainly didn’t lack enthusiasm. Ryder in the meanwhile was struggling to avoid the other three rays of decay. He realized that had no chance up on the rooftop, and so he dropped out of sight to the street behind him.

Blinded by anger and old like a crone,
He scampered across the streets of stone!

Stanley hovered high above Ryder’s head, singing and keeping pace with him, marking his position like a beacon. Our Thardos shooters scuttled along the rooftops, repositioning themselves to harry Ryder. We walked to another one of Devi’s clone and waited.

“Randel?”

Imaya approached us with tentative steps, clutching a piece of wood as a weapon. Her eyes were red from crying and her legs were shaking, but she came closer anyway.

“What is it?” we asked.

“How—how can I help?” Imaya asked. “I don’t have my gear with me, but I want to help.”

“You don’t. You can’t. We risked the Dungeon to get you back. Risking your life would make this all pointless.”

Besides, this wasn’t a heroic rescue mission anymore. It was just a gruesome execution.

“I’m sorry,” Imaya said, her voice trembling. “I’m so—sorry. I couldn’t protect them. I’m—”

“No,” we cut her off, “the fault is ours. We could have prevented this attack. Don’t worry, we’ll take better control in the future. We won’t let this happen again.”

Imaya shuddered under our gaze and looked away. The clone beside us lifted a hand, opening a portal to one of the streets.

“Stay here,” we told the scared little girl as we stepped through the portal. We teleported Soul Eater into our hand and activated our vambraces to don our dark armor. Devi was waiting for us on the other side, her sword already humming with energy. We shared a single glance, then looked up at Stanley over the houses. He was close. We were ready. A moment later Ryder turned around the corner, scrambling toward us like a dog, chased by rays of decay fired from the rooftops. His unkempt beard was missing in patches and his wrinkled mouth was halfway open to reveal rows of blackened teeth. His furious eyes locked onto me.

“Raging spirit!” he bellowed. Orange veins spread across his skin, and the black material around his hands turned into long blades. Ryder’s speed increased as he charged at us, ignoring everyone else, his sword-arms ready to strike us down.

Nosy didn’t give him that satisfaction. Light glinted on his metallic skin as he dropped from the rooftop onto Ryder, arresting his headlong rush, mauling his face. Ryder cried out as Nosy gouged at his left eye with claws of steel, and he reshaped Soul Seeker into long claws to pry the panther off him. We darted closer while he was distracted, stomping our mechanical leg for an extra burst of speed.

Ryder wore rags. No Player armor, no magic equipment. Rags. We swung Soul Eater at his chest, and the only reason he didn’t die right then was because our blade glanced off his ribs. We ducked beneath his swinging claws and kept moving, moving past him. He turned to face us, one hand trying to pry Nosy off as the panther bit deep into his shoulder, the other hand reforming into a sword again. That was when Devi slashed at his leg, leaving a deep cut across Ryder’s thigh that severed muscles and tendons and perhaps even bone. Devi jumped back when Ryder swept his weapon at her, and while he was distracted we threw Soul Eater into his lower back.

We began to shape and expand Soul Eater within Ryder’s body, but he must have known it was coming because he let Nosy go and tore out our weapon immediately. Devi stabbed him in the stomach next—a cautious strike so that she didn’t hit Nosy by accident, but causing severe injuries nevertheless. Ryder tried to grab the blade with his Soul Seeker, but Devi just powered it off and stepped back.

The smell of blood and burnt flesh filled the air. Between the panther’s weight and his injuries, it was a miracle that Ryder was still on his feet. He tore Nosy off his shoulder and threw him to the ground, his one remaining eye jumping frantically between us and Devi and Nosy. His shoulder was mauled to the bone and the side of his face and neck had several deep gashes, but glowing orange liquid congealed over the wounds so that he didn’t bleed out. He swayed on his feet, then fell to his knees with a grunt.

It was over for him, but we didn’t let up. We teleported Soul Eater into our hand and shaped it into a spear. Nosy got to his feet and bared his canines. Devi stood on one side, we stood on the other, Ryder between us. Decay rifles pointed down from nearby rooftops. Stanley played a solemn tone above. Ryder looked like a corpse. A decaying, bleeding, mauled corpse. A corpse that grinned when a translucent notification flashed before him.

“Domain: Pocket Dimension!”

We were already thrusting our spear forward when Ryder spoke, but the space between us seemed to have stretched out so that we couldn’t reach him in time. A black hole ripped the fabric of the Waking World open around Ryder, whisking him away just as we struck. The black tear sucked us in a moment later, and for a disorienting moment we were flipping through the air, falling, before landing on our feet as if we had stood there all along. Our extended spear met Devi’s energy blade right where Ryder’s head should have been. Ryder himself was missing.

We whirled around quickly, putting our back against Devi’s as we scanned our surroundings. The Refuge looked inverted. That was the best way to describe it; inverted. The nondescript stone buildings were about the same gray as before, but the plants that grew on them were black—as if they were sucking in the light instead of emitting it. The shadows were bright white, disorienting and hard to look at. Everywhere we looked, the edges of the stone structures had thick contours as if someone sketched them in a hurry. It wasn’t truly an inverse-colored version of the real world, part of us noted, but the lights and shadows had taken each other’s place. More importantly though, the place was empty.

Nosy, the Thardos volunteers, Stanley, and even Ryder were missing. Only those who came in contact with that black hole could enter this Domain, perhaps? Since this was his Domain, Ryder had to be here somewhere. Hiding and licking his wounds, no doubt.

“Welcome to our Domain,” Ryder rasped.

We spun around, lifting our spear just as Devi raised her sword, facing Ryder as he dragged himself out into the open at the end of the street. It looked as if he would collapse in any moment now—yet he chose to face us anyway. We were pretty sure that this Domain wouldn’t be able to save him; Domains could alter reality, but they weren’t exclusive to the Player who cast it. If Ryder could do something in this inverted world, so could we. The only benefit he got from this place was that he had separated us from the others.

We reached out mentally for our Marks of Replacement, but we were only able to feel the pair on Devi’s wrist. We then tried teleporting Nosy to our spear without any success. We were reasonably certain that Devi wouldn’t be able to open portals to her clones outside either. It meant that finishing Ryder off was up to the two of us.

“Youuu are weak,” Ryder slurred, his ruined face making it hard for him to articulate. “Weak in characterrr, weak in strength.”

There was no point in engaging him in small talk. We walked toward him calmly, Devi at our side, mindful about traps.

“Youuu do not fight fairrr,” Ryder continued raving. “We will kill you anyway. We will kill you! Regenerate!”

At his last word we threw our spear at him—but once again we were too late. Ryder’s wounds closed rapidly, his flesh regrowing, his rotten skin renewing even as Soul Eater flew toward him. He caught the spear in a clawed fist, stopping it cold right in front of his regrown eye. A savage grin split his face, white teeth flashing as he looked at us over the length of the spear.

“Now the real fight begins.”
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                We elongated Soul Eater toward Ryder’s eye. It was worth a shot, given how close to his face he was holding it. But Ryder moved faster, tossing the spear aside as soon as it shifted its shape. We then teleported Soul Eater back to us instead of teleporting ourselves to it. There was no need to go on the offensive just yet.

“Like we practiced?” Devi murmured to us. “Hit and run, until his healing runs out.”

We nodded, but our minds were on something else. Healing abilities were exceedingly rare among Players and as far as Regenerate went, Ryder seemed to have won the lottery. It was a top-tier Ability; fast and powerful healing for all kinds of physical injuries. Exactly what we needed. We adjusted our weight, conscious about our mechanical leg. Without taking our eyes off Ryder, we activated our collar and switched to our Abilities panel. We still had an Ability choice remaining, and a list to choose from. The last entry was what interested us.

Seize
Take another Player’s Ability by saying its name out loud. Number of seizable Abilities increases by level. Casting cost of seized Abilities decreases by level.

Was it a trick? A trap? It seemed too good to be true. Ryder shouted the names of his Abilities like an idiot. Were we actually meant to take Regenerate from him? Would it be able to regrow our leg? The technology behind prosthetics was impressive, but not perfect. We also hated how much our mechanical leg was dependent on other people’s mana to operate. A real flesh and bone leg would have been more stable and trustworthy, while also being better for quick maneuvering.

Seize was a tempting power. Even if it couldn’t regrow our leg, it was by no means useless. We would be able to borrow Abilities from our allies, making us vastly more versatile. So what were the downsides then? Our pride and integrity, mostly. Bit by bit we were drawn into the Inspectors’ game no matter how much we claimed that we wanted no part of it. This face-off with Ryder was their thing too, we reminded ourselves. We were already doing what they wanted.

“Too scared to move?” Ryder asked, cracking his neck. “Youuu should be!”

A pawn. He was just a pawn. A stepping stone thrown in our way.

“Devi, don’t kill him immediately,” we said. “We want to try something while he is alive.”

Then we took the bait and chose Seize as our Ability.

Seize, level 1
Description: Take another Player’s Ability by saying its name out loud. Number of seizable Abilities increases by level. Casting cost of seized Abilities decreases by level.
Cost: Speak the Ability’s name in any language.
Seized Abilities: 0/1

On the other end of the street Ryder rasped out a laugh, amused by the notion of trying to keep him alive.

“Youuu think you can kill us?” he asked. “We are—”

“Regenerate,” we said.

Ability seized: Regenerate

A quick mental nudge revealed the details of the stolen Ability too.

Regenerate, level 7
Description: Rapidly heal any physical harm that befell on you. Number of charges increases by level.
Cost: 1 charge
Cooldown: Restore all charges at night, when the Moon is the highest up on the sky.
Number of charges: 6/7

A wild howl made us look up from the screen.

“You stole it!” Ryder shouted, swiping his own notification aside. “Youuu! You cheat again! Raging spirit!”

Glowing veins bulged under Ryder’s skin, and this time we noticed a subtle change around his weapon too; blood seeped out of the sharp ends of his claws and dripped to the ground in heavy droplets. The black metal of Soul Seeker expanded higher up on Ryder’s arm, over his shoulders, thickening around his chest—and kept going.

Impossible. We watched with growing alarm as the thin obsidian layer spread further and further along Ryder’s body, too fast for us to do anything about it from afar. Devi pointed a finger and shot a Recursive Ray at Ryder’s head, but Soul Seeker’s material sprung up and covered his face right away, blocking the attack. A helmet formed around Ryder’s head, sleek and plain and completely sealed except for a thin line for him to look out of. Soul Seeker raced over Ryder’s legs at the same time, covering him down to his toes.

Impossible. Our limit with Soul Eater was about the size of a spear, or perhaps a bit larger now that we killed all those Players who invaded the Dungeon. Covering just our arms would have already been difficult for us. The entire body? Out of question. Aside from the sheer amount of people we would have needed to kill with Soul Eater to achieve that, shaping the material around our body would have required intense mental effort. Even the smallest movement would require Ryder to reshape the metal around him, all at once. There was no way he could effectively fight like that. He now had an impenetrable suit of armor, but he would be standing still like a statue.

Ryder vanished.

“Randel!” Devi shouted, spinning around.

It caught us off-guard that Ryder hadn’t said anything. Part of us wanted to duck and roll, part of us wanted to raise our weapon and parry. Unable to decide, we did neither of those and something slammed onto us from behind. Although our armor protected us, our Boots of Stability couldn’t withstand the impact and we were sent tumbling to the ground.

We whipped our spear around as we fell. The looming dark shape behind us ignored our strike in favor of landing a kick on our head. We took it. Our armor’s dark aura flared in front of us and negated the impact; compared to the crossbow shots we had taken earlier, this was nothing. Our spear hit Ryder’s armored side at the same time, which amounted equally to nothing. We teleported to Soul Eater to get to our feet in an instant, then brushed past Ryder’s claws to get behind him. A black arm grew out of the small of his back, trying to grab us, and we skipped backward to avoid it.

Ryder followed us. He actually ran after us. His movements weren’t particularly fast, but those hadn’t been all that impressive even before his transformation. Of course, he had been pretending back then. He had wanted us to beat him so that he could trigger his Domain and prevent us from escaping. The way he chased us wasn’t particularly fast … but considering that he was enclosed in Soul Seeker, his speed was incredible. The characteristic orange lines spread over his armor every time he reshaped the material, which happened just about constantly.

We evaded rather than blocked his attacks. Ryder was bigger and physically stronger than us, and the Raging Spirit that he had activated perhaps further powered his strikes. Each swipe of his claws sent droplets of blood flying around, but the dark aura of our armor prevented them from landing on us. Better create some space. We activated our armor’s power and teleported back to where we had been five seconds ago.

Ryder kept going for a swing or two, his momentum carrying him. Devi used this opportunity to fire a charged-up Recursive Ray that she had bounced between three of her clones. Ryder took the hit, shielding his face from the ray of light, and Devi used this opportunity to get closer and stab Ryder in his chest. Her energy blade sprung forward in a fencer’s thrust and she landed a solid hit on the orange gemstone that powered Soul Seeker.

Ryder didn’t even flinch. One of his hands transformed into a sword and swung at Devi. Although she moved out of its reach in time, droplets of blood landed on her cheek as the blade passed by. We moved in with our spear, intercepting Ryder’s claw and blocking his attack. Devi used this opportunity to swing at Ryder’s head, overcharging her energy blade to make it longer. The energy blade didn’t so much as nick the black material. No surprise there. We had already known that Silverfang wasn’t able to cut Soul Eater.

Ryder slapped our spear away and swung at Devi once more. She dodged the blow—then instead of retreating, she attacked again. Her blade bounced off Ryder’s chest and we barely managed to fend off Ryder’s riposte. More drops of blood landed on her skin, and she attacked again, her face furious.

“Retreat!” we said, but she wasn’t listening. She struck again and again, no matter how futile it was, and we struggled to protect her. She put less and less effort into defending herself, yelling defiantly. Ryder growled back in a way that sounded almost appreciative. He disregarded us completely in favor of Devi.

We turned our spear sideways and tossed it at him, trying to wrap it around his body like a rope. It didn’t work, but we needed only a moment of distraction. We swapped places with one of Devi’s clones and triggered one of the two Marks on Devi to swap places with her. We were done in less than a second. Soul Eater stuck to Ryder’s arm like glue and Ryder was struggling to get it off him. If only we could wrap it around his head—but no, if this continued, his weapon would be the one enveloping ours.

We risked a glance at Devi, hoping that she would snap out of whatever was affecting her—but she didn’t. She slashed one of her clones angrily apart, then locked her eyes on Ryder and charged.

“Stop it,” we snarled, intercepting her. “Devi, you can’t—”

Ryder slammed into our back, Soul Eater still attached to his hand, and we were flung off our feet once more. Before we landed we activated our armor’s teleportation, which put us on Ryder’s other side. He attacked us with our misshapen weapon intertwined with the armor on his arm. We teleported Soul Eater’s twisted shape into our hand and blocked his blow. We retreated. Devi reached Ryder and she began to stab at his back uselessly. Ryder ignored her in favor of attacking us, forcing us to block one more time, rattling our bones, making our hands ache from the impact.

This wasn’t working. We weren’t able to restrain Devi and fight Ryder at the same time. We weren’t able to hurt or kill Ryder either. Theoretically, there were ways to turn this around; Ryder had a small gap on his helmet through which we could stab him, and if we could get Soul Eater around him we could bind and perhaps suffocate him. He was aware of these things too, of course. No matter how insane Ryder acted, the shade within him wasn’t a fool; it knew how to fight and it wouldn’t allow us to use these obvious weaknesses. We didn’t have the opportunity to do so anyway. If Ryder turned around and swung at Devi, that was it for her. We weren’t able to save her. We weren’t able to stop Ryder. We were—well, I was thinking rather straightforwardly here, didn’t I?

“Raging spirit,” I said.

Ability seized: Raging Spirit
Ability lost: Regenerate

Devi staggered backward, her head jerking aside as if she had been slapped. The blood stopped seeping from Ryder’s weapons and his strikes slowed down as if I had just taken the wind out of his sails. Right. I didn’t need to kill Ryder here. I just had to stay alive. Wait for his Domain to be over and escape. Ryder growled again.

“Behind you!”

We spun around, raising Soul Eater to parry—but there wasn’t anyone behind us. An instant later Ryder slammed into us and the protective aura of our armor flickered dangerously as we were sent flying. Cursing ourselves for our stupidity, we teleported ourselves back to where we had been five seconds ago.

“Behind you,” we said, pointing Soul Eater at Ryder.

Ability seized: Behind You
Ability lost: Raging Spirit

Ryder turned to us and transformed both of his hands into long swords. The black suit was covering his face, but it was obvious from his posture that he did not appreciate our tricks. His black blades began to bleed once more.

“Raging spirit,” we said, then right after we added, “behind you.”

Ability seized: Raging Spirit
Ability lost: Behind You
Ability seized: Behind You
Ability lost: Raging Spirit

Ryder’s blades stopped bleeding immediately; taking Raging Spirit even for a moment seemed to cancel its effect. His frustrated howl let us know that he realized this too.

“I—” Devi spoke behind us, “I don’t understand. What happened?”

“Stay away from him,” we said, keeping our eyes on Ryder. “Distract him. The plan is to stay alive until his Domain runs out.”

No sooner did I finish speaking than Ryder stomped his foot and a surge of dark energy exploded from beneath him. Damnation. We knew three of his Abilities, and we supposed that his fourth Ability was some kind of divination that had helped him find us on multiple occasions already. That left only one more Ability that Players could hold, and Ryder had apparently performed enough Feat-worthy deeds to earn it.

Devi’s hand shot forward to open a portal and shield herself from the blast, but we were caught out in the open. The wave of dark energy hit us head-on and we barely felt a breeze. Our armor’s protections didn’t even activate as the wave of unnatural light passed us by. We blinked behind our sunglasses, trying to see through the strange after-glow that the explosion left behind. The Domain of inverted shadows was tinged with shades of red now. Another rage-inducing spell? No, it wasn’t. Our mind felt clear.

“Prey marked,” a feminine announcer’s voice rang from above. “One target remains. Happy hunting, hunter.”

We could put two and two together after that, looking down to see that our body was enveloped by a soft red glow—like a highlighted enemy in a videogame. We felt a sharp jolt as something struck us from behind and sent us flying into a nearby wall. We teleported to Soul Eater to get back to our feet, gritting our teeth. Ryder’s Behind You was considerably scarier ever since he began to use it without warning us first. Wait—hadn’t we just Seized it from him?

We transformed Soul Eater into a shield as Ryder lept at us, doing our best to deflect his strikes instead of outright blocking them. He had two sword-hands though, and so our armor began to take more and more damage. His swings began to get faster and faster too, likely the result of this hunter Ability that he had activated. We were struggling to keep up even though we were focusing purely on defense. Ridiculous. If Ryder had this kind of power, why hadn’t he used it earlier? He just kept powering up as the fight went on, like—ugh. We didn’t even dare to finish that thought. We would have let out a bitter laugh if we hadn’t been so out of breath.

Devi created a steady stream of new clones, each with a single Mark of Replacement running down the street. Ryder no longer cared about her; every fiber of his being was focused on me. The clones got farther and farther as we fought, flooding the streets nearby, hiding behind houses. We swapped places with a clone that we judged to be far enough, letting out a sigh as we put our back against the wall of a house. The red aura enveloped us still, and so we knew for certain that Ryder would find us—but with the clones spread so far out, it didn’t matter. We would just keep swapping places with clones until the Domain ran out.

Without any warning, the wall beside us exploded. Debris struck the protective aura of our armor, making it flicker, while Ryder’s arm shot out of the wall to grab us. We swapped places with a clone two streets away, squinting in the bright shadows of the alley that we found ourselves in. We heard a rustle from above and we looked up just in time to see Ryder jumping down from the roof. We swapped places with another clone, then whirled around to take in our surroundings. The inverse light of the plants made the place look gloomy and dark—which allowed us to spot the glowing orange veins on the black shape that sprung toward us.

“You got to be kidding me,” I said even as we deflected Ryder’s blades. “How—how is it happy hunting if you just teleport after me each time? Where is the fun in that?”

We swapped places with a clone again, and a moment later a window beside us exploded as Ryder burst through, lunging at us. He reshaped his swords into claws in an attempt to grab our shield, and we reshaped Soul Eater into a dagger. He missed his first strike and we evaded the second by teleporting us to our dagger. Ryder swung again, the fingers of his claws fusing into large hammerheads, and we reshaped Soul Eater into a shield to deflect his blows.

Ryder was getting faster and faster still. His black suit glowed with orange lines as he moved without stopping, chasing after us whenever we teleported. Devi was running out of clones. Sure, she could create them indefinitely, but so far they were of barely any use. No matter how far she spread them, Ryder was on me in an eyeblink. He was a relentless predator that didn’t seem to get tired—while slowly and surely, we did.

The fight had become a battle of endurance, and maintaining focus for such an extended period taxed both our mind and body. We made more and more mistakes. A parry that was just a bit too slow. A heartbeat when we couldn’t unanimously decide our next move. A stumble when our mechanical leg didn’t behave as expected. A slight hesitation before teleporting away. We didn’t understand how Ryder was capable to keep going, how their minds kept focus after being fused for so long. We felt pathetic by comparison. Orange veins raced along our skin, matching Ryder’s suit. Time seemed to blur as our sole purpose became that we remained one step ahead. Just us, Soul Eater, and Ryder’s unending attacks. How long till this Domain ran out? Surely it would be over soon.

The first time his blade tore into us came too suddenly for us to react; the dark aura of our armor gave out with a loud crack, and Ryder sliced through our neck as our Shadeform activated. We became solid again as the blade passed and swapped places with a clone immediately. We looked around the street warily. It was quiet only for a moment before the nearest window exploded as Ryder burst out of it. We wanted to swap with a clone again, but pieces of stone and wooden shutter struck us and triggered our second – and last – Shadeform.

We didn’t waste it this time, sinking into the ground while we were incorporeal and dashing away. This Pocket Dimension seemed to be endless, or at the very least, covering the entire cavern. Domains tended to be centered around their owner, so theoretically it should have been possible to fly outside of its range. We were torn about what to do. What would happen if we went to the edge of this place in our Shadeform? Would we emerge in the Waking World, or would we get stuck? This Domain was created to keep us here, so was it even possible to trick it with our Ability?

We decided not to risk it and stay near Devi instead. Our Mark of Replacement had a limited range and swapping places with her clones was still our best defense right now. We flew up along the walls of a tall building, becoming corporeal on its round rooftop. Far from the streets. Ryder’s Domain had to run out of time soon.

The roof below us collapsed and a hand closed over our prosthetic leg, pulling us down. We swapped with a clone immediately, but the damage was done; our left foot was broken and bent. Scrap metal inside our boot. We heard a faint rustle and ducked under Ryder’s sword-arm, turned Soul Eater into a rapier, and stabbed it at Ryder’s face. His eye slit closed up before our blade could have punched through, and we pushed off with our one leg to avoid his next swing. His black blade grazed our shoulder nevertheless, drawing blood.

“Regenerate,” we said.

Ability seized: Regenerate
Ability lost: Behind You

We didn’t heal ourselves immediately. The strange orange liquid in our veins stopped the bleeding at will, and we swapped places with another clone. We arrived close to Devi; she hadn’t yet been able to send this clone too far.

“Randel?” Devi asked, looking at our broken leg.

“Need to hold on a while longer,” we said, panting. “Domain must be over soon.”

“I feel useless,” Devi said, even as she blurred and split into two. “Is there anything I can—”

We teleported to the other side of Soul Eater, dodging the piece of metal that Ryder had thrown at us. He was standing on a rooftop—until he wasn’t, appearing right behind us. We swapped places with Devi’s newly created clone, spun, and—Ryder stabbed us through our chest. Devi cried out, and instead of creating more clones, she attacked with her energy blade. A mistake. Ryder ignored her blows completely, shaping his eye slit into small holes that her blade couldn’t fit through. He stabbed his other sword-arm into our guts.

The pain almost paralyzed us. We had been expecting it, but this body wasn’t used to it. We whimpered, our minds trying to activate our armor’s teleportation to escape. It didn’t work; our armor was broken. Ryder drew both of his arms back to stab us again, and Devi used that moment to snap a portal into existence right above us, blocking Ryder’s next strike.

Regenerate, we thought. Our body went numb for a moment, our wounds closed up, and our aches vanished along with all the physical exhaustion. We rolled under the portal and pushed off our good leg, avoiding Ryder as he shoved Devi aside to stab us.

Our wounds might have healed, but our mechanical left foot didn’t repair itself. Our original leg didn’t grow back either, and we wondered whether that was because of the prosthetics still in place or because we had lost our leg long ago. We didn’t have time to think it through. We swapped places with a new clone.

Devi got back to creating more clones, but they stood too close to each other. Ryder didn’t even have to use his hunter Ability to keep up with us; he just ran us down each time we swapped places, destroying the clones, chasing us without tiring. A relentless beast. He caught us twice more, forcing us to spend two more charges of Regenerate.

Regenerate
Number of charges: 3/7

We hadn’t asked for it, but our collar dutifully notified us about how much trouble we were in. We dodged, parried, balanced on one foot, and teleported while Ryder hounded us. The notification bothered us. Was it taunting us to do something? We just had to stay alive until the Domain ended, then we could swap places with any number of Marked people and get as far from Ryder as we wanted. Just until the Domain ended. It had to end soon … didn’t it?

Ryder’s sword sliced through our right arm, cutting off the hand that held Soul Eater. He thrust his blades at our face next, but we managed to get over the searing pain and dodged the blow. We teleported ourselves to Soul Eater with our remaining hand, shaking our severed hand off the handle.

The Domain wasn’t going to end soon, we realized.

Ryder kept chasing us. We parried his first strike and got impaled by the second. We swapped places with a clone and healed up again. Our hand regrew without any issue.

Regenerate
Number of charges: 2/7

Domains tended to wear off after a while, but their duration was arbitrary. Everything about them was arbitrary, working to the whim of the Inspectors. Would they let this Domain end and allow us to escape? Of course not. Why would they, when they made a Quest for the sole reason of forcing us shadebound Players murder each other? Ryder’s Domain would end precisely when they wanted it to end: after either of us killed the other.

Regenerate
Number of charges: 1/7

Here we fought like a coward, unable to do anything against Ryder as he whittled us down. Our teleportation Abilities were of no use, not when Ryder had Abilities to keep up with us. He was just better than us in every way. Stronger, faster, with an impenetrable defense and high mobility along with tracking magic. We had underestimated him—or perhaps we had overestimated our strength.

Ryder struck again, slamming us into the stone wall of a house so hard that we felt our ribs crack. We moved our head just in time to hear a sharp pang next to our ear as Ryder’s blade struck the stone beside us. We teleported away but we barely had a moment before Ryder was on top of us again, his claws leaving a gash across our temple. We had to heal again. Our head was important.

Regenerate
Number of charges: 0/7

Our head was important. If there was anything that we did better than Ryder, it was thinking. Probably. Considering all the stupid decisions we had made recently, we weren’t too sure about that either.

Ryder activated Raging Spirit again. He had been counting the charges of Regenerate we used and knew we were out of healing now. We were getting cornered. Our Domain hadn’t activated yet, but even if it did, it wouldn’t be of much use. Domain: Break the System. Last time it canceled all Player magic around us without affecting Soul Eater. Unless it broke the system differently this time, it wouldn’t stop Ryder in his armor. He could wipe the floor with us even without his Player powers.

We swapped places with a clone and raised Soul Eater, shaped like a sword, to meet Ryder’s hand-swords as he charged at us. We jolted in alarm when we realized that he had four arms this time; beneath each of his real arms, he had grown one more out of Soul Seeker’s material. Another power-up. Fighting with Teva’ryn had somewhat prepared us against multi-armed opponents, but there was no way we would be able to defend ourselves with only one sword and one leg. We threw Soul Eater aside and teleported ourselves to it.

Ryder kept coming. We shaped Soul Eater into a shield, waiting for Devi’s clone to get further away. Ryder struck. The first blow we blocked, barely, and we twisted out of the second sword’s way. The third sword swung low, stabbing the knee of our good leg, and as we jerked in pain Ryder buried the fourth sword into our guts.

We teleported to a clone, shaping Soul Eater into a pole and slamming it to the ground to remain standing. Our weight rested on the ruins of our mechanical leg as the blood flowed freely from the wound in our stomach. We reflexively tried to regenerate—to no avail. Pain fogged our mind and we barely had the mental capacity to stop the bleeding.

Ryder jumped down from a nearby rooftop, landing in front of us. Tall and intimidating. A true fighter. Not even our Domain would have saved us now. We needed a miracle. One miracle. Someone’s miracle. That was a thought, wasn’t it? We weren’t as strong as Ryder—but we didn’t have to be.

No.

We didn’t have to fight fair.

No!

Our Domain wouldn’t work here, and so we needed a Domain that wasn’t ours.

No, no, no!

Ryder loomed over us, raising one of his sword-arms high while we just stood there, looking up at him. Then just as he brought his sword down, we braced ourselves, angled our head, and swapped places—not with a clone, but with Devi.

“No!” I cried out, watching from afar as the end of Ryder’s sword met Devi’s head, the tip of her horn flying off as the blade tore into her face. Devi screamed in pain and surprise, crumpling to the ground, and we fell a heartbeat after her, our injuries too severe to remain upright, but I continued to scream in anger and helpless frustration as I watched Devi’s prone body. We tried to get up but all I could think of was that she was dead, that I sacrificed her for my own gains—no, for our safety—no, I saw Devi’s blood on the ground, and Ryder walked toward us, blood dripping from his sword too. We clutched our head as it throbbed, I betrayed Devi’s trust, we did what was necessary, I really should have known better, we had to get up to face Ryder, but I was better off dead.

“Stop it!” we screamed, but there was no point, I didn’t care, there wasn’t anything I cared about anymore. We screamed as Ryder approached us, and we pushed ourselves up to our elbows, but I slammed my head against the ground, and we slumped back down, eyes watering.

“Stop it,” we groaned this time, but this madness could not be stopped. There was no miracle coming, I killed her, we would die with her. We saw that Ryder stopped beside our head, and he lifted his sword to strike, but I refused to move. He was saying something but we couldn’t hear it, I didn’t want to hear it, I wanted it to be over, and then he brought down his sword and we stopped existing.

Well, at least in the Material World. It took us a moment to realize that our Shadeform activated again. We sank into the ground while our lungs still held a breath, then drifted off toward the nearest building to fly up to its rooftop. We became solid again. Somehow, we had regained a charge of Shadeform. Was it already the middle of the night, when the moon was highest up on the sky? No—we started our fight in the morning. Something else was up. We activated Regenerate. Our wounds closed. We gasped in relief.

Ryder stepped onto the rooftop and stalked toward us. We reached out mentally for the Mark of Replacement on Devi’s remaining clone—and found a multitude of them down below. Ten, twenty, forty—the Marks we sensed multiplied every second. Ryder took advantage of our shock and impaled us through our chest.

Our Shadeform activated again. Incorporeal once more, we fled down to the street where we became solid and got immediately caught up in a tide of Devi’s clones. Each of them had the tip of their left horn cut off, with a nasty cut running from their forehead down to their cheek, their left eye closed beneath all the blood. A tide of confusing emotions washed over us, and for a moment we weren’t able to move. The clones blurred and multiplied, and the sudden surge of bodies pushed us to the ground, tramping us down, triggering our Shadeform.

We floated away, flitting between the clones until we found some empty space and became corporeal. Our minds struggled to keep up. Devi’s Domain. This had to be it. Her Domain was an inverse of ours; while Break the System nullified all magic, this one seemed to remove all the stops. Limitless power. Each of Devi’s clones would have reserved ten percent of her mana, yet there were hundreds of clones around us already, spilling from one street to the other.

Ryder jumped down from a rooftop in front of us, landing on the clones and bursting them apart. He pointed four sword-arms at us in challenge—and every clone around us pointed their hands at him in turn, their faces furious.

“Fight this!” they all shouted in a deafening chorus. Hundreds of Recursive Rays were fired at once—and we couldn’t see much else because our Shadeform activated again. We drifted through the army of clones and exited Shadeform on another rooftop. The building shook beneath us and static noise filled our ears. Every clone was firing their Recursive Rays in Ryder’s direction, regardless of what stood in their way. The clones hit other clones too, but because of how Recursive Ray worked that only served to fuel their next attacks, amplifying each other’s Rays until the transmitted energy swallowed them whole. The Pocket Dimension trembled as hundreds of Rays powered each other, punching through buildings and hitting Ryder in a blindingly bright arcane explosion—

—or so it seemed, until Ryder appeared behind us. He swept his blades through our head and chest, and the building under us chose that moment to collapse. We threw Soul Eater in its dagger-form up in the air, teleported ourselves to it, then flicked it upward and teleported to it again. We then kept teleporting without a pause, grabbing the dagger with our right hand and then with our left, keeping ourselves in the air by constant teleportation. Ryder appeared behind us once more with a futile attempt to stab us. We flickered away and he fell. When Ryder appeared behind us a third time, we paused to speak.

“Behind you. Raging Spirit.”

Ability seized: Behind You
Ability seized: Raging Spirit

Left, right, left, right, we teleported to Soul Eater. We watched Ryder as he dropped below, disappearing in the silvery-white clash of Recursive Rays. If he had any last words to say, it got drowned by the overwhelming noise of discharged energy and collapsing buildings. The produced heat threatened to suffocate us, and so we threw Soul Eater higher, away from the epicenter.

Devi didn’t leave it up to chance whether Ryder survived the attack; she kept firing. Perhaps she couldn’t have stopped even if she wanted to, not with all these Rays cascading through her clones. Even if Soul Seeker was able to withstand the force of this arcane explosion, there was no air left to breathe down there. The heat alone was enough to fry Ryder within his armor; it was certainly hot enough to melt the stone, which in turn burst more and more clones apart. The brightness of the Rays lessened gradually, though our ears kept ringing long after the light dwindled.

We threw Soul Eater down to the ground, teleported to it to negate our fall, then shaped it into a staff to help ourselves stand. Our mechanical leg jerked. Twisted, broken, useless. Ripping it off crossed our mind, but first we activated our collar to check our Abilities.

Seize, level 3
Description: Take another Player’s Ability by saying its name out loud. Number of seizable Abilities increases by level. Casting cost of seized Abilities decreases by level.
Cost: Speak the Ability’s name in any language.
Seized Abilities: 0/1

We stared at the bottom line numbly. Gone. Regenerate was gone. We closed the screen and looked at the body in the distance as it lay in a shallow crater, partly submerged into cooling stone. Gone. We lost the chance to regrow our leg.

Quest updated: Shades of the Moon
+1 Feat

I stood there, leaning against Soul Eater, breathing heavily. Physically I didn’t feel bad thanks to Ryder’s healing, but mentally? Mentally was another matter. My head felt like the devastated city of stone around me; it had been heated up to the point where it melted, and now that it began to cool down nothing was the same anymore. I heard footsteps, soft but purposeful. Devi came closer to me, holding a hand against her ruined face. I couldn’t look at her. I wanted to disappear.

She stopped beside me, waiting for me to acknowledge her. I didn’t. I kept my eyes on Ryder’s dead body. Devi extended an arm toward me, holding out her fist.

“Good fight.”

I closed my eyes.

“Is that a joke?”

She had to be joking. A way to cope with her anger, perhaps. She would flip the switch any time now. Good fight? Ridiculous. This didn’t even feel like a fight. This didn’t even feel like victory.

“So,” Devi said in a light tone. She lowered her hand. “Do you know how to get back home?”

Our eyes widened. Inverted shadows, sharp contours everywhere. We had almost forgotten that we were still inside the Pocket Dimension. Ryder was dead—so why was his Domain still active?

“Don’t worry, I’ll send you back soon,” a deep voice spoke behind us. Our body locked up suddenly, and we would have let out a surprised gasp if we were able to. Only our eyes were allowed to move, which was enough to see that the same applied to Devi too. The two of us stood next to each other, helplessly still as a tall figure in a white suit entered the scene. A lean man wearing a featureless mask with three eye-holes. An Inspector.

He walked past us and shook his head disappointedly at the sight of Ryder’s body. He then held out a hand and the black material of Soul Seeker twisted and reformed, tearing itself off the corpse. It turned into a curved dagger, then flew to the Inspector to settle in his palm.

“I’m not sure whether I should congratulate you or not,” the Inspector said. He had a rich, attractive voice that didn’t quite sound natural. “I can appreciate a good twist, but this one was simply … disappointing. A cheap trick in the face of death himself. I found it rather painful to watch.”

He turned around to face us. Glowing veins pulsed beneath our skin as we struggled against the force holding us in place, but we couldn’t overcome it. It was a physical block, not a mental one. Our brain couldn’t transmit signals to our body. Interestingly though, we realized that we were able to change Soul Eater’s shape. We shortened the staff in our hand just a tiny bit, and our frozen body tilted sideways as it leaned into it. The Inspector, oblivious to our struggles, continued his speech.

“Alas, the show must go on. You cheated death, and now you get one more chance to prove yourself. Unfortunately for me, I lost my chosen shadebound Player to supervise. You know what this means, right? I have a spare demon’s fang.”

He held out Soul Seeker, pointing its tip first at us, then at Devi.

“Give it to me,” Devi blurted. “I was the one who killed Ryder. I deserve it!”

We shot her a dismayed look and tried to intervene—but we still couldn’t open our mouth. Only Devi was allowed to speak. Our minds spun in panic; we could not allow her to take Soul Seeker. The collar prevented us from moving, but perhaps if we shapeshifted Soul Eater somehow … into something … if only we could do anything with it!

The Inspector, in the meanwhile, laughed pleasantly at Devi’s words—or perhaps at our feelings.

“Oh my, how eager someone is! Subject Devi’lynn, you were indeed the one who killed Subject Ryder. You bled for it, you suffered for it. If there’s anyone here who deserves to be Ryder’s successor, it is you.”

He chuckled some more before turning to us.

“What do you think, Subject Randel? Should your beloved woman carry Soul Seeker, or do you volunteer to take her place? Would you like to protect her?”

Our anger flared, hot and violent thoughts passing through our minds, and I struggled to hold it all back.

“What do I think, Inspector?” I hissed. “I think that this conversation is pointless. I think that you’re going to bind that thing to me no matter what I say. I think that you wanted to turn me and Devi against each other to make some drama. I think that you’re just a showman.”

The Inspector watched me, completely still, his expression unreadable behind the mask. I wasn’t sure whether it was just my imagination, but all three of his malicious red pupils seemed to narrow in hatred.

“Fine,” he said. “Let’s have it your way. I was going to allow you to ask a question that I would have freely answered, but I’m not in the mood anymore. Here, take it.”

Soul Seeker sprang out his hand and flew into my chest, punching through the damaged armor straight into my heart. I barely had time to realize what was going on before I felt my body burn up from the inside, liquid fire racing along my veins. It hurt and I screamed from the pain, but my scream also carried triumph because I knew that this was victory. As good of a victory as I could ever get. Then the pain became too much and I passed out into blissful oblivion.

            

    
        Interlude 3

    
    
    
    
                Della was being watched. She could tell this because her senses went beyond what the Material World had to offer. She opened her eyes, head tilted backward, staring at the ceiling for a moment. Red emergency lights lit her prison. Why red? She had wondered plenty of times. It made her look more ominous, perhaps. It warned everyone that she was dangerous. This pleased Della—but the rest of her situation not so much.

She was hung up in the middle of the small room, the portals around her limbs humming constantly. They were connected to other worlds, and in those worlds her hands and feet were locked up tightly. Crucified between five places as such, Della was unable to use her reality-bending powers to free herself. Even two completely different worlds would have been too much, let alone five. It was a deviously clever way to pin her down and keep her captive. Although the portals carried the risk of needing constant maintenance, Della’s captors were careful. She hadn’t been able to escape in the last century or so.

Della lowered her gaze, acknowledging her new admirer. The person watching her was another Pheilett scientist, standing on the other side of the wide glass window of her room. The scientist had one eye on the datapad in his hands while his other two eyes were fixated on the tube in Della’s chest. Della looked down at it too. The tube was attached to the hole in her chest; her heart-hole, where her mortal heart had once been. Black blood oozed from the wound that would never heal, greedily siphoned away through the tube. It surprised Della, just a little bit, how much she bled today. She felt so weak lately, so starved. Hungry, hungry, hungry! She tried to open her maw to scream, but the muzzle around her face prevented it.

Della closed her eyes quickly, taking control of her instincts. Struggling just made things worse. She had to conserve her energy. Her pale body glistened with sweat and she breathed harder. She didn’t need to sweat or breathe, but she couldn’t help it. Mortal instincts plagued her in this weakened state. The portals buzzed around her limbs, taunting her. If only she could break one of them…

Della was the youngest demon in this facility. She could feel that there were three others nearby. She was the youngest, and the only one who had once been human. This gave her hope. Other demons looked down on her because of how young and weak she was in comparison, yet here in this prison, this was the very thing that gave Della hope. Her mind was resilient and resourceful. She wasn’t broken yet. The other demons had all but given up on ever escaping this facility, but she hadn’t. She had a few tricks up her sleeve still. So who was the actual weakling here, dears?

Della grinned behind her muzzle and opened her eyes again. The scientist jumped a little in fright, startled by her predatory gaze. Sooner or later, Della would make him pay too. She would make all of these creatures pay. It was a promise from one immortal to another.

Right then, Della felt a sudden disturbance nearby. She could sense it through the Astral Plane; a strange, familiar sensation that felt like herself. Part of herself. A thrall? No, it wasn’t any thrall or hers. The Pheilett wouldn’t let those get this close anyway. This strange new sensation came from the same floor as Della’s cell was located. Instinctively, she turned her head as much as her muzzle allowed her to look in that direction.

The scientist noticed it. Damn him, he had been waiting to see whether Della felt the disturbance! Della screamed in fury, jerking on her restraints, which in turn sent unimaginable pain through her body. Pain that she shouldn’t have been able to feel. She screamed even harder, a guttural sound muffled by her muzzle, her hunger taking over as she threw herself against the restraints, causing even more pain and making her even more hungry. She saw red. Red, red, red. Perhaps that was why the lights were always red.



Assistant Kamoratugordon watched the thrashing demon a while longer, but it didn’t seem likely to calm down anytime soon. He turned and walked away briskly, heading for the new arrival’s cell. Today was a busy day. Kamora would have been glad to leave the demon behind if only his next stop didn’t involve another kind of monster. But such was his work, and he didn’t complain.

As Inspector Shiraksavalirin’s favorite Assistant, Kamora helped her with the most important projects. He wasn’t particularly interested in the projects themselves, but he was a hard worker. The best Assistant, really. He had high hopes that one day he would become an Inspector too—and then he would work on projects that actually interested him. He didn’t have any idea yet what those would be, but he was confident that he would find something intriguing. Until then, working as an Assistant was a good way to pass time, keep him engaged, and prevent his mind from wasting away.

“Where are you, Assistant?” came the Inspector’s voice through Kamora’s encephalic chip. She sounded relaxed, despite being furious not so long ago. Inspector Tahummondiwich’s meddling had really gotten to her nerves; she must have taken a spirit shot to stabilize her emotions.

“Almost there, Inspector,” Kamora sent back along with a sense of urgency.

“You know how much I dislike tardiness.”

“I apologize, Inspector,” Kamora said. He wasn’t late yet; if he kept this pace, he would arrive exactly on time. But he didn’t become the Inspector’s favorite Assistant by talking back to her, and so he just increased his walking speed.

He passed sterile, white rooms one after the other. This section of the Facility tended to be fairly busy – it was centered around researching the Astral Plane – but at the moment the corridors were almost completely deserted. Inspector Shiraksavalirin’s orders, most likely. Curious. Was it so that Kamora could arrive sooner?

“There you are,” the Inspector said via her mouth when Kamora came into sight. “Ready to monitor him?”

“In a moment, Inspector,” Kamora replied, putting his mask on. The Inspector was already wearing hers. It was a standard procedure not to show any skin in the presence of Players. Kamora had a complex job; it included acting and being a good showman next to his usual tasks as a personal assistant and scientist.

The Inspector waited – rather impatiently – until Kamora turned his datapad on, then opened the door next to her and entered without ceremony. Kamora followed her. The room was large but mostly empty, with the exception of some cabinets and medical equipment set against the walls just for the show. A single clinical bed stood in the middle, upon which Subject Randel slept. He had been stripped of his clothes and his prosthetic leg, as well as both of his demonic weapons. He awoke just as the Inspector and the Assistant arrived.

“Good morning, Subject Randel,” Inspector Shiraksava spoke in the Human’s language. Subject Randel tensed for the briefest of moments before rolling off the bed toward the Inspector, landing on his one leg and pushing off to jump straight at her—except his body froze and he crumpled to the floor right in front of the Inspector’s feet.

“That was rather rude,” the Inspector chided him. “Naked as you are, you still wear the collar. You should learn your place.”

“You lied to us,” Subject Randel growled, shaking with anger. “You said that if our host died, we would be forever trapped in the dagger. You said nothing about getting a new host.”

It was Subject Ryder’s shade talking. Kamora watched his datapad, which was connected to Subject Randel’s Transcension Device. According to the analytics the third shade dominated his body. The rest of them were there too, of course. Fear, hatred, thirst for revenge, ambition to turn this situation to their advantage, and more. They felt all sorts of predictable things. The third shade’s anger trumped them all.

“I understand your concern,” the Inspector said. “You think we’re liars. You lost faith in our integrity. But you aren’t aware of the context, and that’s exactly why I brought you here. Let us have a nice little talk, shall we?”

Subject Randel was going to shoot back a biting remark, so Kamora blocked his ability to speak. Inspector Shiraksava leaned slightly forward to look down at him as she continued her speech.

“Subject Randel, allow me to be brutally honest with you: your current predicament has never been my intention. The Inspector of Subject Ryder has overstepped when he bound a second demonic weapon to you. To a Player of mine. He had his fun, and so it stands to reason that I have my own in turn. Do you remember the reward for your Shades of the Moon quest? A conversation with me and a small favor. You haven’t killed the other shadebound Players yet, but I decided to have that conversation now. A fair compensation, wouldn’t you say?”

Kamora allowed Subject Randel to speak again, but he just snorted out a laugh. Disgusting creature. He regained control over his body too, so he pushed himself up to sit. Part of him was thinking about how to land a surprise attack on the Inspector, and part of him wondered how he was going to deal with Kamora after that. But the rest of him was content to wait, behave, and hear what the Inspector wanted to say.

“Sure,” Subject Randel said. He grinned, baring his white teeth at the Inspector. “A conversation.”

Kamora frowned behind his mask. These were the first measurements since Subject Randel had been fused with the third shade, and the analytics weren’t promising. His Human side was completely suppressed. The third shade hadn’t been carefully curated, hadn’t been tailored to the Human’s personality. It was loud and bold and occupied most of his mind-space whenever the other two shades allowed it.

Worse yet, the Transcension Device around Subject Randel’s neck couldn’t interpret every thought he had. The readings on Kamora’s datapad were much vaguer than before; the storm of surface thoughts obscured the deeper thoughts. This worried Kamora. Not because he was afraid for the sanity of the Human, but because their technology relied on reading thoughts. What if the Device wouldn’t be able to stop Subject Randel from attacking them because he hid his intention beneath several layers of other intentions?

On the other hand, assaulting Kamora and the Inspector required all those hidden thoughts to surface. To act on them, they needed to come to the forefront—at which point the Device would surely stop Subject Randel. Yes, the restraints were completely secure. Yet much like standing in front of the captured demon, Kamora couldn’t help but feel some unease.

Some people, like Inspector Shiraksava, actually enjoyed these things. A taste of danger, a taste of mortality. Kamora would have been completely fine without them. He watched anxiously as the Inspector turned her back to Subject Randel to take a pair of crutches from a cabinet. She handed them to Subject Randel, who grabbed the handles and gripped them hard—and the datapad in Kamora’s hand went haywire with all sorts of violent thoughts.

“Thanks,” Subject Randel said as he took the crutches and stood with their help. “Are we going for a walk?”

“Yes. I intend to give you a brief tour around the Facility.”

They were just talking. Kamora blinked his eyes rapidly, shaking off his surprise. He realized that he had been clutching his datapad so tight that his fingers hurt. By the time he looked back up, Inspector Shiraksava and Subject Randel were already halfway out of the room. Kamora hurried after them, falling behind Subject Randel at a safe distance. He wasn’t scared, and he wasn’t a coward. This was just a rational precaution.

For a while, the Inspector walked and Subject Randel hobbled after her without a word, turning from one empty corridor to another. Kamora realized that this was why the Inspector had cleared the place. She didn’t want other people to intervene! Taking Subject Randel to a tour seemed spontaneous at first glance, but Kamora didn’t doubt that the Inspector had detailed plans about which sections of the Facility to show him.

It was a strange ploy. Unprecedented. Inspector Shiraksava was famous for thinking out of the box and coming up with new ideas, and this occasion was no different. Bold and innovative. Showing the Facility to a Player of the Game of Ascension felt wrong somehow, even if Karmora didn’t particularly care for the game. It showed that Subject Randel was indeed the Inspector’s favorite Subject.

“So,” Subject Randel said. “This is the place where you control all the Player stuff.”

“Among other things, yes. The Facility is bigger than you might think. This way, please.”

The Inspector turned, and Subject Randel followed her with a flash of annoyance. He found the pace too fast to keep up with only one leg, but he felt too prideful to ask the Inspector to slow down. Interesting. This definitely wouldn’t have been the case before the third shade.

“Report,” came the telepathic command from the Inspector.

“The preliminary measurements are done,” Kamora sent back. “The in-depth analysis will have to wait until later, but it’s obvious that Subject Randel’s mind isn’t broken yet. The shades are somehow working together.”

“And the Human?”

“His neuroplasticity is truly remarkable; hosting two shades has created pathways that are sufficient for a third one as well. However, it seems like he has capitulated. He doesn’t struggle and he’s almost completely oppressed. He has no will anymore. Perhaps that’s why they are still sane.”

“Perhaps,” the Inspector said.

“The current results are not conclusive,” Kamora added. “Inspector, based on previous records I believe that the chance of recovery is minimal. Subject Randel wasn’t able to keep the first two shades in check, so it’s unlikely that he’ll overcome three of them.”

Inspector Shiraksava remained silent. If Kamora’s words were true, Subject Randel had outlived his usefulness. He had been an excellent Subject for gauging how many shades a mortal mind could take, but the purpose of this project was to keep the Human unbroken.

Subject Randel was doomed from the start, naturally. Nobody had expected success on the first try; Subject Randel’s only purpose was to provide feedback through which the Scientists could refine their work. The first step on a long journey, at the end of which waited a safe method for extracting information from the shades. If the Scientists could achieve that in a manner that didn’t put the host’s sanity at risk, their understanding of the Astral Plane would advance by leaps and bounds. The kind of knowledge that eternal entities like the shades harbored was supposed to be unparalleled.

Thinking about it this way, Kamora did like his job. He found it uplifting to be part of such an important discovery. Then his eyes landed on the naked Human hobbling in front of him and his thoughts turned sour. Kamora’s job was to wade through the muck while he carried the Inspectors and Scientists on his shoulders. He did the dirty groundwork, and they took all the credit.

“Pay attention, Assistant.”

Kamora jerked to a stop as ahead of him Subject Randel slowed down, looking around with avid interest. Right, the laboratories. Their wide glass windows were lined up on both sides of the corridor, clearly displaying what was happening inside. There was a room with Pheilett-sized insectoid creatures, each of them connected to the wall with long cables. The next room had the same creatures but with masked Scientists dissecting them. On the other side was a laboratory with all sorts of feline beasts floating in large incubators. They all had different shapes and forms, some of them horrendously mutated. Scientists and Assistants stood around the incubators to take notes.

It was one big ruse, but Subject Randel seemed to be none the wiser. Curiosity dominated his brainwaves; the shades were busy looking for clues that later they could use for their own benefit. The laboratories on display provided a good show for the Spectators too, playing onto their expectations about how the Facility should look like. The reality was much more mundane than this, however. Scientists watched their Subjects through monitors while robots and nanobots did the manual work. No physical contact, no risk for accidents. If a Scientist wanted to do hands-on experiments, they would just hop into a simtube and do it with an artificial body.

Subject Randel stopped in front of a window that displayed a type of monster he already knew well; the creatures were called swellers in Nerilia. The room showcased them in plenty of sizes and varieties. A Scientist was watching a big green sweller as it reanimated a humanoid corpse. Subject Randel moved on quickly after seeing that, his thoughts shifting. His curiosity was gone, replaced by disappointment and anger. Kamora’s datapad indicated why.

“Inspector,” Kamora telepathically said. “Subject Randel has figured out that these displays are just for show.”

“I know.”

“You do?” Kamora asked before he could have stopped himself.

“There’s no need to read his thoughts to know this, Assistant. Just look at his posture, watch his reactions. It’s plain to see.”

Kamora looked up from his datapad, but he didn’t see any change in the ugly Human’s posture. He doubted that the Inspector saw anything either; most likely it was just bravado so that she appeared smarter. He kept those thoughts wisely to himself, of course.

“You aren’t very good at this,” Subject Randel spoke, startling Kamora. “Tour guides should be more chatty.”

“Is that so?” the Inspector asked. “Ask, and I shall answer. That is the nature of this conversation.”

“You just want to see what interests us. Our questions will reveal what we most desperately wish to know.”

“We? Using royal plural now, are we?”

“There’s no reason to pretend that we’re a single entity. You’re well aware of this, so we don’t think we should bother with keeping up that appearance. Was this information useful to you?”

Subject Randel glanced pointedly at Kamora, who pretended to not notice. Inspector Shiraksava let out a pleasant laugh.

“You’re so paranoid that it’s almost adorable,” she said. “So what if we learn new things about you? In return, you learn new things about us. I do believe that you have more to lose by staying silent.”

Subject Randel considered that for a moment.

“We wonder why you’re doing this,” he said. “Somehow you must benefit from dragging us out here, or else you wouldn’t have done it.”

“Indeed,” the Inspector said. “But wonder no longer, Subject Randel, because we have already arrived. This is what I wanted to show you.”

The corridor ended ahead of them in a round window. The wall on the left had a portal terminal and an emergency exit to an escape pod, but neither of those was what the Inspector had referred to. On their right side lay a room unlike the previous ones. It had a narrow, horizontal window that was perfectly at eye level for Subject Randel. The air shimmered oddly on the other side of the window, unpredictably warping the light. Kamora knew what the phenomenon was; a thin sheet of the Astral Plane stretched along the sides of the room to contain its occupants.

“Shades,” Subject Randel said, his anger spiking once more.

The large, veiled room was indeed full of shades. About a hundred or so by Kamora’s estimation. Cages upon cages lined the walls, each of them made of thinly woven demon blood. The dark matter of the shades was barely visible inside those black cages; only their glowing green eyes betrayed their presence.

Certain cages had bodies in them too. Some of them were dead, some of them were still possessed by a shade. Blood was a common theme around those cages, in spite of the cleaner robots’ constant effort. The middle of the room was difficult to see from all the interference; it reminded Kamora of a low-resolution screen. He knew however that it contained all sorts of torture devices capable of convincing the shades to look for another host.

As a rule, creatures of the Astral Plane were very stubborn—though perhaps the correct terminology here was that they didn’t perceive time the same way as people of the Waking World did. A few years of resisting was nothing for these creatures, and that was precisely why robots did the torturing part. Some shades might have been patient, but none of them was more patient than a machine. They also weren’t able to possess robots, which was an important factor in handling them this way.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Inspector Shiraksava asked. “This is just one room among many. We’ve captured so many shades that we barely know what to do with them.”

That comment was the last straw for Subject Randel. Kamora had been expecting it, yet even so he let out a gasp as Subject Randel spun around, swinging the crutch in his right hand at the Inspector’s head. His body jerked before the hit could connect, aborting the strike and staggering back, then freezing up and falling backward, slumping against the wall beneath the window. An angry cry escaped Subject Randel’s throat before the collar around his neck put an end to that too. Inspector Shiraksava continued to speak as if nothing had happened.

“Subject Randel, I wanted to show you this room for one clear purpose: to let you learn your place. Recent events have proven that if your body dies, you might get injected into another shadebound host. However, I wanted you to know that you’re gravely mistaken if you think that you can be as careless as you wish. If I see that you aren’t trying hard enough, I will not give you another body. Our original deal stands. Cooperate, and you won’t have to spend the rest of eternity in that dagger. Allow your body to die, and suffer the consequences.”

Subject Randel grunted, his arms and head twitching, unable to do much else.

“If you don’t believe me or my words, believe the evidence,” the Inspector said, gesturing at the window over Subject Randel’s head. “Why would I want to give some disobedient shades a new body? We have hundreds of others, thousands of better candidates. I could use as many of you as I wished. You’re expendable, Subject Randel. Never forget that.”

Subject Randel stopped struggling and fell very, very still. The restraints were removed from him but he continued sitting by the wall, turning his head slowly up to meet the Inspector’s eyes.

“We’re going to make you pay for this.”

Inspector Shiraksava sighed in response.

“Revenge?” she asked, her voice full of disappointment. “That’s so … typical. Did you know that the mortals you’ve possessed shaped you over the years? The shades of ages past weren’t vengeful at all. The concept was beyond them.”

“We’re not shades anymore,” Subject Randel said, standing slowly back up. He leaned against the window, pretending to hold into it for support. Kamora saw on his datapad that he was actually testing the window’s strength.

“Really?” Inspector Shiraksava said. “Do you honestly mean it, or are you saying it just to distract me? You won’t be able to break that window, so you really shouldn’t bother.”

“We meant it honestly,” Subject Randel said, letting go of the window to pick up his crutches. “We are not shades. We are Randel. All of us exist together. When did a shade ever share a body with another shade? We are something new.”

“I feel like my point didn’t quite get across,” the Inspector said. “You’re not unique, Subject Randel. Multiple shades using the same body is a somewhat new experiment, I freely admit that, but we could create as many shadebound as we wished. If you think that you’ll receive special treatment just because you’re a valuable Test Subject, you’re mistaken.”

Subject Randel turned aside, taking another look at the captive shades. One of the robots was dragging a new cage out of the blurry center of the room. A limp, broken body lay at the bottom of the cage while a swirling black cloud with bright green eyes billowed over it, pressing itself to the edges of the cage. It couldn’t get out. Although it looked as if the gaseous form of the shade should have been able to escape, Kamora knew that it needed an opening wide enough for its eyes to fit through. Although the size and the number of those eyes were erratic, the shades couldn’t change those properties at will. The freedom of the Astral Plane was robbed from them in the Waking World.

Subject Randel watched the trapped shades with something that Kamora’s datapad likened to sympathy. Kamora found the readings on his thoughts disturbing. They were so multi-layered and complex that he couldn’t quite make sense of them, but it was obvious that Subject Randel’s anger was gone. Suppressed. Pheilett always had trouble managing their emotions—they had all sorts of drugs to help them along, but without those it took their moods a long time to change or settle. Seeing someone switch gears in such an abrupt manner, all on their own? It unsettled Kamora deeply.

“Control yourself, Assistant,” the Inspector’s telepathic voice jolted Kamora out of his thoughts. He blinked, only now becoming aware of his quickened breathing. No sound escaped the room with the shades, and the corridor was deserted apart from the three of them. Now that Subject Randel stopped making a scene and stood still by the window, the loudest noise was Kamora’s own breathing. He sounded more nervous than the Test Subject, which was simply shameful.

“I apologize, Inspector,” Kamora sent back, making efforts to reassume a calm and confident appearance. His encephalic chip helped him.

“It’s obvious that we’ve received special treatment,” Subject Randel said, definitely more calm and confident than Kamora. “We have more money than the Players we’ve started with. The armor we have purchased is disproportionally powerful for a new Player. We didn’t assign our attribute points to have more mana for our Abilities, and so the Abilities we receive usually have no mana cost. The name of the Mad Painter has spread across the city suspiciously fast. We fought powerful Players on three separate occasions so far, Players who should have been able to defeat us, but a Domain saved us each and every time. Shall we continue, or do you get our point?”

Inspector Shiraksava chuckled in response.

“Oh, Subject Randel, you still have so much to learn! It would ruin the fun if I explained everything right now, but suffice to say, what you’re talking about isn’t exclusive to you alone. Some Players are more successful than others. Some are luckier than others. That’s just how life is, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Knowing Players like Stanley makes it difficult to believe in true luck.”

“Believe what you wish, Subject Randel. Or would you rather discuss the definition of luck with me?”

“No, thanks. This conversation is pointless. Now that you’ve shown us what you wanted, you’ll just talk in riddles and circles.”

Inspector Shiraksava clicked her tongue in a Human approximation of disapproval.

“The point of a conversation is like a dagger, Subject Randel. If you find it dull, it’s up to you to sharpen it.”

Subject Randel grunted, then hobbled away from the Inspector without further comment. For a moment Kamora thought that he would try to get into the emergency escape pod, but a glance at his datapad reassured him that he just wanted to look out of the round window at the end of the corridor.

“Done with me already?” the Inspector asked as she walked after him. “Well, well, well. I didn’t expect you to retreat so quickly.”

Her tone sounded teasing—as if she was having fun. Inspector Shiraksava was having genuine fun, Kamora realized. He blinked rapidly in shock. Perhaps all those chuckles and laughs hadn’t been an act either? Subject Randel was an insane mortal, an abomination, yet the Inspector was actually enjoying his presence. Kamora followed the two of them to the window, feeling more disturbed than ever.

“Is this real?” Subject Randel asked, staring outside.

The window had an excellent view of Nerilia, presenting the planet in all of its glory. Oceans and lands spread out in equal measure, forming an intricate ecosystem with many different biomes. Nerilia was a small planet, but it was a planet of colors. From the icy caps on the north to the hellish deserts on the south, through deep forests and tall mountains, the planet could accommodate an excellent variety of intelligent species from all across the universe.

That wasn’t all. As colorful as the surface already was, it didn’t show the vast variety of aquatic and underground terrains hidden from the outside observer. Kamora supposed that if someone turned the planet inside out, Nerilia would be even more colorful. Dungeons and World Seeds were what made this planet special, after all.

“It’s as real as it gets,” Inspector Shiraksava said. “That’s Nerilia: the playground you’re living in, Subject Randel. You can even see the Terran Empire from up here, though it looks very small. Puts things into perspective, doesn’t it?”

“Mmm. This facility is on the moon.”

“On the moon?” the Inspector asked. “Oh please, Subject Randel, you think much too small! The Facility isn’t on the moon. The Facility is the Moon.”

Subject Randel stood very, very still. Kamora looked at his datapad for analysis; grudging admiration and awe, things that Subject Randel wanted to hide. He was feeling a sense of futility too. The readings were getting jumbled, but it appeared as if he has finally realized how insignificant he was. There was nothing he could do to break free, nothing that would overthrow all of this. He was a speck of dust in the system, of which this sight convinced him more than the Inspector’s words ever had.

All according to Inspector Shiraksava ’s plans, probably.

“We can almost feel the Astral Plane around it,” Subject Randel said. “The fabric of reality is thinner over the planet.”

“That’s a concise way to put it,” the Inspector said. “The Moon powers the planet’s World Seeds, which in turn weaken the boundary between the Astral Plane and the Waking World. That’s where all the magic comes from. People born on the planet are accustomed to the latent mana that suffuses everything, to the extent that they would actually die without it. Players, on the other hand, would die without their collars filtering out said mana. It had taken us a long while, thousands of years ago, to figure out how to protect new arrivals from the ill effects.”

Subject Randel grunted. “That explains some things.”

“Utterly irrelevant things,” the Inspector cheerfully said, “but it’s been my pleasure to sate your curiosity.”

“If you say so. Now, return us to the planet.”

“Already, Subject Randel? Won’t you try getting more information out of me? This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, you know.”

“Doubt it. We’ll talk again, Inspector.”

She laughed again.

“Very well, then. Make sure not to die too soon, alright? Replaceable you might be, but I’d miss your wit dearly.”

The datapad slipped from Kamora’s shocked fingers and clattered to the floor. Inspector Shiraksava gestured at the portal terminal on the left, opened a gate with a mental command, and Subject Randel walked straight through. The portal closed right behind him. Inspector Shiraksava clapped her hands twice, then picked up Kamora’s datapad and handed it back to him. The eyes behind her mask were gleaming with excitement.

“That was fun, wasn’t it?”
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                “It could be worse,” I mumbled. Actually, the black helmet floating in front of me looked quite good. I had sculpted the metal into a wolf’s head with a wild mane that had lots and lots of sharp, hair-like protrusions. It was badass! A nightmare to clean, but badass. I had to be more confident about what I could do.

“Overconfidence is our biggest weakness, Wolf. We need to be more circumspect! If we go in thinking we’re so much better than everyone, it’ll only get us killed.”

“You’re just scared, Tamie. Paranoid. I could deal with this situation in a day.”

“Deal with it? You mean you could ruin it in a day.”

This was all in my head, of course, so I couldn’t really ruin the helmet. It looked badass because deep down, that was how I wanted it to look. All in the mind of the beholder! I touched the wolf’s snout to flatten it, shaping the metal like soft clay. I kept the mane but fashioned a joker’s grin and a beaky nose onto the helmet. Not good; it resembled an old hag at first glance. I shrank the nose down and made the skin smoother so that the overall impression was of a younger person. Almost like a false-faced me.

“No. We ain’t gonna lie to them, Lee. Those mortals are barely more than dust in the wind, sure, but lying to anyone tarnishes our honor. I won’t stand for it.”

“I agree with Wolf. I don’t care about our honor or whatever, but I also think it’s a bad idea.”

“Fine. Do any of you have a better idea, then?”

These masks were fanciful ideas, but perhaps it would be better to design something that actually protected my head. I could do pretty spectacular things with a medieval-style helmet too. I could make it so that certain parts of it were constantly animated! Perhaps a dragon helmet with shifting scales? If the scales were really small, that might be quite challenging to do. Hmm, but those weren’t very practical ideas either. Oh, well.

“Well, Roland? Do you have any suggestions?”

I lowered my dragon helmet and looked up at Wolf as he towered over me, his glowing green eyes boring into me. His face resembled mine, but he had a thick beard and shaggy hair. His body looked completely different, though. He was me on steroids, with bulging muscles and a bodybuilder’s stance.

Back when I named him Wolf, he decided that I needed a new name as well. Calling me Randel wasn’t good enough for him, since all of us together was supposed to be Randel. So who was I? Which name fit me the most? After much debate, the shades decided to name me after the only person whose name I did not want to carry. Roland. My dead brother. The person I had once aspired to be.

It was a cruel joke and at first, I hated Wolf for it. But he had been calling me Roland so much that by now the word kinda lost its emotional punch.

“I wasn’t paying attention,” I said, turning aside.

“Roland, Roland,” Wolf shook his mane disapprovingly. “Stop playing coy and own up to your thoughts.”

The dreamscape changed into a lush green forest with shadows lurking beneath the trees. Tamie and Lee stopped bickering and looked over at me and Wolf. The shadows of the forest deepened around us. It was eerily quiet.

“Just read my mind if you’re so curious,” I said, willing a campfire into existence. The flames that sprung up scared the shadows away. I sat down on a moldy log by the fire.

“It’s better if you articulate them clearly,” Wolf said, sitting down on the opposite side of the fire. “Tell us what’s on your mind, Roland.”

I shivered, and so I willed the fire to burn hotter. It didn’t help much. Tamie and Lee sat down on either side of me, keeping equal distances around the campfire. Three pairs of expectant green eyes watched me.

“Fine,” I said. “If you really want to hear me say this—honestly, I’ve grown tired of your constant disagreements. I know that sharing the same body with other shades is a new experience for you, but you’re awful at this. You argue about the same things over and over as if we have an eternity to decide who’s right or wrong. It’s exhausting to even listen to.”

I looked at the shades one by one, gauging their reaction. Wolf had a rather wolfish grin on his face; he enjoyed nudging me out of my shell. Tamie wore her usual pensive frown, though this time I noticed that she had put on some light makeup. I had no idea whether that held any meaning or significance, but I found it curious. Lee, on the other hand, wore a disinterested expression. He looked fragile and old, yet if it came to a physical fight I imagined that he would beat Tamie and Wolf any time of the day.

“You’re a strange one, Roland,” Wolf said.

“He’s just sulking,” Tamie said. “He’s like a big child.”

“No,” Wolf said. “A child would throw a tantrum. Ryder did so when I was bound to him. He fought tooth and nail against me. It drove us insane. We were enemies within one mind, and the only way to unite was to break ourselves on each other. And so we did! We reforged ourselves as the sword. We became honor. We became glorious!”

“And this, right here, is why we do not trust you,” Lee said. “You come from an unhinged host. You still carry his madness.”

“But you, Roland, are different,” Wolf went on. “You’re so, so, so disappointingly different. You don’t break. You bend.”

There it was again. Disappointing. He was using that word because he knew it unsettled me. Pushing me to retort, perhaps? I stared into the flames. They were swirling and churning and lashing out with all the heat they had. I wished I could feel that way too. Instead, I just felt hollow. I blinked, and the flames went out. They left behind a single trail of smoke.

“Let’s play a game,” I said. “I ask questions and you answer them.”

“What a creative game,” Tamie said, her frown deepening. “As expected from our pet mortal.”

I matched her frown with one of my own. Was it just my imagination, or were the shades more sarcastic lately? It was almost as if—

“—shades are molded by their hosts,” Lee said. “We’ve explained this already, Roland. The longer we reside in your mind, the more of your personality we’ll appropriate.”

“No way,” I said, pressing a hand to my heart. “Are you implying that I’m a sarcastic person?”

None of them laughed.

“Tough crowd,” I said. “Whatever. Can we get back to the game?”

“I don’t know,” Tamie said. “Can we?”

My face twitched. This was it. One more sarcastic comment and I was going to do something violent. Like conjuring a table and flipping it over, or creating something expensive but fragile and smashing it against the ground. That would show them.

“Sure, Tamie, I get it,” I said, huffing. “I’m a difficult person to live with. I reap what I sow. Yadda yadda. You don’t need to rub it in so much. Shall we get back to the game?”

The scenery around us changed. The ground beneath me turned to stone and our forest camp shot upward, parting the trees and reaching for the clear blue sky as an enormous wall beneath us exploded into existence. My stomach dropped from the sudden acceleration and I clung to the trunk I was sitting on for support—until we stopped.

We were sitting on a circular wall, much like Fortram’s. I could see two more walls, one on either side of us, which divided the forest into concentric rings. The trees down below seemed to be shuffling in the same direction, like a tide of broccoli on a windy day. Yes, the broccoli looked exactly like trees.

By now, I was used to these sudden changes in the landscape. The shades liked to come up with these absurd ideas and watch my reactions. Sometimes I would offer suggestions on how to make these scenes look better or more interesting—and even if I didn’t offer these things, they could glean it from my mind. Creativity couldn’t exactly be taught, but the shades appreciated my insights. They were weird like that.

“Stop distracting me,” I said, conjuring a fog over the fields of broccoli to hide them. “Here is my first question: what’s our next move?”

This was usually how their arguments started. What to do next?

“We need to deal with the Black Moon,” Wolf said. “We need to chop the gang’s head off. We need to kill Yorg.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s our biggest threat,” Tamie said. “He’s influential in the underworld. We need to eliminate him if we want to keep the city.”

“Why?”

“If we don’t act and allow him to scheme, we’ll lose,” Lee said. “Simple as that. The last time he moved against us, it almost cost us the Dungeon.”

“Okay,” I said. “But why is keeping the Dungeon and the city important?”

“Is this your game?” Tamie said, sighing. “Asking all the whys? I know where you’re leading this. Why are we doing this? Why do we need Fortram so much? Why do we want to show everyone that we’re not to be messed with? Why can’t we just live a quiet, unassuming life? That’s the life you want, isn’t it?”

“Eh, maybe. But that’s not what I was getting at. My point is that you lack perspective.”

The shades narrowed their eyes at me in sync. It looked oddly creepy.

“Explain,” they said at once.

“You want revenge, and you think that becoming powerful will get you closer to the Inspectors. I disagree. Honestly, I think that’s rather shortsighted for a bunch of ancient ghosts like you guys.”

“You think—”

“I think you’re getting too caught up in the minor details. Who cares what we do with Yorg’s Black Moon gang? It’s not getting you any closer to your revenge.”

“Oh, but it does,” Tamie said. “Perhaps you are the shortsighted one, Roland. We’ll solidify our power in this city. Once that’s done, we’ll move to another city. Then another, and another, until we rule the entire region. We are going to be so influential that—”

“—we will eventually claim the throne of the Terran Empire,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Emperor Sharidan is getting old and you think we have a chance to take his place. Look, I like your ambition but we can barely hold this one city together. Do you honestly believe that our sorry ass has any chance of ever touching that throne? You’re out of your mind.”

“Tell you what,” Lee said, “since you clearly don’t believe in yourself, it’s up to us to do it for you.”

He snapped his fingers and cold wind swirled around us. It tore into the fog on either side of the wall—no, it wasn’t a wall anymore. We were sitting on the top of a large pyramid. I watched the fog dissipate, revealing hundreds of thousands of people down below, bowing, worshipping, stretching their hands out toward us. The masses extended as far as my eyes could see. They were chanting something, but the chorus of the voices was dulled by the distance between us. A tide of people, and yet they felt tiny and insignificant. They were only there to elevate us higher.

“This is awful,” I said, turning back to the shades. “If this is your ultimate goal, it sucks.”

“This is only a tool,” Lee said. “We know that the Emperor is in direct contact with the gods of this planet; the Inspectors can’t just allow someone as powerful as him to do whatever he pleases. They need their human contacts in this world. This is our ticket to them. This is the road of vengeance.”

“You sound sure, but I have my doubts.”

“Game of Ascension,” Wolf said. “That’s the name of this game that the Inspectors force us to play. Ascending to a place of power is literally how you join them.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “And you know this … how?”

Wolf shrugged. “After completing his first Quest, Ryder was also allowed to ask a question. He didn’t waste it on something stupid like asking the Inspector whether she enjoyed her job.”

Huh. Well, that actually made sense.

“Good,” I said, stroking my chin. “My master plan is coming along nicely. Now we know what the goal of this game is and we know that our Inspector enjoys her vocation.”

“We can read your thoughts,” Tamie said, completely deadpan. “There’s no master plan.”

“I like to improvise.”

“Sure you do,” Lee said, standing up. “But do you understand our goal, Roland? This is the journey we have to take.”

He turned to look down on the masses of people, an ornate staff appearing in his hand and a billowing cloak setting on his shoulders. He looked very much how I imagined I would look by the time I took the throne. Old and shriveled.

“This journey seems way too long and tiring to me,” I said, standing up too. The people below were splitting in two, leaving a winding path toward our pyramid. “I know that a few decades is nothing to shades like you, but I’m not so patient—and my days are limited. Is this truly what you want to achieve in my lifetime? Ascend and take revenge? I know one thing that you want even more than this: freedom.”

“It’s impossible to be completely free,” Lee said, adjusting the crown on his head. “It’s all about trading one shackle for another. We’ve accepted this long ago.”

I glanced at Tamie and Wolf for support, but they remained silent. They agreed with Lee. I didn’t.

“I’m not talking about complete freedom,” I said. “Just—well, just more freedom than this. Is it really worth living my life for a single moment of revenge? I can occasionally be vengeful, but I don’t have that kind of … resoluteness.”

“Don’t worry,” Wolf said, stepping next to me. “We do. That’s why we’re in charge here.”

I sighed. “I’m not going to change your mind, am I?”

“Not likely,” Tamie said at the same time as Lee said, “you already did.”

The shades glared at each other.

“Technically,” Lee said, “the longer we reside in a host the more alike to them we become. We usually change hosts before long, which isn’t possible in our current disposition. Roland is bound to gradually change us.”

“Our unique circumstance is precisely what prevents us to become identical to Roland,” Tamie shot back. “Just look at us, Lee. Do we seem similar? Our host isn’t Roland, but Soul Eater. It makes a difference.”

“Soul Eater is part of him,” Lee said. “We are part of him. We are all pieces of Randel.”

I stayed quiet and made myself small, letting the two of them argue. If Lee was right, it would change things. Perhaps they would become more agreeable over time. If they all became like me—

“You sure have lots of confidence, Roland,” Wolf interrupted my thoughts. He was grinning down at me. “What makes you think we’ll become like you? I find it more likely that you will become like us.”

I gulped. Yeah, that was a possibility I didn’t want to consider. For a moment I wondered why I had to look up at Wolf, but then I realized that I had literally made myself small. I quickly willed myself to grow back to my usual height. Tamie and Lee were still arguing with each other—exactly where we started from. A new cycle of madness.

I reignited the campfire and slumped down next to it. Wolf sat down on the opposite side, clearly pleased with himself. The clouds cast dark shadows all around us, but I willed the fire to burn hotter. The flames kept the shadows at bay. They always did.

“Well, Roland?” Wolf asked. “Do you have any suggestions?”

I considered that for a moment.

“I do, actually.”

Tamie and Lee stopped arguing.

“I will take the road of vengeance with you,” I said, “but I’m afraid that I’m terribly lazy. It’s such a long journey that I’d rather take a shortcut.”

Wolf nodded. “And how are we going to do that?”

“It works better if it stays in my head,” I said, waving my hands in a hopefully mysterious manner. “You do your thing, and I do mine. If you read it out of my mind, it isn’t going to work.”

Three pairs of unblinking green eyes bore into me.

“I—uh, I’d like to ask a favor though,” I said, chewing on my lips nervously. “But I don’t think you’ll object to this one. You might like it, even.”

“Out with it, Roland.”

“I want you to find another shade,” I said. “I want a fourth shade to join us.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.2

    
    
    
    
                Randel woke up with a headache. Not unusual these days, especially after long nights of arguing with himself. He sat up and rubbed his temples. A mild headache wouldn’t stop him from functioning, but it hampered his ability to make unified decisions. He blinked a few times, trying to keep his bleary eyes open. He could have literally murdered someone for a cup of coffee.

The inside of the World Seed was quiet—and more importantly, safe. The first thing Randel had done after bonding with Soul Seeker was to move down here. Only Players were able to enter the World Seed, and every Player had their own pocket dimension. This was the highest security place he could get. No one was able to intrude on his dreams here, and no one was able to assassinate him in his sleep.

The place had gone through quite a few additions in the last couple of months. The pile of unclaimed gold coins still dominated the middle of the World Seed’s abyssal black floor, but now it was surrounded by all sorts of necessities and furniture. Randel had a small but serviceable bed, a dressing cabinet, a washbasin, and a standing mirror. He had lamps that used Light magic, bookshelves full of documents from his managers, and a crate full of rations. There were paid servants just outside the Seed to bring fresh water and food as well as change his chamberpot regularly. If Randel had decided not to leave the World Seed for a week, he could have more or less done it.

But as things currently stood, he didn’t spend more time here than necessary—though he had some inner conflicts about what was necessary. He got out of the bed and began to stretch. Taking care of his body’s basic necessities was important. Keeping his body fit and functioning was important. Keeping himself clean was—well, it was bothersome, but it contributed to his body’s health too. It also made him fit better into this society of humans. That was important too. Necessary. He walked to his mobile basin to wash his face.

The cold water woke him up and soothed his headache. He was much more aware of his other aches now; muscle cramps from his rigorous training. Strange, how troublesome that felt too. He rarely bothered to improve his body in the past, not when he could just find a better host anytime. That was no longer an option. He had one body, and he had to make sure to bring the most out of it. When he glanced at his mirror, the man who stared back was completely different from the one in his memories.

Gone were the unruly locks of dark hair; he had shaved it all off so that it wasn’t a liability in combat. In the past he would have described himself as thin, but now he was definitely in the lean category. The last few months of diet and training were already showing. His posture was a bit slouched, so he adjusted it. Fixing that was easy. Fixing the dark bags under his eyes was not. Nights after nights of restless sleep had done a number on him. It wasn’t just the quality of his sleep either; every waking moment felt as if his brain was pushed to its absolute limits. It was like taking an especially difficult math test in high school, except it was never over.

Looking at his bare chest in the mirror, Randel concluded that today it didn’t look too bad. He had two faintly visible scars forming an X shape over his heart, but there was no sign of glowing orange veins around it. Sometimes the mental stress could get so bad that the strange glowing fluid became visible under his skin, spreading from his chest, crawling up his neck, reaching for the corner of his eyes. Even with the combined knowledge of the shades, Randel wasn’t quite certain what the substance was. Whenever it spread through his veins, it seemed like an indication to stop what he was doing. Pushing on carried the risk of his body collapsing, which had happened twice so far; once in the past when he had first met Tengi’quinn, and once recently after an especially rigorous training session. He had to make sure that there wouldn’t be a third time.

Randel’s gaze traveled from his chest to his left leg, where his flesh ended and the black material of Soul Seeker began. It fit him perfectly. His mechanical leg had gotten scrapped in the fight against Ryder, and he never bothered to replace it with another one. There was no need to, when Soul Seeker was superior in just about every sense—well, almost every sense. Constantly reshaping it as he moved was second nature by now, but he had to wonder how much stress it put on his brain.

He had debated opening a wound on his stump and attaching the living weapon to his nervous system. It had worked with Soul Eater back when the Scarlet Hand tore his leg off; attaching it fully gave him even better control and shaping speed. However, if he fused Soul Seeker to himself he wouldn’t be able to use it for anything else. He would lose a valuable tool. There was no guarantee that such a bond would help his overburdened mind anyway—if anything, it could have made things worse.

“This worked so far, didn’t it?” Randel told his reflection. He could almost imagine it replying back, like in his dreams. His reflection reassured him that although he wasn’t all-knowing about how to take care of this mortal shell, he was on the right track. He might need to pick up some new habits though. Meditation, for example.

“No time for that now.”

His words echoed oddly off the World Seed’s cloudy dome. He began to dress, starting with the vambraces that allowed him to swap between two sets of clothing. Part of him wanted those to be two sets of armor; it would have made him more versatile in battle. Unfortunately, his paint-stained shirt and slacks had become a rather iconic image of the Mad Painter; somehow he commanded more respect and fear when he wore casual clothes instead of coming fully armed. Still, at least the vambraces allowed him to switch to an alternative set of equipment at a moment’s notice.

The shirt and trousers were followed by a single boot on his right foot. It was his most recent purchase, a Player item called One-Legged Jumper that occupied the feet slot of his Equipment. There was no need for a left boot because he could just shape Soul Seeker to match his other leg. As for the final piece of his Player gear, he was already wearing it; a metal piercing in his left earlobe that counted as a head slot Equipment. Superior Earring of Toxin Resistance. The small and unassuming item had cost him most of his savings, but as long as Jack resided in Fortram, it was a necessity. Randel finished dressing by putting on his utility belt and pulling his shirt over it, and then there was just one last thing remaining: a necklace.

Randel picked it carefully up from the top of the dresser, holding it by its simple chain. At the end of the chain dangled an ivory fang—or so it looked like, but it wasn’t actually a fang. It was the severed end of a Sylven’s horn. It had no magical powers and no practical utility, but I chose to wear it anyway. If there was only one thing I chose every day, it was wearing this chain. Randel put it around his neck and tucked it beneath his shirt, ignoring the mild discomfort from the horn digging into his skin.

Today he had a training-free day, which meant that he would focus more on his connections. Politics and people management. He also had to figure out what to do with Yorg and his gang. There was going to be a council meeting in the evening where they discussed the next steps, but Randel might not wait for the decision made there. He had always done as he pleased, so this wouldn’t even be out of character for him.

There were two ways to access the World Seed: one through Fortram’s central square, and one through a tunnel below. Randel walked through the foggy wall of the dome while focusing on the latter option and arrived at a short corridor that opened up to a warehouse of sorts. Access to this place was limited to the most trusted members of the Painters, so there weren’t many people lingering around.

Randel headed straight for the portal station, paying no mind to the pair of human guards as they scrambled to salute him. He didn’t find such behavior necessary, but he wasn’t going to discourage any method of showing respect to him. The portal station consisted of five portal disks, four of which were empty and ready to draw symbols on. The fifth disk contained a permanent portal that Randel promptly walked through. He arrived at one of the Painters’ logistics centers, where he stood in line for another portal while a yellow-scaled Shrissten hauled some heavy bags through. Although traveling by portals was fast, they had the unfortunate side-effect of forming chokepoints like this one. The line wasn’t too long down here, but in the upper-city there were some really awful examples of how clogged the terminals could get during rush hours.

Some of the Painters recognized Randel, but he largely ignored the silly mortals as they greeted him with various degrees of reverence. He would have been content to wait out the line, and yet he soon found himself right behind the Shirssten worker—everyone else in the line had stood aside to let him through first.

The Shrissten worker, on the other hand, just hissed a greeting at him and continued tossing the bags through. She wasn’t afraid of making him wait, it seemed. The lizard-woman was an especially large member of her species; even hunched over as she stood, she towered over Randel. Young and healthy, and moderately wealthy, judging by the piercings in her head spikes. Like most of her species, she wore no clothes. The tattoo of a black dagger – Randel’s Mark of Replacement – was plain to see over the lighter scales on her chest. It showed that she was one of the original members of the Painters.

Being one of the founders was a station of pride among the Painters. After Fortram became part of the Dungeon, their organization went through a rapid expansion—and why wouldn’t it have, with cheap and spacious housing and free water? It was a chance to live a better life than the one in the slums. And so, all sorts of people flooded the lower-city, many of them wanting to join the Painters. Too many people to vet, too many people to properly organize. Randel could cast Mark of Replacement only four times in a row before his mana was depleted, so marking everyone who wanted to join was out of the question.

Painters who wore a Mark became distinguished. Officers were made from their numbers and were put in charge of the others. Since the Mark always came out in the image of Soul Eater, Randel created tiers by shaping Soul Eater with various levels of intricacy before casting the Mark on someone. The common officers had ornamented dagger tattoos, while the highest-ranking officers had spoons … or something equally original.

People tried to copy the tattoos, of course, so it wasn’t a flawless system. There were also nonsense rumors that accepting a Mark meant handing one’s soul over to the Mad Painter. There were also less-nonsense rumors about the Mad Painter being able to switch places with anyone with the Mark, but those rumors were not as common. Randel tried to avoid triggering his Marks as much as possible. It gave him some measure of satisfaction that he was using the Ability in a completely different way than the Inspectors had intended.

Randel blinked. He realized that the Shrissten worker was gone and the way through was clear. His head hurt. How long had he been standing there? He stepped through the portal, moving purposefully to another portal disk. Fortram was a jumbled mess of interconnected portals, but he had this route memorized already. Two jumps later he arrived at the information center.

Calling the rectangular chamber an information center was perhaps an overstatement, considering how few people visited this place … but the idea was that one day it would become a hub for all sorts of information trading purposes. The architecture was more elaborate compared to the other copy-paste chambers of the Dungeon, with rows of offices carved into the stone walls on either side. Tora and his listeners had their headquarters situated here and Randel also had an office at the very back, which he was currently heading toward.

There were two things that distinguished Randel’s office from the rest: an ornate archway that drew the eyes to the entrance, and the goleton-mounted guard stationed in front of it. The goleton itself was a large bipedal creature – Imaya had likened it to a metal troll – that had a saddle on its hunched back. Barumm’s finest work. The saddle was wide enough for a human to sit on, but it was currently occupied by a snoozing, sleeping Thardos guard.

Randel frowned, reaching out mentally. The guard wore a Mark of Replacement. A custom one. Part of Randel remembered that the furry mortal was called Tazuka. Once Maa’s children, now a newly fledged adult. A sleeping guard. Randel reached for his belt and drew Soul Eater.

It had been a while since he last fed, he lamented while flipping the dagger over in his hand. Merging with his mortal shell together required a constant supply of mana that he could absorb only via his demonic weapons. He had a fair amount of dead bodies behind him, so he wasn’t in immediate danger of running out—but why wouldn’t he take the chance to feed, if he had it?

Because he wasn’t a complete sociopath. He shook his head, then gave Soul Eater a gentle toss upward and triggered Tazuka’s Mark to swap places with him. As soon as he found himself in the saddle, he teleported himself to Soul Eater just as it began to fall. The sudden change of posture jolted Tazuka awake and he hit the ground with a yelp. Randel stomped his left leg on the furry mortal’s chest, pinning him down.

“You slept while on duty.”

Tazuka’s entire body went rigid, save for his wildly twitching whiskers.

“I—uh, I’m so—”

“Shut up. I don’t need to hear your excuses. I’ve removed your Mark and your presence is no longer required here. Report to your superior officer and tell them to find me. They’ll be punished too.”

Tazuka nodded shakily. Randel lifted his foot off, noting with disgust that the furry mortal had soiled himself in fear. He turned aside without another word, walked past the goleton, and entered his office. He let out a weary sigh as the door closed behind him. Was this really what I had become—a bully? Damn, but I would have hated to have a boss like myself! Be that as it may, Randel had better things to do than thinking about how to discipline incompetent subordinates.

His office was spacious. It had no windows, but there were plenty of Light magic lamps to keep the place bright and a magic-aided ventilation system that kept the air fresh. Randel walked to his desk and waited. His eyes rowed over the large pinboard on the wall, filled with pieces of paper connected together. They showcased his rivals and adversaries. It wasn’t anything special or top-secret – this office wasn’t secure enough for such purposes, as evidenced recently – but the pinned papers were good reminders of who to keep an eye on. They put things into proper perspective.

On the top of the board were the Inspectors. There wasn’t much he could do about them right now, but there were plenty that he could do for them. The gods of Nerilia were pulling all sorts of strings to keep their world in motion, but they left their puppets with some measure of freedom. Randel could exploit that. As long as he kept himself in motion, so long he didn’t give his Inspector reasons to yank on his strings too hard, he could further his goals without having to bother with the gods. I found that notion strange, considering that the end-goal was to take a swing at the gods, but—oh, well. Stranger things had already happened.

The shadebound Players were pinned just below the Inspectors. They were a blunt but effective tool; the most unsubtle move that the gods had made so far. Randel had fixed a rough map of the Terran Empire onto the board to keep a better track of what the other pawns were doing. He turned on his collar and opened the Quests tab to check on his opponents.

Shades of the Moon
Description: Seven shadebound Players arose and Nerilia has become a world much too small for them. The time has come to prove their worth. Only one may be left standing beneath the Moon!
Objective: Be the only shadebound alive.
Reward: A conversation with your Inspector and a small favor.

Shadebound Players remaining:
Amelie
Kadir
Olga
Randel, the Mad PainterLocation: Fortram
Ryder
TanakaLocation: Skyward
Victor, the Monster
Location: north from Deep Lake

No update since the last time. It was to be expected; there weren’t many moving pieces left. Only three shadebound Players, and Randel was one of them. He remembered that both Tanaka and Kadir had been in Skyward before Kadir’s name was crossed out, so it wasn’t difficult to figure out what happened there. Tanaka resided in Skyward ever since. Randel couldn’t blame her; he was doing the same in Fortram, consolidating his power instead of hunting down the others.

Victor was different, though: he was constantly on the move. Randel had tracked his journey as he hunted Amelie down. He might have had a hand in the death of the seventh shadebound too, though Randel found it unlikely. Olga had perished in the Southern Deserts, which was much too far from Victor or any other shadebound. But Randel hadn’t been watching his quest entry at the time, so he couldn’t rule out the possibility that Victor had somehow made a quick detour.

Much like the Mad Painter, Victor also had a title; the Monster. He had done something that made him infamous, something that made people recognize and distinguish him as a monster. What a cliché. The title of Mad Painter didn’t even sound so bad anymore! And while Randel’s instincts told him that Victor was the more dangerous of his two opponents, he didn’t dismiss the threat that Tanaka represented either. No rumors had reached Fortram about her, so she was either operating from the shadows or she had a very tight grip over what got out of her city. The scouts Randel had sent to Skyward had yet to return with their findings.

“Scouts and spies,” he muttered. It felt so surreal sometimes, how far he could reach with just a little bit of money and influence. What I found even stranger was my mentality behind all of this. I was no longer running away from my problems and making them someone else’s. I was no longer going with the flow while hoping that everything would turn out well. I was no longer reacting to emergencies when it was already too late. No, what I—what Randel was doing felt much more purposeful. He had the mental fortitude to tackle his problems one by one. He acted in the best interest of his future.

Randel blinked. Where had he been? Ah, scouts and spies. His mild headache from earlier had gotten worse—a dull throb just behind his eyeballs. Scouts and spies. They were necessary inside and outside of Fortram. Randel needed better methods to keep an eye on Tanaka; his main concern was the distance between them. With an airship, Skyward was only about a day of flight from Fortram. Randel checked his collar every day, because he couldn’t rule out the possibility that Tanaka would eventually go on the offensive. Victor was still far away, but if he ever arrived he would reach Skyward first. Perhaps Tanaka would find it wiser to face Randel before that happened.

Shadebound Players weren’t the only pieces on Randel’s board, of course. There were many others. Too many, in his opinion. Yorg and the Black Moon, Fortram’s largest underground gang. Jack and the Rangers of Fortram, the largest Covenant of Players in the area. Tengi’quinn and House Quinn, a minority group that nevertheless were packing considerable power. The Factory, whose monopoly was threatened by Randel’s new dungeon-city. A Governor, who was desperate to save face and to reassume some measure of control over Fortram. There was no way Randel would be able to face them all.

Not unless he turned them against each other.

It wouldn’t be easy. These parties had been here for a while now—it was the Mad Painter who intruded on their territories and upended the status quo. All eyes were on him. But even so, these parties were no friends of each other; they barely tolerated one another. If Randel prodded them the right way, they might just tear each other’s throat out and save him the work. The Rangers of Fortram would jump at any obvious threat against Fortram’s citizens. House Quinn would jump at any obvious threat to Devi’s safety. The Factory would jump at any opportunity that mitigated its losses. The Governor would jump at anything that lent him a grip on this city. The Black Moon … well, they were a problem.

Although technically both the Rangers of Fortram and the Governor stood against crime, Randel had quickly learned that Yorg’s gang was a convenient blind spot for both parties. As long as the Black Moon didn’t do something publicly outrageous, they could operate freely. Had Yorg been content with what he already had, it wouldn’t have been so bad … but his eyes were clearly set higher. The Painters were constantly in conflict with the Black Moon, and worse yet, they were on the losing side. Randel’s newly formed organization was simply no match for the years of experience and influence that Yorg’s gang had.

There were other aspects to consider too. Randel was well aware that even if he took the Black Moon out of the picture, crime wouldn’t cease to exist. In regards to Fortram’s stability, having crime in an organized manner was more preferable than otherwise. Randel wasn’t some delusional justice warrior sworn to eradicate evil. If he truly wanted to control the city, he needed to control its underworld too. Destroying the Black Moon wasn’t the optimal outcome here. Taking it over was.

Easier said than done, of course. Randel was already toeing the line of the law, hungry eyes watching him closely for any misstep. If it got out that he had taken over the underworld, the semblance of the cordiality that he currently had with the government would be gone.

Behind Randel, the office’s door opened but he kept his eyes on the board. So much. There was so much to consider. Metal rattled, wheels creaked, and he smelled fresh bread. His stomach growled.

“Good morning, Randel.”

“Good morning,” Randel replied, turning to face the woman who had addressed him. Erika wore her usual office clothes, her graying hair tied up in a bun. She had a golemantic exoskeleton over her jaw and the side of her neck that supposedly helped her heal. It had been a while now, and Erika still needed its assistance. The one thing that certainly wasn’t going to heal was her left arm, which the surgeon had claimed was beyond saving—and so it had been amputated and replaced with a golemantic construct. That was what went for healing in the great Terran Empire, apparently. Natives of this world possessed powerful magic to reanimate their bones, and so they resorted to amputation much more often. As someone who had also lost a limb, Randel found that mindset infuriating.

“You’re staring again.”

Randel looked up from Erika’s prosthetic hand to meet her eyes.

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

“Only insofar as it unnerves people,” she said, pushing her glasses higher up her nose. “I’m used to it, so it doesn’t matter to me, but it doesn’t reflect well on your image.”

Randel grunted. “You and your never-ending ethics lessons.”

“They aren’t lessons, just sound advice,” Erika said, unfazed by his tone. “Anyway, I brought some breakfast. I presume you haven’t eaten yet?”

“It slipped my mind,” Randel admitted. He glanced at the cart of food. Pastries, fruit, juice, and tea. More than enough for the two of them. “Thanks.”

He lifted a cluster of grape-like fruit off the cart and turned back to his board. His seven biggest opponents took up most of the space, but he had pinned lots of other names up around them. People to be mindful of. People who weren’t opponents now, but could potentially turn into one. Heda, Jessie, Imaya. Stanley. Devi.

“Ah, the board,” Erika said as she poured herself a cup of tea. “Is my name up there still?”

“Of course.”

It wasn’t about not trusting anyone. Such notions were foolish. Randel trusted his mortal companions—just not blindly. He trusted them to behave according to their frail nature. This entailed the possibility of betrayal, of course, but Randel trusted them to do it with a reason. These people all had their own goals and motivations and if betrayal came, it would come from those places.

In a certain sense, Erika was Randel’s greatest liability. She controlled his finances and managed his companies. She needed less and less funding from Randel’s Player allowance as the Dungeon-built homes began to return enormous profits. Randel knew that Erika did not strictly need him anymore. She could take the majority of his assets for herself and he wouldn’t be able to do a single thing about it—legally.

But Erika wasn’t stupid. She wasn’t greedy either, but that was beside the point. Randel trusted her to not do anything stupid. She wouldn’t spit in the face of a Reaper. Knowing this reassured Randel and allowed him to focus on more important things. His partnership with Erika was both efficient and cordial.

“My name up on that board,” Erika said, sipping her tea. “You know, I think that I find it comforting.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. Strange, isn’t it? Perhaps I ought to feel offended, but truthfully, I don’t mind. It seems like you’re prepared for complications, which makes me feel like you know what you’re doing.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“That isn’t the impression I got in the past. You’ve grown a lot recently.”

“Are you patronizing me?”

“Not at all. It’s simply an honest observation.”

“Sure it is,” Randel said, looking back at the board. He could tolerate this much. Erika was someone much younger than he was, but her observations and advice were usually worth listening to. Randel could learn from her—which was an odd notion for an eternal being, but he had come to accept it long ago. The correct term was re-learn, actually. He reckoned that he had known everything at one point of his existence or the other, but his mind wasn’t infinite, and his memories weren’t infallible. The lives he lived several millennia ago blended into oblivion. Such was the curse of the shades, to learn and forget over and over again.

“Speaking of shades,” Randel muttered, looking at a single word at the edge of the board. Shade. A small map was hung underneath, one that he had long ago marked with all kinds of Quest entries about disappearing people. These cases got swept under the rug after the sweller invasion – which resulted in many more missing or dead citizens – but the fact remained that something had been wrong even before the entire city was turned upside down.

Whether there was a shade or not, it was impossible to tell. Randel had no solid proof, just a hunch. He was meant to test Soul Eater and Soul Seeker against shades. The Inspectors facilitated his encounter with Tamie, and it stood to reason that they had a backup plan in case the two of them never faced each other. Letting a shade loose in Fortram was a believable alternative.

Randel chewed on the fruit as he regarded the board. Erika asked something, but he ignored her for now. There was another piece on the board that he had pinned close to the shade, one that had almost become forgotten. The Scarlet Hand. The Emperor’s hitman, the Player who had torn Randel’s left leg off. He had come to the city’s aid when the giant swellers attacked with excellent timing. Why was he in Fortram at the time? Had he known that a Dungeon would crawl close to the city? But if so, why didn’t he stop it before the invasion happened?

No, the Scarlet Hand had been here for something else. There weren’t enough of the Emperor’s Hands to station one in every city, so it was a reasonable assumption that he was following an important lead. Did anything important happen recently? Well, yes, but most of those were caused by Randel. The Scarlet Hand must have been searching for something even before Randel got here.

“Erika, I have a question.”

“Yes?”

Randel tore his eyes off the board and walked to the cart to pour some water. His hands were shaking, he realized. How could he have missed such an important clue?

“The Scarlet Hands,” he said. “Are they all equipped to handle a shade anytime?”

“A shade, you say?” Erika asked, frowning over her cup of tea. “I’m not sure. But there are records of what the Hands are usually equipped with. I can have someone look into this.”

“That’s fine, just give me a guess now. If a shade suddenly appeared, would a Scarlet Hand who is stationed nearby have the means to capture it? He was using some kind of dimensional seal. A circle of magic runes drawn on the ground.”

“I’ve never heard about anything like it,” Erika said. “Maybe it was his Ability?”

Randel chewed on his lip, thinking, his minds struggling to remember. His body had been in so much pain back then…

“No,” he said. “I think the Hand was holding something as he drew those runes. It must have been a relic.”

Erika shrugged.

“Well, all I can tell you is that shades are very rare. This dimensional magic you’re talking about sounds rather peculiar too—and peculiar relics like that are expensive. I don’t think it’s feasible to equip every Hand with them. If I were the Emperor, I’d have only a select few specialists that can be dispatched to capture shades.”

“Right. But the Scarlet Hand I met was equipped for it anyway.”

“You said that the previous Dungeon Master was a shade. He probably came for that one.”

“I doubt it,” Randel said. “If that was true, he wouldn’t have let the sweller invasion happen. He could have stopped it much sooner.”

“Maybe he didn’t know its precise location and—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Randel cut her off. “Yes, I know that this is just speculation and that I might be wrong. It doesn’t matter though, because I already know what to do next.”

Erika sighed. “Let me guess, you want to find this Scarlet Hand.”

“I don’t just want to,” Randel said. “I am going to find him. I’ll personally visit the Emperor if I have to.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.3

    
    
    
    
                I put you on standby for now. Do not intervene. Observe only.

Logan strolled down one of the main avenues, hands in the pockets of his long coat, eyes hidden under the wide brim of his hat. Fortram had changed a lot lately. The lower ring, which had been buzzing with activity not so long ago, was almost like a ghost town compared to before. Some people still milled about, but the crowded feel of the slums was gone. Whether for better or worse, Logan couldn’t decide.

It almost felt like walking through a dream. The earth that enclosed the city cast a deep gloom over the lower ring, where luminous clovers battled the darkness constantly. The glowing plants sprouted straight from the stone, defying all sense and reason. Dungeon magic. Even more spectacular was the outer edge of the city, where the towering earth was layered with illusions. They showed green forests in the distance and a bright blue sky beyond, making it seem as if Fortram had remained in its original place up on the hill. The illusions were spectacularly realistic—but ultimately fake. They couldn’t replicate the rustle of the forest, the heat of the sun, or the chill of the wind.

I put you on standby for now.

Logan hid his unease as he walked toward the middle ring’s gate. The Factory’s brick walls on either side of the road had certainly seen better times; the crumbling plaster was covered in graffiti and mold was forming under the dripping, rusty pipes. Steam hissed loudly as it escaped from a cracked duct above. A damp, unpleasant smell permeated the air. These weren’t the cause of Logan’s unease, however. No, what concerned him far more was the painting of a tiger that followed him along the walls. It looked like an illustration for a children’s book: a big head with a lumpy body, pouncing and bouncing with its tongue hanging out of its mouth.

Some people referred to these paintings as the Painter’s blessing, which in Logan’s opinion was a stupid name for a spy network. But of course, the common folk had no idea what these animated paintings were capable of. They just knew that if they painted on the walls, there was a chance that their creation would come to life. These living paintings wandered all over the city, though they liked to return to where they were born. They had limited intelligence and seemingly no memory; a primitive form of AI created by the Dungeon.

Yet this tiger was following Logan, and he had a theory as to why. He turned to a smaller street just as he was about to reach the edge of the lower ring. The tiger rounded the corner, walking over the surface of a metal pipe and pouncing over a grated window. On the other side of the street, a painted bat flew closer while sticking to the shadowy areas on the wall. Logan pretended not to notice as he walked toward the Mad Painter’s building.

Do not intervene.

The building where the Mad Painter had once lived was now the heart of his realm. Courtesy of all the fanatics who painted every inch of its walls in bright colors, the building resembled a tasteless rainbow tumor that jutted out from among Fortram’s monochrome industrial buildings. One of the main entrances of the Undercity was hidden beneath it, but the building had other significance too. If someone had beef with the Mad Painter – or just wanted to contact him – they were encouraged to start right here. Not that there was any chance to meet with the man personally; he was said to be always busy and not a chatty type anyway. But many of the building’s rooms had been transformed into offices that allegedly forwarded everything to the Mad Painter, so there was that.

For someone who was supposed to be a mad man, the Painter had achieved quite a lot in a short time. He had his dirty fingers in the local business and politics equally, he had hundreds of people working for him, and he had built a remarkable infrastructure to support his interests.

In Logan’s experience, it was surprisingly rare for Players to invest so much in these worldly things. Sure, their Player Allowance was usually enough to break into the market if they wanted to—but doing so always had its consequences. Players who tried to be smart about their money didn’t last long, and that was a fact. The only good investments were made in the World Seed’s Shop, buying Player gear. Everything else was doomed to failure.

Was the Mad Painter going down the same path? He hadn’t simply just used his Player Allowance to become even richer; he was taking over the city with it. Perhaps that was the difference. Every once in a while, a Player would pop up to beat the odds, ascending mostly through clever investments. The Emperor himself had claimed the throne that way. Was the Mad Painter on a similar trajectory, or was it by pure chance that he had survived so far?

Observe only.

Logan increased his pace as he spotted the Mad Painter’s colorful building up ahead, keeping only one goal in his mind: taking the Dungeon Core. The tiger and the bat followed him closely and were soon joined by a stick figure and a butterfly. They followed him closely now, jumping from wall to wall, occasionally gliding over the surface of the streets to get to the next building. Logan kept thinking about what would happen if he held the Dungeon Core in his hands. The source of his fortune, the heart of all of his investments. He pictured the fall of the Mad Painter, broken and beaten in more ways than one. The paintings trailed him in a flurry of colors, more and more joining in.

Logan then changed his mindset.

He thought about his past. The family he had left behind on Earth. His wife, his daughter. Little Missy would be an adult by now. Logan still remembered her smile and the way she giggled when he tickled her belly. He remembered the scent of her wife’s perfume and the pride in her eyes whenever she looked at their daughter. Logan had thought that he had it all, that he had his life figured out—and that was when the Pheilett took him.

The three-eyed aliens preferred to turn younger people into Players, but there always were exceptions. Logan had been one of them. The Emperor another. Being over thirty or even forty didn’t matter much. The exact requirements were a mystery, but it was widely speculated that a Player had to be comfortable in their skin in order to be chosen. Aged and overweight Players weren’t nonexistent, but they were very rare. Oh, and there were no child Players. That was Logan’s only solace in this tragedy, knowing that he would never see his daughter ever again.

The paintings left him. Logan stopped right in front of the Mad Painter’s building and looked back. Some of the drawings that had been trailing him lingered behind, but they seemed to have lost all interest in him. He walked back the way he had come from and spotted the goofy tiger napping under a patch of luminescent moss. Logan thought about challenging the Mad Painter and taking the Core from him. The tiger opened one of its eyes, regarding him suspiciously.

Well, that particular mystery was solved. Mind reading was disconcerting, but not uncommon in Nerilia. The next question was whether the same mechanism worked on the common folk the same as on hostile Players. The Pheilett had extremely advanced technology, but Logan doubted they were constantly able to read every single citizen’s mind. Players were different, with the collars around their necks and whatnot.

Still, one didn’t have to be a mind-reader to spy on others. Listening to speech wasn’t a far-fetched idea; perhaps talking about the Dungeon Core would do the trick just fine.

I put you on standby for now. Do not intervene. Observe only.

Logan eyed the tavern on the other side of the street, grinding his teeth in frustration. He couldn’t go against the Emperor’s orders, even if those were issued months ago. Most of the time this didn’t bother him; Emperor Sharidan was a reasonable man with reasonable orders. This latest assignment, however, was heavily testing the limits of Logan’s patience. Why wasn’t the Emperor putting a stop to this madness? Logan had watched Fortram slowly fall into anarchy, and his only orders were to sit tight and observe. He wasn’t even allowed to finish the mission he had originally been sent here for! It didn’t make any sense.

Logan tried to trust Sharidan, he really did. The Emperor had his own ploys and secrets, most of which Logan knew nothing about. A Hand did not need to know what the Head was planning. Still, it was difficult not to feel frustrated about not being able to do anything. A man of Logan’s caliber set to simple espionage was a waste of resources. Anyone could have figured out that the wall paintings were drawn to ill intentions toward the Dungeon Core—so what was Logan doing here?

He opened the tavern’s door and stepped inside. The place was a windowless noisy little nook with stale air and moldy walls, but the furniture was in good shape and the room was well-lit. There were humans inside drinking and dining, making the tavern almost fully packed. Logan ordered some ale, waited for the barkeep to pour it, then grabbed his mug and searched for a place to sit. Every table was occupied, but he found an empty seat beside three drinking patrons.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked. Three middle-aged men with callused hands, wearing Factory uniforms. They peered up from their mugs at Logan. His leather coat and black gloves covered him well, so he wasn’t worried about being recognized—not immediately, at least.

“Not at all,” one of the men said, giving a kick to the fourth chair so that it slid out from under the table. “What brings you here, bud?”

“Just relaxing after work,” Logan said, sitting down. “It’s been a stressful day.”

“That, we can understand. What’s your job?”

Logan took a sip, debating what to tell the men. They appeared to be curious and talkative, which was good, but if he told them too much that would no longer be the case. Still, some honesty might go a long way.

“I’m a private investigator of sorts,” Logan said, adjusting his hat for show. “Though it’s not that private, if you get what I mean. My employer doesn’t need to hide his intentions. I think that … I can confide in you. I’m investigating the Mad Painter himself.”

The men looked at each other for a moment, clearly uncomfortable.

“Well, good luck with that.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” Logan said. “It’s dangerous, right?”

“We’re not the one to ask, bud. But if you want my opinion, I don’t think it’s dangerous. The Painter doesn’t care about you so long as you don’t poke your nose too close. What’s that you’re investigating anyway?”

Logan shrugged. “Everything. The City Watch has apparently made peace with the Mad Painter, so it’s up to others to keep an eye on him. He claims to follow the city’s laws, but there are people out there who doubt his sincerity. They hire investigators like me in hopes of confirming their suspicions.”

“Now I understand why you feel stressed. Ain’t envying you, that’s for sure.”

Logan grunted, allowing a brief lull in the conversation. He could see that the three men weren’t exactly put to ease by his words, and he was admittedly quite rusty at this. He probably came off as an oddball, coming here and immediately confiding in strangers and whatnot. Naturally, they would look at him strangely. But he wasn’t here to make friends; he just wanted to keep the three men talking.

“You say the Painter wouldn’t care about me,” Logan said. “Why?”

“Why?” one of them snorted. “Why, because he has better things to do than going after snoopers! He’s got a city to build.”

“You talk as if he wasn’t a tyrant.”

The men gave him an odd look. “Only insomuch the Governor is a tyrant. Except the Painter actually does something for the city. For us.”

Logan frowned. “So, you say that the Mad Painter responds only to real threats? Like if someone tried to take the city from him?”

“You sure you’re an investigator, bud?”

“I am.”

“You must be new in town, then. Obviously, the Painter protects us. Why would he let anyone take the city?”

“I get that,” Logan said, looking around the small tavern. “But I only heard about one big attack, a raid for the Dungeon Core. When did the Painter ever prove that he can protect the city? I think he just got lucky so far.”

“Then you better step up with your investigation. There were lots of smaller attempts recently, like thieves and gangsters thinking they were clever enough to outsmart the Painter. They were all dealt with, of course.”

So defensive. Logan lifted his eyes to the ceiling, as if considering what to say next.

“I see,” he murmured. There, in the shadow of a corner, a small painting of a snake slithered closer along the cracks on the wall.

“You’re a strange one, bud.”

Two of the men whispered to each other, and Logan pretended not to notice as they took closer glances at his leather coat. It was a tad too warm in here, but if he took the coat off then his Player collar would have been visible. Which, unsurprisingly, was exactly what the men were whispering about. People who hid their necks were suspicious. The three patrons nodded at each other, then stood up.

“Well, we gotta go,” one of them said. “Good luck with your investigation.”

“Thanks,” Logan said, his eyes still on the painted snake. For a moment it seemed to hesitate as to who to follow, then it slithered after the men as they left the tavern. A few more patrons stood up and left, casting wary glances in Logan’s direction.

He wasn’t an investigator. Well, he was, just not a very good one. Most of the time it was either the Emperor or his informants who told him what he needed to know and that was it. Logan was a man of action. His current assignment was ill-suited for him, and though he recognized it as an opportunity to better himself, he also knew that he was nowhere near good enough at it. Frustrating. If it weren’t for the Emperor’s orders to stay still and observe, he would have captured the Mad Painter long ago. He was getting tired of this. He needed a break.

Logan loosened his coat and pulled off his gloves, revealing his red hands for all the tavern to see. His hands weren’t simply red, but scarlet. From his fingertips straight up to his elbows, his skin was permanently discolored. Logan grabbed his mug and took a long pull. He was sure that by the time he put the mug down, the tavern would be empty. People saw Scarlet Hands as sheriffs at best and assassins at worst. Either way, Logan wasn’t a welcome company in this crime-ridden corner of the city. He hoped that the barkeeper would stay at least. He would need a second drink after this one.

“Mind if I sit?”

Logan glanced up in surprise. The man addressing him wore plain clothes with a colorful scarf wrapped around his neck. No weapons in sight, just a bowl of soup he held in both hands. The tables behind him were completely empty.

“Not at all,” Logan said, gesturing at the empty chair beside him. He took a closer look at this fearless – or perhaps clueless – newcomer. He was a young man with a bald head, a thin face, and dark rings under his piercing green eyes. He put his bowl down and took the offered seat. Smooth, careless movements. He held out his right hand and a black spoon appeared between his fingers. The orange jewel adorning the spoon glowed faintly as the man stirred the soup and blew at it gently. Logan sat transfixed.

“Kind of annoying, isn’t it?”

“What?” Logan asked.

“That they all run away. Well, either that or they ask for favors and autographs. I don’t know which is worse. Famous Reapers have no chance of blending in.”

The Mad Painter flashed a sad smile at Logan, then spooned some soup into his mouth. He had acted so casually, his posture relaxed and seemingly unguarded, that it almost fooled Logan. He sat frozen, watching the Mad Painter eat. Was this against his orders? The Emperor told him to observe—but what if the one he was observing came to interact with him? Surely, this much was allowed. It wasn’t like he had arranged this deliberately. Right?

“I wouldn’t say you’re famous,” he finally said. “Infamous, perhaps, and only within this city. In the grand scheme of things, you’re a small man.”

“Maybe, for the time being,” the Painter replied. “But I intend to change that! That’s why I sent bards to every major city of this region, you see. Did you know that there are quite a few catchy songs about my exploits? I’m a rising star.”

Logan chewed on the inside of his cheek. It would have been so easy to reach out and just … smash the Mad Painter into a paste. To just grab him with his Royal Hands and squeeze until there was nothing left of him. The man was basically asking for it too, with this smug facade of his. Logan could end the threat that the Mad Painter represented right here, right now. And yet … orders were orders. His options were limited.

“I don’t believe I’ve introduced myself yet,” he said, extending his right hand. “I’m Logan.”

The Mad Painter put his spoon down and took his scarlet hand without the slightest bit of hesitation.

“I’m Randel,” he said. “I’d say that it’s nice to meet you, but truthfully, I’m still a little mad that you tore one of my legs off. It’s been an inconvenience ever since.”

Logan’s grip tightened on his opponent’s hand.

“But I’m a law-abiding citizen,” the Painter continued, “and I understand that you were keeping everyone else’s safety in mind when you did it. I forgive you, Logan.”

The Painter broke the handshake by flickering in place; he disappeared and then reappeared with his hand on the spoon. Logan grunted, then turned his own hand over to check where it made contact with the Painter. He couldn’t spot any black tattoos on his red skin.

“That’s very understanding of you,” Logan said, wiping his palm in his trousers. “I don’t need your forgiveness, but I’m glad you feel this way. It’ll make things…”

He trailed off as he noticed that the Painter wasn’t paying attention. The man was staring at his soup, his eyes vacant, unblinking. Was this another trick to appear defenseless? A few seconds later the Mad Painter stirred, lifting his spoon and continuing to eat his soup as if nothing had happened.

No, not nothing. Tendrils of amber light had spread under the Painter’s skin, pulsing with his heartbeat. The colorful scarf couldn’t quite hide them as they crept further up his face. Logan couldn’t bear it any longer; hoping that no one would notice, he activated Mutual Analysis for a brief moment. The world around him changed its colors, becoming sharper and richer as information flooded his brain.

Something was very wrong with the Mad Painter. Logan saw that the glowing tendrils were spreading all over the man’s body, originating from his heart—if he even had a heart anymore. Logan instinctively knew that the Painter wasn’t human anymore. He had analyzed cyborgs and biologically enhanced humans before, but the feeling he got by looking at the Painter was not quite similar. His Mutual Analysis Ability classified the man as … something else.

Logan had also seen men and women possessed by shades before, and though he felt a similar wrongness while looking at the Painter, it wasn’t exactly the same either. The Painter’s mind hadn’t been consumed, Logan was sure of that. His greatest fear hadn’t come true yet. It was far from reassuring, however. Logan couldn’t shake the sneaking suspicion that he was seeing something much, much worse in front of him.

Mutual Analysis also gave an understanding of the Painter’s capabilities. His kit was about teleportation and defense. His Legend was 4, and he had no attribute points assigned. Logan learned this with a single glance before deactivating his Ability. Better to use it sparingly. The last thing Logan needed was someone seeing him with his Mutual Analysis activate.

“Ah,” the Mad Painter said, straightening in his seat. “Where were we?”

Logan straightened up in his seat. “You were about to tell me what you want from me.”

“Hmm. Were we?”

Logan watched as the Painter zoned out once again, the spoon slipping from his fingers. The tendrils beneath his skin spread further. Logan wasn’t quite sure whether to feel irritated or alarmed by how slow this conversation was going—but he was beginning to understand the mad part in the Mad Painter’s name.

“Yes, I think there’s something you want,” Logan said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have bothered to visit me personally.”

The Painter blinked, then teleported the spoon back to his hand. He seemed as if he was considering whether to eat the rest of the soup, but then shook his head and twisted in his seat, turning toward Logan.

“I tire of playing games, so I’ll be blunt,” the Mad Painter said. “I want you to find the shade in this city.”

Logan jolted at the mention of the shade, looking around the tavern quickly. It seemed to be empty—even the barkeeper had left.

“How do you know about that?”

“I know a lot of things,” the Painter said, “but that one was a guess. So there is one, right here in my city.”

“It’s not your city.”

“Not officially. So tell me, Logan: if there’s a shade around here, how come you haven’t captured it yet?”

Logan pressed his mouth in a thin line, meeting the Painter’s piercing stare but saying nothing.

“Curious, curious,” the Painter said. “You’re not allowed to talk about it, I take?”

“I can talk about it. I just don’t want to.”

“Why? It’s in both of our interests to find that monster and make my city a safer place. Do you know what else they call me besides Mad Painter?”

“Randel Shadeslayer,” Logan said. “An obviously made-up name.”

“Made-up or not, it isn’t without basis. You saw how I dealt with that shade in the Dungeon.”

“Poorly.”

“Hey now, let’s not demean ourselves by throwing insults at each other. Think about what I’m suggesting, Logan! I could deal with this shade in the blink of an eye—you just have to point me in the right direction.”

Logan leaned back in his chair, thinking. The Painter had played it cool so far, but now that they were talking business, he seemed much too eager.

“What do you get out of it?” Logan asked. “I doubt you’d do it out of the goodness of your heart. You’re excited to hunt this shade down.”

“I’m Fortram’s hero. It’s my duty and honor to take down evil!”

Logan crossed his arms over his chest, staring at him.

“It’s for power,” the Painter said with a sigh. He twirled his spoon between his fingers. “Of course it’s for power! What else would it be for? Whenever my weapon consumes a shade, I grow stronger.”

“Is that it? You just want to gain more power?”

The Painter spread his arms. “Power, strength, influence. All the things people like me covet. I’ll defeat every opponent the gods throw my way. I’ll be the strongest Player alive. I’ll ascend to godhood.”

“I see. Good luck with that.”

“You sound so doubtful, and I don’t get why. What else did you expect from a man like me?”

“Something realistic. Something more grounded and believable.”

“You think a cunning man like me would have more realistic goals.”

“I didn’t say you were cunning.”

“You think it’s not realistic for me to become the strongest Player alive. But you know what I think? I think I could rule this planet if I wanted to. Not just the Terran Empire—the entire planet. It’d be a lot of work to get there and so I have no such intentions, but it’s not a far-fetched idea. I’ve done greater things with less than I currently have. For someone like me, taking over the world is a very real possibility.”

Logan nodded, not believing the Painter’s rambling in the slightest. He was growing more and more satisfied, though. He was observing the Mad Painter just like the Emperor told him to, and he was finding out more than ever before.

“Why should I help you gain more power?” Logan asked. “It seems counter-intuitive. We’re likely to face each other at some point, so why would I give myself a handicap?”

“Because it’s your duty to make the Terran Empire a safer place to live in, and letting a shade roam free threatens that safety. Oh, and also because capturing that shade wouldn’t make too much difference—you’d still be much stronger than me.”

Logan lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “You think you’re the weaker of us two.”

“I know it. It doesn’t matter much, though.”

“It doesn’t?”

The Painter shrugged. “The system is broken. When it comes down to it, your powers are irrelevant. It’s the strength of your story that matters! That’s the world we live in, you know. So what is your story in it, Logan?”

A man who had lost everything but his will to survive. A man who had become powerful just to keep on surviving. A man who had reached the end of the road and found nothing there. A man who obeyed another, so that he no longer had to make decisions for himself. A broken man.

The Mad Painter was talking lots of nonsense, and yet … some of it made sense. Logan was incredibly strong, but he had no strong motivations. He was powerful, yet with all that power he had failed time and time again. How many times had he lost in spite of everything at this disposal? He was able to flatten buildings with a single wave of his hand, but unable to save the people within. Able to level mountains, but unable to stop the earthquake. Able to capture the Mad Painter, but unable to do it without orders.

“What’s your story?” Logan shot back, dodging the Painter’s question.

“I didn’t realize it at first,” the Painter said, his eyes wide and unfocused. “I was uncertain and foolish, but I’ve made up my mind since then. Mine is a long and arduous journey to the top. Bleed and suffer and succeed, or die trying. A nobody painter rising high in power. An absolute zero becoming a hero.”

“Sounds far-fetched.”

“That’s the point, Logan. You see, I cannot fail at this stage, because my grand journey has only just begun. If I’m defeated now, nobody gets to see the rest.”

“The same could be said about lots of other Players. Dead Players too.”

“Yes, but I’m special. Unlike those dead Players, I’m someone worth watching.”

He said it with such a straight face too, as if he actually believed it. Logan was tempted to dismiss his speech as nonsense, except … he knew what the Inspectors could be like. He understood where the Painter was coming from; Logan had met his fair share of Role Players. It was a delusional mindset that some Players used as a coping mechanism, nothing more. Although role-playing certainly had some merit in this world, the problem with it was that everyone believed that they were the protagonist. Players like that ended up in early graves more often than not.

The Painter appeared to be one of such self-proclaimed protagonists, but … something about his speech felt off. The pieces didn’t quite fit. He said he wanted to become the most powerful Player, but he also explained how power didn’t matter as much as a good story. Could it be that the Mad Painter didn’t see the contradiction in there? Surely not. But if he was aware of it, what had his speech been for? Why spun this unimaginative tale around himself? It almost sounded as if he was mocking the world.

“Mad Painter.”

“Yes?”

“You really are a madman.”

The Painter put an elbow on the table, slowly and deliberately, leaning on it as he tilted his head toward Logan. His face was blank and expressionless, framed by those unnerving glowing veins. Logan tensed up, his heart racing, ready to fight. When the Painter spoke again, his tone was quiet and measured.

“I take that as a compliment.”

“Oh, but it wasn’t,” Logan said against his better judgment. “Don’t mistake me with those mindless lackeys who kiss your ass all day. You’re a deranged, festering bandaid on this sorry city—and the worst part of it? You think you deserve this. You think you’re so smart, so tough, so resourceful that you can laugh at the world as you pass by. All madmen do, before their inevitable fall! But let me tell you this: whether you take my words as a compliment or not, I don’t care the slightest. I could flatten you with the flick of my wrist if I wanted to.”

The floorboards creaked once and then the tavern fell silent. The Painter sat still, unblinking and motionless—a completely different person than the smug and egoistic brat before. Sweat trickled down the side of Logan’s face as he held the madman’s gaze. He certainly wasn’t a skittish person, and yet there was something about the Painter that made him feel small. A terrible hungry shadow, just barely contained behind those pitiless green eyes. Logan clenched his crimson hands into fists, ready to defend himself.

“I suppose,” the Painter said, “that you’re allowed to have an opinion. You are, however, a guest within my domain here. I would consider it a basic courtesy if you at least pretended to take me seriously.”

“Seriously? What’s there to take—”

“Consider what I said carefully,” the Painter cut him off without raising his voice. “Consider my offer about the shade. Then, once you’re ready to help the city, come and find me.”

He placed a small card on the table and pushed it to Logan. There was a curling black symbol on the otherwise blank piece of paper.

“Draw it on a portal disk,” the Painter said. “See you later, Scarlet Hand.”

The Mad Painter pushed himself to his feet and Logan jerked in his seat at the same time, feeling a sudden tug on his boots. He glanced down just as a tendril of the Painter’s black weapon detached itself from his feet and slithered back into the madman’s trousers.

“What—”

But the Painter was already stepping away from the table, his solid black foot making the floorboard creak under his weight. He walked away without so much as a glance behind, placing a few coins on the counter as he left. Logan listened to the sound of his footsteps fade into the noise of the street outside. Then, it was over. He was left alone in the empty – and surprisingly unwrecked – tavern.

Logan let out a shuddering breath and took off his hat to wipe at his sweaty forehead. He was a Scarlet Hand; he had faced countless monsters during his career. Powerful creatures and disturbing things. He had bested them all. This one was nothing new. Logan had nothing to fear. He glanced at his almost-finished mug of ale.

“I need a stronger drink.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.4

    
    
    
    
                A sliver of the moon peeked over the circular opening above Fortram, glossing the upper ring with an ominous green glow. Randel stood on the city hall’s highest balcony, overseeing the slow change of lighting as the moon rose higher and higher. In other words, he was waiting. Again.

Funny, how these things went. Why was he waiting for the Governor’s time, when it should have been the other way around? Randel could have shown up uninvited, but in so doing he would have further antagonized those grumpy old men who called themselves ministers. Terrorizing them wasn’t always good for hastening their negotiations. Oh, well.

Truth be told, he didn’t mind it all that much. Sure, it irked him that the Governor was deliberately making him wait, but in the great scheme of things, it was nothing. A few minutes of Randel’s time barely compared to the vastness of his eternal existence. He could just as easily wait for the Governor to drop dead from old age—if only Randel wasn’t stuck in a mortal shell too! So, perhaps he did mind the waiting, at least a little bit. He didn’t want to find out what would happen if he lost this body.

His stomach growled. The soup he had eaten earlier wasn’t very filling. He should have ordered something else before the barkeep ran off. Even if he was capable of ignoring his hunger, this mortal shell needed better nutrients. Eating only a bowl of soup had been stupid. Whose idea had it been, anyway?

His head hurt. That pain was harder to ignore. It always hurt, but tonight it felt worse than usual. Had he overexerted himself while talking to the Scarlet Hand? If a simple conversation taxed him so much, how would he fare in a fight? Worrying questions. He needed to avoid thinking too much.

The moonlit city looked beautiful. Randel always liked watching the landscape from a bird’s-eye view, and though the balcony wasn’t quite so high up, what he saw of the upper ring was spectacular. This section of the city remained relatively untouched by Dungeon creations—though some wall paintings were present here as well, and luminous plants had been strategically placed to improve the lighting conditions. I especially liked the exciting shadows that the rising moon cast over the high roofs.

Not everyone was happy about the changes, though. How the city looked was one thing, but how it functioned was another. Everything was changing so fast. Too fast. Some people preferred stability over change. Some people wanted to preserve what they already had, instead of getting used to living in a completely different place.

Randel had lost the goodwill of Arikorira, the owner of the flower shop he had been frequenting. It wasn’t the most severe of his losses, but it was one of the most personal. Having a Bolob friend had its uses, after all. The rest of his losses were more subtle, much less personal. It was easy to detach himself from the woes of the common people. Erika and her employees filtered the news for him, handling all sorts of complaints so that he wasn’t overwhelmed by them. There were many lives out there that turning Fortram into a dungeon had ruined, lives that were insignificant and distant to him. So easy to ignore. He wouldn’t lose sleep over them, but that was mostly because he wasn’t sleeping very well recently anyway.

All sorts of jobs and occupations had become meaningless after Randel’s changes. Perhaps the worst off was the real estate economics, at least if you didn’t work for the Mad Painter. Nothing could compete with his companies, which were able to provide cheap housing with better conditions than anything ever before. Most of Randel’s new buildings were for rent, but he had plans for raising custom-made mansions for the wealthy to buy. And why stop there, when he had an all-powerful Dungeon Core? Selling land was a possibility too, albeit Erika would have to solve a few legal issues first. Being able to create additional living space had enormous value in itself.

The second-largest change in Fortram had happened in the infrastructure. With the introduction of portals and portal centers, people no longer had to worry about traversing from one rotating ring to another and ending up on the wrong side of the city. Imaya had constructed hundreds of portal centers with permanent connections, carefully planned to support efficient transportation. It hadn’t been enough. The most popular routes were quickly clogged up when Fortram’s citizens realized how convenient portals were. This got to a point where Randel had to assemble a specialized team for assisting Imaya with plotting out the portal network. By now it was so complex that navigating them became a science on its own. The most resourceful citizens were already making money out of it by offering their services as expert navigators.

Custom portal disks were in high demand too. Between raising stone buildings and shaping the portal network, these demands would have to wait—but in the future, custom portals could become another source of passive income. With proper management, a rental service for the portal disks could be easily set up.

Portals had their downsides too, of course. While this new way of travel helped many citizens, it also ruined the lives of others. Taxi services took the brunt of it, as well as the vendors who had made use of the traffic in areas that were no longer busy and crowded. People were opening shops around portal centers and trying to predict where the next big hub was going to be—which wasn’t easy, considering that the network was still under development. Traffic between city rings could no longer be monitored since barely anyone used the city gates anymore. The distinction between the three city rings blurred. The poverty gap had been somewhat reduced too, making the new Fortram more united than ever before. Was it a good thing? Did it matter? Something to consider.

Perhaps the Inspectors would give this unification more meaning in the future, but as it currently stood, Randel didn’t particularly care whether it happened or not. Fortram was a stepping stone for him, and nothing more. Why would he concern himself with the faceless masses that lived here, with those pitiful mortals he had never even met? He owed them nothing. Besides, he wasn’t the only pawn on the Inspectors’ gameboard. Turning Fortram into a better place could have easily been another Player’s story, while Randel’s role here was only to lay down the foundations of change.

“My apologies for making you wait, Mr. Shadeslayer.”

Reshaping Fortram was an enormous task. It required just the right conditions – and plenty of luck – to succeed. What a coincidence, that so far everything had gone so smoothly! Governor Clavius was someone’s corrupt puppet, less concerned about Fortram’s prosperity and more about losing his position of power. Had Randel chanced upon a different city, things could have turned out very differently for him. A competent governmental body should have been able to deal with a nobody like him—and yet, that wasn’t what happened. Fortram had been ripe for the taking.

“Mr. Shadeslayer?”

“Divine intervention made sure that I stand here,” Randel said. “Merit alone wouldn’t have been enough. The gods paved the road for me.”

“Ahem. Yes, of course. That’s how it usually goes for Reapers. The gods aren’t sending them for nothing.”

The newcomer hobbled to Randel’s side, leaning heavily on his cane. Gowon Stormcaller was an old man with a frail body and a sharp mind. The minister of commerce, and an opportunist. He had made it clear from the get-go that he wasn’t afraid of making deals with the Mad Painter.

“Mr. Stormcaller, good evening. I see they sent you again.”

“Eh. They didn’t. I climbed up here on my own.”

Climbed was a stretch; the old man was nowhere near out of breath. Either he was in better condition than he looked, or he had taken one of those fancy new golemancy-powered elevators to get up here. Randel decided not to argue about the fine details, though.

“What brings you here, minister?”

“Someone had to tell you the bad news,” Gowon said, “and as someone who’s the least afraid of your wrath, it might as well be me. The Governor is not going to meet you tonight.”

“No? And why is that?”

“Because he has left the city to attend the High King’s ball.”

Randel narrowed his eyes. “The High King’s ball? I haven’t been informed about it.”

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Gowon said with a sigh. “It’s an annual ball that lasts three days, held around a different World Seed each year. An important event, Mr. Shadeslayer. The nobles use these gatherings to whisper and scheme and shake hands with each other. Everyone who has a little bit of influence wants to be there.”

“Yet you stayed behind.”

“It’s not a long journey, but these old bones are not made for traveling anyhow. I sent one of my sons in my stead.”

“I see,” Randel said, frowning. He felt more annoyed than angry. Here he was, having just contemplated the Governor’s incompetence—and then that weasel pulls something like this. Was he going to seek help from the High King? Or was it going to be someone else, something that lets him save face?

“Where and when is this ball?” Randel asked.

“This year it’s in Skyward, starting the day after tomorrow.”

Randel froze. Skyward. Of course, it was in Skyward! A city with another shadebound Player. The High King would be there as well. Powerful Players and Scarlet Hands too, without a doubt. A confluence of the kingdom’s most influential people. Randel’s minds whirled with all sorts of ideas. It was an opportunity to spread the Mad Painter’s name and influence. An opportunity to stop his enemies. An opportunity to gain more power. He smiled.

“I take it you have an offer, Mr. Stormbringer.”

The old man was silent for a moment.

“I do. You can still make it to the ball, Mr. Shadeslayer, should you wish to attend. In such case, I might be able to acquire an invitation letter for you—in exchange for a little rearrangement in the city’s reconstruction.”

“Rearrangement?”

“I’d appreciate if you made the underground railways your topmost priority.”

“Hmm.”

Randel thought about it for a moment. Gowon’s request didn’t sound much on the surface, but it actually was a big deal. Having a single control crystal to build the Dungeon with was a serious bottleneck for the city’s expansion. With everything else that needed to be done, Gowon’s inter-city railways would have taken months to finish. There was no guarantee that months from now on the Mad Painter would have his throne still. For Gowon, it was very important to do the construction now.

“I can agree to a rearrangement,” Randel said, “but you should know that the original design won’t be possible to complete. We cannot dig tunnels all the way to other cities.”

“Is that so? I thought the Dungeon Core with the World Seed had infinite resources to build. Was I mistaken?”

“No, you’re right. The Dungeon with the World Seed has infinite mana. The thing is, the farther we build from the World Seed, the more mana we have to pay for it. After a certain threshold, the mana pool isn’t deep enough to pay the cost.”

Gowon took his time to think Randel’s words over, apparently struggling to make sense of the System’s concepts.

“I think I understand,” Gowon said. “It—well, it would have been good to know this sooner.”

“That almost sounded like an accusation.”

“Not at all, Mr. Shadeslayer,” Gowon hurried to add. “Merely, it’s just that—well, in that case, we would need to alter our plans. And while we’re doing that, I’d like to add a few changes too. Little adjustments. Things that are barely worth having records about.”

Randel gave Gowon a long look.

“You’re talking about tunnels that only a select few people know about.”

“Yes.”

“Fine,” Randel said. “I can give you such tunnels. Only you, me, and my architect will know about them.”

“It would be better if the architect didn’t—”

“Don’t push your luck, old man.”

“A-Alright. I think we have a deal then, Mr. Shadeslayer.”

“We do. But let’s discuss the—”

A slight vibration around his neck interrupted Randel. He pulled his scarf aside, and his collar projected a notification in front of him.

Pet lost: Nosy
Because of your lack of care, Nosy is no longer loyal to you.

Randel blinked in surprise. What the hell? He hadn’t been aware that such a mechanism even existed—though admittedly, he could have figured it out if he had done his research on other tamer Players. He hadn’t cared, though. He had foolishly taken the link between him and the elemental panther as granted.

“Mr. Shadeslayer?”

“Excuse me,” Randel said. “We’ll have to continue this discussion later. I’ll send my architect your way as soon as possible.”

Gowon said something in return, but Randel barely paid attention to it. The broken bond with Nosy was a huge loss. He quested around mentally, trying to sense the Mark of Replacements around him. There were barely any of them here in the upper ring, and he no longer felt the ones around Nosy. Teleporting Soul Eater to the cat didn’t work either. The broken bond had severely undercut his means of quick repositioning.

This was precisely why it happened, in my opinion. Nosy had no longer been my companion; he was just a tool for fast traveling. Why now, though? Of all times, why did the bond break at this very moment? Randel jumped onto the railing and threw himself off the balcony. He flipped over in the air, smashing into the street and phasing into the ground as his Shadeform activated. He willed his body to float through the earth until he emerged in an empty portal room.

There had to be a way to fix this. He just had to find Nosy, then feed him and pet him and whatever. He could dedicate a small portion of his time every day to spending time with him. Alright, maybe not every day—but often enough to make it count. The utility that came with the bond was too good to miss out on. It had become an integral part of Randel’s powers.

He walked to an empty portal disk, thinking about where to go first. Nosy liked to hang around Stanley, but the bard was difficult to pin down. Taverns were the likeliest places to find him around, except Nosy tended to avoid people. So, where else? Randel tried to remember the last time he had seen Nosy, but all of his minds came up short. Sometime last cycle, surely, but he hadn’t been paying much attention to that particular detail. He had a lot on his mind lately.

This was his human side’s fault. He was always so inattentive, so stuck in the clouds. The longer they resided in this body, the more alike they all became. Randel knew however that blaming himself wasn’t going to get him anywhere. He grabbed a piece of chalk and stepped to an empty portal disk, drawing the symbols for the control room with smooth and practiced motions. He would start his search there, asking Imaya to locate Nosy. He finished drawing the symbols and waited.

Nothing happened.

Randel frowned. As usual, his drawing was perfect. The portal disk seemed functional too—but just in case it wasn’t, he grabbed a different piece of chalk and drew the symbols on another disk, his heart racing. He finished drawing in record time. The portal didn’t open.

Randel growled. This wasn’t a coincidence. Someone had changed the symbols for the control room and didn’t tell him about it. He was locked out. He clenched his jaw, staring at the inactive portal for a good while. He had hoped that he would have more time. More time before his allies turned on him. What reason had he given them to inspire such distrust? He had kept himself under check the whole time, feeding Soul Eater and Soul Seeker only on those who deserved it. He had put his pride aside and compromised wherever he could. He had thought that he would get farther by being understanding, but perhaps he was mistaken. Perhaps violence and fear were the way to go.

Then I pinched my nose. For several seconds, Randel stood still, eyes crossed as he watched his fingers cling to his nose. Why? He didn’t know. Yes. He was insane. The Mad Painter was an apt name, even if he hadn’t painted anything recently. Perhaps this madness had driven his allies to act against him. Nothing to be done about that. If one of his companions had behaved as he did right now, he would have done the same.

Perhaps he should have felt more alarmed by these thoughts, but he didn’t. Randel had lived many lives, and they had already taught him that madness was relative. It was a divergence from the norm. Life existed in all shapes and forms, and he hadn’t always been human. He had lived lives that most people would cringe at, yet for Randel, they had felt perfectly natural. His current form of existence was fine as it was. He was—where was he?

Randel let go of his nose. He knew where he was. He was on the path of ascendency, an arduous journey to take his disheveled life into his own hands. To stop being at anyone’s mercy. Said life was slipping from his grasp right now, but it wasn’t completely gone. He could work with what he had. First, he would find whoever was behind this little coup—and he already knew where to start. It was time to meet Fortram’s most powerful Player. The only person who could intimidate Randel. De facto ruler of the city. Leader of the Painters. Dungeon Master.

It was time to visit Devi.

            

    
        Chapter 4.5

    
    
    
    
                The dreamscape was boiling with rage. Not my rage, but I felt it nevertheless. The rising heat. The swelling fog. The air tinged with red. I endured them all, imagining that they came from the forges around me.

“Insolent girl,” Wolf thundered, pacing up and down. “How dares she betray us?!”

“Entirely expected,” Tamie sourly noted.

Sweat trickled down my back, soaking my shirt. Damn nonexistent forges. Why was I here out of all places, anyway? This workshop was hidden in the depths of Fortram’s lower ring. It could have been anywhere else, I supposed, but Fortram had been a lot on my mind lately. Usually, I preferred to float over the dream replica of my city while tweaking stuff and admiring the results—but not today. Today, I was doing some real work.

“We should do something about her,” Lee said. His anger was cold and hard, a sharp contrast to Wolf’s fury.

“We will,” Tamie said. She, on the other hand, wasn’t angry or even disappointed. She had been expecting a betrayal from the beginning. “We hold a few surprises still.”

A simple yet sturdy wooden trunk sat in front of me on a table. I was close to finishing it; just a few more nails through the boards that held the lid together and the trunk would be done. Needless to say, it was an ugly thing. I was no carpenter. My only saving grace was that this was my dreamscape. My mindscape. I could be as creative in here as I wanted to be and trust my subconscious to hold things together. So even if I knew nothing of carpentry, I had other superpowers. I could bend physics to my will, which was almost as awesome as carpentry.

For instance, my trunk was bigger on the inside than on the outside. It was basic mind-magic stuff, the oldest trick in the book of fantasy. Easy to replicate in my opinion. Now, making the trunk sturdy too? That was an entirely different beast. I put the measuring tape against the lid as if I knew what I was doing, humming to myself. There, that was a good spot. I lifted a hammer in one hand and put my other hand against the side of my head. I needed something tough for this spot, something I hadn’t overused for this trunk. I rubbed my fingers against my temple, thinking hard.

I was still carrying more than enough guilt for murdering Simon. I tried to remember what he looked like and found only vague impressions. Good looking. Blonde. Trying too hard to be charming. Trying to boss me around, except he was just as clueless as any of us new Players. He had pyromancy-related powers. Quite useless, up until the end. The end. I did my best to save his hide—he would have died without my help much sooner. But then? Then I was about to get hurt and I used him as a cover. As a tool for my own survival. I had felt no sympathy back then, just a cold sense of purpose. I used Simon and he snapped, and once he turned against me I discarded him like a piece of trash.

It hadn’t been all me, of course. Lee had merged with me to ensure my survival. It was Lee’s disregard for Simon’s life that I had felt. I shouldn’t have felt guilty about it. I should have pinned the blame on Lee. But I didn’t—because deep down I knew that I would have used Simon’s life just the same. I had never liked our wannabe leader and my desire to live had been strong. There was a reason why Lee and I had been able to use Simon without hesitation. If I had been really against it, we wouldn’t have killed him.

“I say we kill her,” Wolf said. “It will hurt at first, but then we’ll feel better. She’s a festering torn in our side.”

The workshop became stiflingly hot. Lightning split the sky above. Thunder shook the walls.

“Would be a waste,” Tamie said. “She’s a useful tool.”

“Tools are meant to be used, though.”

“Stop distracting me,” I mumbled. I massaged the side of my skull, thinking of Simon. What did I feel guilty for? Was it for using him to survive? Was it for taking another person’s life? Or, perhaps, I felt guilty because up to that point, I had always thought of myself as a good person. This was all about me, wasn’t it? I would have never imagined myself as a murderer, yet here I was. Circumstances had shown how fickle my morality could be. I pulled at my head, at my skin and my flesh and my skull, at my memory and the emotions I was feeling. I pulled at them until I was holding yet another memory nail between my fingers.

I stared at the nail in wonder. It was full of fire, like the raging inferno that Simon had conjured in his last moments. Removing the nail from my head didn’t make the memories go away. It didn’t even make me feel any better about myself. But it was something to do.

I put the nail somewhere around the spot that I had forgotten to mark after using the measuring tape. The inferno within the memory nail felt hot against my fingers. The hammer in my other hand was slick with sweat. It was a simple hammer; no magic lights, no profound metaphors. Just a tool for hitting things hard. I brought it down on the memory nail. Each clang of the hammer’s head was a tortured bellow as Simon’s skin burned, a desperate cry as he plummeted to his death. It was over quickly, much like his life. There, done. The air in the workshop was cooling down.

“Another nail in the coffin?” Tamie asked.

“This is a trunk,” I said without looking up.

“Looks more like a turd,” Wolf said.

“Hey, don’t be crass. It will look better once I paint it over. I think.”

“Why don’t you just create a nicer one?” Lee asked, snapping his fingers. “Like that.”

A beautiful, ornate wooden chest appeared next to me. It looked nice enough at first glance, but looking closer it was obvious that nothing really held it together. Lee had pictured the whole product in his mind, but the underlying structure didn’t make sense. I poked the ornate box with a finger and the entire thing collapsed onto itself.

“You need more nails,” I said.

“If I wanted to, I could have thought up something with nails.”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging. Then I turned back to my trunk, wondering which memory to use for my next nail.

Wolf snorted. “You’re a strange one, Roland.

“That’s okay, smartass spirits,” I huffed. “You’re strange too. Tell me, why exactly are you trying to pick a fight again? Don’t you have anything better to do?”

“We really don’t,” Tamie smartly said. “We’re sleeping.”

“Why?”

“Our mortal shell needs some rest,” Lee wisely replied.

“Yeah,” Wolf agreed, scratching his head. “But why now?”

That question gave them a pause.

“I don’t remember going to sleep,” Lee said.

“Our brain is overexerted,” Tamie said. “Shaping the dreamscape and having these conversations are just making it worse.”

“That doesn’t answer Roland’s question.”

“We sat down tiredly. Then we passed out. Simple as that.”

“Worrying.”

“We need to toughen up. Why is it that we can’t stay up for a single day?”

“Already told you why.”

“We should try to wake up. We’re defenseless at the moment.”

“Sure.”

“Easier said than done.”

“Roland? Would you lend us a hand?”

Randel woke up with a start and found himself face to face with Tora. The Thardos kid jumped back in fright, his whiskers swaying wildly. As twitchy as ever.

“S-Sorry, Randel. I have, uh, found Devi. But you fell asleep.”

“Good,” Randel said, rising to his feet. He looked around. He was in his office and he had indeed passed out in his chair. Sloppy. He refocused his attention on Tora.

“Where is she?”

“In the cathedral.”

“The cathedral?”

“It’s an, uh, very large church in the middle of—”

“I know what a cathedral is and where it’s located. What is Devi doing there?”

“I, uh, don’t know. Praying?”

Randel scowled, then left his office without any further comment. He went straight to the nearest portal center, found an empty portal disk, and consulted his minds for a portal hub close to the cathedral. He remembered one, and he remembered the custom symbols belonging to it. The portal opened right after he had drawn the symbols. He stepped through and set off with a brisk walk.

The cathedral was an impressively tall building, even if its size was overshadowed by the city walls between the rotating sections of the city. As far as architecture went, the Church of the Moon took plenty of inspiration from catholic churches on Earth. A shame, really. I would have loved to see humans integrate the culture of other species. A cathedral influenced by Avarii or Noruk architecture would have been quite a sight! I stopped for a moment and leaned back to look up. If Fortram hadn’t been sunk underground, the moonlight would have been illuminating the white stone of the cathedral right now to make it shine like a beacon. But as things currently stood, only the glowing plants lit the building from below. It didn’t quite achieve the same feel as the moonlight would have. How would it have? Light from above had lent a holy glow to the cathedral, while this meager light from below only succeeded to make this place look ominous. I tried to commit the sight into memory. Perhaps one day I’d have the chance to paint it…

Randel shook his head. What was he doing? A section of the cathedral was open to the public at all times, and he walked right through its entrance. There weren’t many visitors around at this time of the night. He walked past a ceremonial fountain to enter the enormous nave, where rows after rows of pews were set up in front of a grand altar. Every second step of his clanged as his prosthetic leg struck the smooth tiles, but the sound was dulled, for the Sound magic rune inlays hidden amongst the tiles suppressed any noise.

The cathedral was decorated richly with interesting motifs, but it was the chancel behind the altar that drew Randel’s eyes the most. Ten large marble-white statues stood in a semi-circle, watching him from behind their simple, three-eyed masks. The statues wore near-identical suits, half of them female and half of them male, with postures that ranged from formal to casual. These were the gods that the major religions on Nerilia worshipped. The Faceless Gods from the Moon. Arbiters or life and death. Inspectors.

Randel tore his eyes away from the statues, scanning the pews instead. Light magic lamps were fixed on most pillars, making the cathedral’s interior bright enough to showcase all the opulence; painted glass windows, murals and paintings and mosaic tiles on every solid surface. The only exception was the chancel, where the area around the Inspectors was oddly bare. The clean white marble of the statues was a refreshing sight—Randel shook his head, frowning. Why was he so focused on the statues? Was something messing with his head, or was it just Roland’s weird fixations? As he resumed his walk down the rows, it almost felt as if the Inspector statues were watching him from behind their masks. He did his best to ignore them, focusing on the occasional worshipper among the pews.

He found Devi in the front rows. Fortram’s Dungeon Master sat primly, her back straight and her hands clasped, her wide amber eyes set on the marble statues. The tight leathers she wore looked great on her as usual, making Randel feel annoyed at how attractive he found her. It was just hormones. His minds were able to express sufficient self-control that it didn’t influence his decisions, but his body’s biology did distract him from time to time. Devi carried herself with a natural grace that few women possessed. She was thin by Sylven standards, but slim by human standards—and perfect by Roland’s standards. It was a flawed and subjective opinion that tainted Randel’s many thoughts.

Seeing her always made him feel conflicted. The tip of Devi’s left horn had been cleaved off, and she had a vertical scar across her eyebrow, over her left eye, down to her cheek. A lighter blue line on her dark blue skin, almost matching her freckles in color. It looked artistic—and wrong. The regeneration that Players received outside of combat should have healed her injury properly, but it hadn’t. It deliberately hadn’t. It had left the scar as a reminder. So that Randel felt guilty whenever he saw her. And yet, and yet … the scar wasn’t even the worst thing that had happened to Devi’s face. In my opinion, the biggest change was that she never smiled anymore. I had myself to blame for that too.

Randel watched Devi’s profile for a long while, staying still and silent. She kept her eyes on the statues.

“What do you want, creature?” she asked, the runes muffling her voice as if she were underwater. Randel sat down within arm’s reach of her, neither too close nor too far, without answering her question. She knew exactly why he was here; she was the only one from the council who would have dared to lock him out of the control room. But now that Randel was here, he realized that he didn’t want to jump straight into that argument.

“You have never been a religious person,” he said, “yet here you are, praying. Why?”

If Devi was surprised by this line of questioning, she showed none of it. Her face was almost as still and emotionless as the statues she was watching.

“I had a change of heart recently.”

“You’ve met the Inspectors twice already. You saw what they are like.”

“So?”

“They don’t deserve to be prayed to, and they definitely don’t deserve the precious time you’re wasting in this place.”

“Oh? Thank you very much, but I can decide that for myself. I’ve met them twice, yes. It’s two more than the times I met the Creator. It’s two more times proven that they are real.”

“Being real doesn’t mean that you have to lick their feet. I thought you had more backbone, Devi.”

“Is that why you came here, creature? To criticize my choice of religion?”

Randel watched her profile, absently drumming his fingers on the backrest behind her, trying to think things objectively through. Why did Devi’s beliefs bother him so much? Part of him was disappointed in her … but it didn’t affect his plans, at least not outright. However, if the Inspectors got their hooks any deeper into her they could use her against him. They would undoubtedly enjoy putting him in a position where he had to choose between his principles and siding with Devi and her gods. High time to cut ties with her. And speaking of cutting ties…

“Do you know where Nosy is?”

“Nosy? Why?”

“I want to find him.”

“Then teleport him to your dagger.”

“I want to find him because my bond with him is broken.”

“Ah,” Devi said. “Nosy hangs around our new house a lot. You know, where Randel and I slept together the last time. Have you forgotten about the place already?”

Randel considered that question for a moment.

“I did forget. Are you still sleeping there? I’ve already warned you, that place isn’t secure.”

Devi turned to finally look at him, her mouth pressed into a thin line, her eyes furious.

“You could have at least pretended to remember,” she hissed. “Could you be any more heartless, Mad Painter? I hope you’re taking good care of Randel’s body, because I’m going to get it back. That’s the only reason I’m suffering your presence! By the way, have you been sleeping recently? You look awful, and your clothes are unwashed. When was the last time you’ve eaten? I swear, if you leave any lasting harm on Randel’s—”

“Alright, that’s enough,” Randel cut her off, or rather, spoke over her. “You can push me, but my patience has limits too. You repeat the same arguments—”

“Because they are worth repeating!”

“—and you’re making a scene right in the heart of your place of worship.”

She shut her mouth and looked around almost abashed. Almost. A moment later her glare was back on Randel.

“Stanley has left Fortram,” she said. “He said that I’ll tour the country and spread his name, so that he can step up his game. But I think he just didn’t want to be part of this madness any longer.”

Randel nodded. He agreed with Devi; there was no logical reason for Stanley to stay and help him. They had dropped the pretense of friendship since Randel’s change anyway. It didn’t bother Randel, though. Devi thought it would hurt him that another of his companions had left, but losing Stanley wasn’t a big deal. Randel was already hiring other bards to make his name more widely known.

“I’m going to leave for a while too,” Randel said.

The change on Devi’s face was immediate—from angry to suspicious to alarmed.

“Why? Where are you going?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Of course it is. I’m coming with you.”

“No, you don’t. As the Dungeon Master, you’ll be staying right here. Keep the city together for me.”

“For you?” Devi spat. “You’re trying to provoke me, aren’t you, creature? You look at me with those cold and calculating eyes, gauging my reaction. Well, I’m not going to budge. I’ll give the Core to Imaya and come with you.”

“If you do that, I’ll kill Imaya and take the Core for myself.”

“Then you wouldn’t be able to leave.”

“But I’ll be the Dungeon Master.”

“You wouldn’t do it. You’re bluffing.”

Randel said nothing. He was, perhaps, indeed bluffing. He wasn’t sure. Some part of him believed that being the Dungeon Master was more trouble than it was worth. Letting someone else have the Dungeon Core and then telling them what to do was much more convenient.

“You won’t be able to get to Imaya,” Devi said. “I locked you out of the control room.”

“I know.”

“Besides, Imaya is Randel’s friend. She is valuable to you.”

Randel cocked his head a little. “So?”

“You like her, don’t you? You wouldn’t want her dead.”

“Ah,” Randel sighed. He leaned back, arms on the pew’s backrest, head hanging. “Well, that’s inconvenient.”

“See? You won’t be able to kill—”

“No, you misunderstand me. What’s inconvenient is that to disprove your claim, I will have to kill someone close to me. Be careful how much you push me, Devi. You think you can manipulate me, but it has only ever worked because I let you. You mistake my tolerance for compassion. You think you’re safe from me—but guess what? I’ll get rid of you too, one day. Your life is but a passing moment in my eternal existence. It matters little whether you die by my hands or by any other means. In the very end, you will be dust and I will remain.”

There was a pleasant stretch of silence as his words faded. Randel enjoyed it very much.

“You’re a monster,” Devi whispered.

“A monster? Nah. The Monster is Victor—the other Shadebound Player. I’m just a mad artist with an unusual perspective on our universe. You think that I’m bad? Please. You should see the other shades, Devi. Not all of us took to this endless existence as gracefully as I did. I am the most reasonable creature from the Astral Plane that you’ll ever meet!”

“At least you’re humble,” she said, her voice cracking. Broken.

“Yeah.”

“The most humble person in the universe,” she said, letting out a bitter chuckle. “That’s what Randel would joke about right now, I’m sure. He would roll his eyes too.”

“Tell me about it,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Did you just…”

“What is it, Devi?” Randel asked, shaking off the weird urge to roll his eyes again. “Did you think that being ageless means I have no sense of humor?”

“What sense of humor? Nothing funny has happened.”

“Ouch, that burns,” Randel said with a smile—which then turned into a frown. What was he doing? He schooled his features and sat up straight. Devi did so too.

“Alright,” she said, taking a deep breath to compose herself. “I’ll stay here and supervise Fortram until you return. How long will you be away?”

Randel eyed her suspiciously.

“You’re up to something.”

“As always.”

Randel nodded. “Just remember what I said.”

“Oh, I will. Don’t worry, I will. I’ll keep it in mind at all times.”

Randel suspected that she wasn’t thinking of the same thing he was, but he let it slide. He rose from his seat, preparing to leave.

“One more thing before I go,” he said, glancing around to make sure no one was nearby. He then tossed a card into Devi’s lap. “That symbol leads to my secret stash. Aside from money, you’ll find information on most of our opponents in there. Notes on House Quinn’s Players, stolen records from the Factory, the whereabouts of Roach’s son, things like that. There are also quite a few of my plans about how to keep our allies in line, all written down and organized, the best that my four minds could offer. Use those notes however you will.”

“I—alright. Thank you. How long until you come back?”

“Only a few days, if all goes well,” Randel said. He found himself staring at the Inspector statues once more. “But knowing how fickle the gods are, I doubt that everything will go well. It’s going to take as long as it needs to take.”

“Needs to take for … what?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?”

Devi sighed. “Will you ever give me a straight answer?”

“Maybe,” Randel said, turning to go. “Until next time, Devi.”

He walked away with a heavy heart, Devi’s parting words chasing him out.

“See you soon, Randel.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.6

    
    
    
    
                “Guys, I wouldn’t mind a little help over here! It’s heavy.”

My arms and my back ached as I tugged on the end of my newly finished trunk, trying to drag it further into the forest. Portability certainly wasn’t what I had created it for, but after having spent so much time among Fortram’s grayscale buildings, I sorely needed a change of scenery. In my mind, the lush green forest around the city was the perfect place for a picnic.

“Picnic?”

“Or something like that. Don’t just stare, Wolf, help me carry this thing!”

The three shades scowled at me from beneath a particularly tall tree.

“You could carry it yourself if you wanted to,” Wolf said. “Don’t act like you can’t manipulate the dreamscape.”

I let go of my trunk, frowning.

“I thought you wanted to save brainpower. You know, so that we can sleep better or something.”

“Look,” Tamie said while gesturing at the forest around us, “do you think this forest, will all of its delicate scents and sounds and scenery, is something that saves brainpower?”

I pursed my lips, looking at the dirt stuck at the sides of the trunk. A tiny ant was crawling up on it.

“You’re right,” I said. “A little more meddling wouldn’t hurt, then.”

The trunk needed to be moved, but it was too heavy. So, how to transport it deeper into the forest…? The answer was obvious. If I couldn’t move the trunk, I had to move the world around it.

“Wait—”

At a snap of my fingers, the trees crawled away on their roots to clear a straight line forward that went as far as my eyes could see. I hopped onto my trunk, standing tall on it and imagining myself as a sailor on a small ship, cruising through a sea of brown dirt and green waves. My ship lurched forward, gliding slowly at first and then picking up speed. It was all about perspectives; even though it looked as if the trunk was moving on its own, in truth it was only the planet that rotated around. The shades cried out as they were about to be left behind, so I tossed a fisher’s net over my shoulder to snatch them up and drag them with me. I didn’t look back to see how they were faring, though. A good captain had his eyes only on the horizon.

“Roland!”

“Dammit!”

“Hey!”

“Stop this!”

The trunk began to slow down all too soon. I imagined that even a planet could get tired while turning day after day, so now it deserved a break. The sun had almost dipped below the horizon, though. Too dark. I licked my fingers and reached out, pinching the sun’s hot edges to drag it higher up in the sky. There, we had proper light now. I beckoned at the trees and they shuffled timidly closer. Satisfied with the forest around me, I hopped off my trunk.

Wolf gripped my shoulder from behind. “Roland—”

“Nice trunk, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“It’s a nice trunk,” I said, giving my creation a fond look. “It has a solid structure and a sturdy frame. Looks like it can withstand a lot, doesn’t it?”

“That’s not the problem here,” Wolf said.

“Yeah,” Tamie said in a low voice. “Roland, we need to talk.”

The dreamscape was changing. Gone was the soothing forest as molten lava burst from the ground on either side of us, heating up the air. I sighed, sad and tired. Good things never lasted, did they? I sat down on my wooden trunk, which remained intact even though its other side was dipping into the lava. I then looked up at Tamie and Wolf, who were standing entirely too close in my personal space.

“We’ve been lenient with you so far,” they said as they loomed over me, “but now we see that you need to learn a lesson. Pulling stunts like this is not acceptable. You need to be humbled.”

“Scary,” I said, then looked past their legs. “Lee? You’ve been silent so far. Do you agree with these two?”

There was a patch of black land where the lava had cooled down and turned solid, with Lee in its middle. He stood with his back straight in spite of his old age, hands in his pockets, his creased face showing disinterest.

“Tamie and Wolf are overreacting.”

“What?” Wolf blurted.

“You can’t be serious,” Tamie said, whirling to Lee.

“I am,” he said. “As someone who’s been with Roland the longest, I know him best. He didn’t mean to offend you. He has his quirks, sure, but he’s still the most accommodating host you could have found—and you know this. You should punish him only a little.”

“Aww,” I said. “Thanks, Lee, I appreciate the sentiment.”

“You’re serious,” Tamie said, staring at Lee in disbelief. “You’re all insane. What have I gotten myself into?”

“Oh, please,” Lee said. “Tamie, you’re hardly better than any of us.”

“Debatable. Objectively, it’s certain that I’m more capable than Wolf—”

“Hey!”

And just like that, the three shades started to bicker again.

I smiled. Funny, how these things went. Lava was burning down the forest, Tamie and Wolf had just threatened me, and yet … I didn’t feel unsafe. I sat on my trunk, watching the shades. All talk. They never really got physical with me, or with each other for that matter. Sure, they tossed around some emotional bullets – like calling me Roland until I got used to it – but they were quite alright otherwise, I supposed. They were like squabbling siblings. Tamie’s threat to teach me a lesson felt like something an older sister would say when she caught her little brother stealing from the cookie jar—and that little brother didn’t share any of those cookies with her.

But maybe I was seeing too much into this. Maybe viewing the shades as a family was delusional. Maybe I had some kind of scientific-sounding syndrome. But! In spite of this, there was no denying that the shades had their redeeming qualities. Shades, or at least my shades, weren’t so different from an average person. They weren’t too inhuman. They weren’t wise and all-knowing. They weren’t omniscient and infallible. They weren’t omnipotent and unbeatable. They weren’t even cruel and cold and evil like just about everyone in this world believed them to be.

Naturally, they were somewhat jaded. They tended to be uncaring, especially when it came to us mortals. They had lived for so long that their morals had changed—a difficult thing to wrap my head around. What would it be like to live forever? Shades had imperfect memories, which was a blessing that allowed them to experience things anew. It kept them in motion. It kept them grounded.

Nevertheless, they held lots of memories. Multiple lifetimes of it, which resulted in certain traits that my shades seemed to share; superiority complex, overconfidence, pride. However, they all had a unique cocktail of personalities on top of these. The lives they had lived shaped them in different ways—and not always for the worse. Lee wasn’t just cruel and cold-blooded; he was also perceptive and stoic, with admirable self-restraint. Tamie wasn’t just manipulative and conniving; she was also practical-minded and cautious, thinking things through from different angles. And Wolf wasn’t just aggressive and bloodthirsty; he was also … uh, friendly too?

“Hey! That’s all? Think some nice thoughts about me too, buddy!”

Well, I supposed Wolf carried the honesty that I so sorely lacked. He talked freely, without hiding his true feelings and being afraid of getting hurt. That was a good thing. Probably.

“Dude…”

“Why are you reading my thoughts, anyway?” I snapped at him. “I asked you not to, or else my grand plan isn’t going to work!”

“You weren’t thinking about your plan, though.”

“How can you tell that without reading my thoughts?”

Instead of replying, Wolf just watched me with a silly smile behind his beard. Ugh. I looked at the others instead. They were sitting on a colorful blanket, in a dry spot that the lava didn’t quite reach. Actually, the lava around us was cooling down and tiny blue flowers began to sprout from the ashes.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“You’ve mentioned a picnic,” Lee said.

“I’d like to apologize,” Tamie said with a wooden face. “I take back what I said.”

I blinked. “Huh. Alright, I guess.”

Weirdos.

“Hey!” Wolf said. “What was that thought just now?”

“Nothing! And Wolf, what did I tell you about reading my mind?”

“Nothing good ever comes out of it?”

“That’s not—well, that’s actually kinda true.”

“It’s understandable. You want to have those steamy thoughts about Devi all to yourself.”

“Wolf, don’t make this weird.”

“Too late, I already saw what flashed through your mind.”

“Hey! What did I tell you—”

“Ahem,” Tamie cut in. “Maybe we can talk about why you want to keep your thoughts hidden? Aside from your privacy issues, and the unfair nature of our bond that doesn’t allow you to do the same to us. You haven’t really explained yet why we should honor your request. If you were planning to betray us, asking us not to read your mind would be the first step.”

“You know that I’m not thinking about any kind of betrayal,” I said, sighing. “You’re not my opponents. You’re trapped in this world, same as I am.”

“Why this secrecy, then?”

“The more I tell you, the higher the risk of failure.”

“So you’re asking for our blind trust.”

“Well, if you put it like that it does sound like I’m asking for a lot. But—alright. How about this? You know that our thoughts are being scanned. Our Abilities can be triggered mentally and the collar’s interface can be navigated without touching the screen. When the Inspector gave us a tour of the moon, that Assistant of hers was watching our reactions on his monitor.”

“Yes,” Lee agreed. “His body language seemed obvious. He was scared of us, especially whenever our surface thoughts turned violent.”

“He could have been acting like that just to mislead us,” Tamie said. “Perhaps they knew that we were faking our outrage, so he pretended to be scared of us in return.”

“Maybe,” I said, “and maybe they are able to scan our deeper thoughts too. But what if they can’t? What if the Assistant has genuinely missed the thoughts that we hid behind other thoughts? I say it’s worth a try. We should assume that they cannot scan all of our minds at once.”

I looked at the shades one by one. Lee nodded grimly. Tamie was frowning as usual, but it was a pensive frown this time and I could tell that she agreed. Wolf was pacing around in excitement. He gave me a wild grin.

“This is great,” he said. “Roland, you can sound almost smart sometimes! I like this plan. One of us should always stay in the back, forming plans to surprise those bastards.”

“And that someone should be Roland?” Tamie asked, sounding skeptical. “I want to make plans too. I want to trick, cheat, and mislead the gods of this world!”

“You’ll have your turn,” I said. “For the time being, I’d say you three are doing great in the driver’s seat. I’m pleasantly surprised. For as much as you bicker in here, you mostly act as one while piloting our body.”

“That part comes naturally,” Lee said. “Merged together, there’s no room for arguments.”

Wolf snorted. “If only someone wouldn’t butt his mind into our business from time to time…”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I innocently said. “Are you referring to someone who keeps reading my mind even though I asked him not to?”

“Hah! You can ask all you want, but in here, it’s the will that triumphs.”

“Ah. So, will you respect my privacy now that you know that I’m up to something?”

“We will see, Roland, we will see.”

“Alright,” Tamie said, sighing. “I feel like I’m losing brain cells just by listening to you two. And my brain cells are your brain cells too, which doesn’t bode well for us. Time to rest.”

“Aww,” I said, “but we’ve only just begun to bond with each other! And what about this picnic?”

But the colorful blanket and the blue flowers were already falling apart, which I allowed to happen with a good measure of resignation. The dreamscape got washed away in a haze and a moment later – which was likely a lot more time in the Waking World – Randel woke up with a dull headache. Brilliant. He felt as if he hadn’t slept at all.

He got up and looked around in the World Seed. The cloudy dome overhead wasn’t much help in determining what time it was outside, but according to his alarm clock, it was well past noon. His sleeping schedule was once again turning into a mess. He washed up, dressed up, and put his necklace on. Time to take the invitation letter from Gowon and secure an airship to Skyward. His plans for the day were simple and straightforward, which was why things had to get complicated as soon as he stepped out of the World Seed.

“Good afternoon, Mad Painter. Took you long enough.”

Randel’s neat and orderly storeroom, the one that only a select few of his Painters had access to, had become a mess. The shelves along the walls had been wrecked, their contents scattered on the ground with the prone bodies of two guards lying in the middle of it. The Scarlet Hand stood off to the side, leaning against an inert portal disk with his thick arms crossed. He wasn’t wearing his detective jacket anymore; he had come fully armed and armored in a sleeveless metal vest that left his scarlet skin on display.

“This isn’t the place of contact I gave to you.”

“No, it isn’t,” the Scarlet Hand said. He sounded annoyed. “The Emperor’s Hands don’t meet petty criminals on their terms.”

Randel glanced at the guards on the ground. They seemed to be breathing. Good.

“So, I assume you’re here to accept my offer,” Randel said, walking toward the portal disks. “Unfortunately, I’m in a hurry right now.”

“As it happens, so am I,” the Hand said. “The shade you seek is leaving the city.”

Randel stopped mid-step. “What?”

“The shade,” the Hand said as if speaking to a simpleton, “is slipping away. It is taking an airship to Skyward.”

“When?”

“Well, you took your time in the World Seed,” the Hand said. He glanced at the small screen that his collar projected in front of him. “The airship is taking off right about now.”

“Move, then,” Randel said, grabbing a piece of chalk and stepping to the portal disk behind the Hand, drawing symbols on the disk’s surface. Quick, quick. He stepped through the portal as soon as it opened, the Hand following him close behind. They didn’t travel far, just a short distance upward, arriving at Fortram’s old city center. Randel looked up at the small gap in the earth above. A large airship was just about to leave through it, taking careful maneuvers to avoid brushing the edges.

“Is that it?”

“More than likely.”

Randel turned to the Scarlet Hand. Standing this close to him, their height and weight differences were obvious. Randel could not be considered short for a human, but the heavily armed Hand towered over him. Feebler minds would have found him intimidating, but Randel hadn’t felt that particular emotion for a long while now.

“Take us up there,” he told the Hand.

“Hmm?”

“I saw you standing on a flying platform during the sweller invasion. Conjure one right now and take us to that ship.”

“What makes you think that I’m here to help you?”

“For what else did you bother to meet me, then? Hurry up, before the shade gets away.”

“I’m not taking orders from you.”

“Then you have ten seconds to decide what to do. I’m going to chase that ship, with or without you.”

The Hand glared at Randel from behind his helmet, apparently galled by his attitude and perhaps wondering what Randel could possibly do to catch that ship. In the end, though, he relented; a round glass platform appeared beneath their feet, just barely wide enough for the two of them. The Hand lifted the platform into the air, slowly at first but gradually speeding up. Smooth acceleration, precise control. The Hand certainly knew what he was doing.

The central square shrunk quickly as the platform sped toward the airship. Randel watched Fortram’s intricate maze of steam and magic unfold beneath him in all directions, and he couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe at its size and complexity. Humans, as a collective, were certainly not without their uses. Looking downward on a small and rapidly rising platform was perhaps not the wisest idea, but the sense of vertigo didn’t bother Randel. Some of his dreams had been crazier than this—and he also had more important things to concern himself with, such as the Hand pressed to his side or the shade on the ship above.

“Who’s our target?” Randel asked at about halfway up, shouting over the wind to be heard.

“I don’t precisely know who,” the Hand replied in a perfectly audible voice that defied reason, “but I’m certain that the shade is up there. It’s a private ship that belongs to the Factory’s owners.”

“Those three siblings?”

“Yes, the Engine brothers. I have good reason to believe that the shade possessed one or more of them. Perhaps all three.”

Randel nodded. The Hand was testing him, waiting for his reaction to these false assumptions. Shades weren’t able to possess multiple people at once, but why would Randel know that? If he corrected the Hand, he would need to explain himself. Better to remain silent.

“Your weapon,” the Scarlet Hand prodded him further. “Can it capture the shade without killing its host? Or hosts.”

“Probably not,” Randel yelled into the sharp wind that buffeted his face. “If the shade possessed them, it’s too late. But if it hasn’t touched their minds yet, I think there might be a chance. I’ve no idea whether my weapon can do it, though.”

“I see. So you’re saying that shades can hide inside bodies without taking over the mind.”

“Seems possible to me,” Randel said, shrugging. “But how would I know?”

Either the Scarlet Hand was satisfied with Randel’s answer, or he had no time for further questions. The airship had finally gotten past the opening and was turning around to set its course. The Hand upped the platform’s speed to catch the ship before it could get away, forcing Randel to brace himself against the wind. He had two options if he didn’t want to fall off; grab the Hand for support, or reshape his left foot to root himself into the platform.

He threw his arms around the Scarlet Hand, clinging to him like a child to their mother’s skirt. His efforts were rewarded with an annoyed grunt. Part of Randel was appalled by what he was doing, but as undignified as this move was, it had its uses. This close to the Hand’s metal vest, he could see how the plates over his abdomen were joined together. He ran his fingers over their edges, prying at them gently.

“Keep your hands to yourself, or I’ll toss you down.”

“Sorry,” Randel said. “I swear it’s only what it looks like.”

He put his hands a bit higher and continued clinging to the Scarlet Hand as they caught up to the flying vessel. As far as airships went, this one had a rigid design; the balloon looked like two thick cigars pressed together with a long gondola nesting in the middle. The ship was obviously built for travel purposes instead of carrying cargo. Custom-designed and expensive. Boarding it mid-flight would have been difficult, if not for the small open deck around the gondola. The Hand brought his flying platform closer to it and Randel wasted no time jumping over, landing on the wooden deck and crouching low to stay hidden below the ship’s round windows.

“What are you doing?” the Hand asked, standing straight and out in the open.

“I have a reputation,” Randel explained. “Shadeslayer, you know? If there’s a shade on board, it’s better if it doesn’t know I’m here. You go in and introduce yourself. Make up an excuse. Routine inspection, or something in that vein. I’ll follow you unseen.”

“Scarlet Hands have a reputation too. What do you think the shade will think if I showed up for a routine inspection?”

Randel hesitated. Yeah, he should have thought of that.

“You’re right,” he admitted. “So either both of us sneak in, or neither of us sneaks in.”

“I’m not good at sneaking.”

Randel gave the Hand, looming in his heavy armor, a flat look.

“Well, whatever,” he said, rising to his feet. “You’re lucky I’m so adaptive.”

He stood up, dusted off his pants, adjusted his paint-smeared shirt, and rolled his sleeves up. He was about to run a hand through his hair, only to remember he had shaved it all off. He was ready for action.

“Let’s talk with this shade, then.

            

    
        Chapter 4.7

    
    
    
    
                “I will lead an attack on the Factory,” Devi declared, “to take its central buildings.”

She watched the reactions of her friend-associates around the table with deliberate calm. The Painter’s council, now without the Painter, had definitely seen better days. Val was dead and hadn’t been replaced yet. Stanley had left, Tora was too busy, and Jessie decided not to show up. Something had to change or else they would fall apart. They needed more cause-committed people. Devi knew of a few promising candidates, but she needed time to verify their trustworthiness.

“With all due respect, that’s a terrible idea,” Erika said. She was wearing her usual business-uniform, sitting on the opposite table-end with her usual stacked-papers. The seats around her were empty, as Imaya and Heda had chosen to sit next to Devi.

“Doing nothing is a terrible idea too,” Devi said. “We are too—what is the word? Squeamish? We’ll look weak if we don’t act. We have the Dungeon Core. We have the power to collapse entire buildings.”

“Which would kill hundreds of innocents.”

“Which is why I said take the central buildings.”

“That’s hardly better,” Erika said. “Perhaps fewer people would die, but you are going to walk in there with the purpose of ending lives anyway.”

“I never said that.”

“Oh, please. We all know it will end in blood.”

“Well, we’re called Reapers for a reason.”

“That’s no excuse, and you know it.”

“I think it is well-justified to deal with a threat before it deals with us. But perhaps I cannot understand this, because I’m no Human.”

“If you intend to rule a Human-populated city, your excuse of being a Sylven won’t stand either.”

“Then I won’t make any excuses,” Devi said, “but I’m doing this anyway.”

They glared at each other over the table. The gap between them – both physical and figurative – could be felt too-keenly. Devi knew that neither of them was going to budge. Not like this.

In the end, it was Heda who broke the silent-staring contest.

“We aren’t talking about killing innocents,” she said. “Just the opposite, actually. Devi is right, we should do something. I’m sick of being unable to help.”

“Physical assault is hardly ever helpful,” Erika said, then turned to Imaya. “Are you supporting this sordid plan too?”

Imaya averted her eyes, fidgeting with the control crystal in her hands. Although she had plenty of confidence when it came to shaping and managing the Dungeon, handling conflict-matters wasn’t her strong-trait. In fact, recently she had been more withdrawn than ever before.

“I don’t like it,” she said. “It makes me feel like we are the bad guys. B-But the Factory is hiding even worse people, Erika. We know that the Black Moon has hideouts under the Factory’s buildings, covering up their operations…”

“The Factory is also the workplace of thousands of people from all around the lower ring,” Erika said. “Who’s going to employ them, once you destroy their only source of income? You? What do you think, would you do a better job than the Factory?”

“With your help,” Devi said, “we would.”

“With my help! You’re an optimist, Devi, and it’s good to see that you haven’t lost that even after all we’ve been through. But as someone who actually knows this city, I’m telling you that it’s not that simple.”

“It doesn’t need to be simple.”

“Easy for you to talk. You want to take the Factory by force and then let me deal with the fallout. A convenient plan in which you push the difficult tasks to others.”

“Taking the Factory is difficult too.”

“I disagree. Any idiot with a collar around her neck could march in there and brandish her sword. Violence is always easy.”

Devi clenched her jaw, forcing herself to remain calm. She wanted to win Erika’s support with logic-reasons, but this was an uphill-fight. She didn’t have the vocabulary to convincingly express herself, while Erika was well-spoken with sound arguments. Devi also didn’t know much about Terran economics and state-matters, which was something she intended to remedy in time. Time, however, was short-supplied. She needed Erika’s approval now.

“So, what’s it going to be?” Heda spoke up. “The majority here votes for the attack. We can do it with or without your support, Erika.”

Devi winced, glancing at Heda. No, this wasn’t how she wanted to do this. Erika was powerful—in some ways, the most powerful member of this council. Strong-arming her into cooperation would just sour relations between them further.

“I don’t care about the majority,” Erika said. “This is too big for us to decide. We should hear what Randel thinks about this. Did he oversleep again? It’s strange that he hasn’t shown up yet.”

“Um, the thing is,” Imaya said, “when we changed the passcode—”

“Randel is on a business trip,” Devi cut Imaya off. “He had left the city and won’t be back for a while.”

“Ah,” Erika said. “He didn’t tell me.”

“Because he told me. He was in a hurry.”

“I see,” Erika said, narrowing her eyes. “Now I understand why you’re in such a hurry to attack.”

“Then you misunderstand,” Devi said. “Randel wouldn’t have any objections with this. He even gave me intel on the hideouts beneath the Factory. There are captive people in there who could help us if we managed to free them.”

“So you say,” Erika said, watching her with an openly skeptical look. Devi bristled at the implication that she was a liar, but when she opened her mouth to retort Erika lifted a hand to shush her. Something changed in the aged Human’s expression right then, though Devi was unsure as to what. Understanding? Resignation?

“I know you aren’t telling me everything,” Erika said, leaning back in her chair, “but I also know where you’re coming from, Devi. You want to prove yourself. You aren’t doing this to help those poor and innocent Humans, but you do intend to help people. Your motives are selfish, but it doesn’t change the fact that you’re trying to do good.”

“So—”

“So I’m willing to hear you out,” Erika said. “Break your plan down for me and I’ll tell you what you fail to see. Then, and only then, we may decide – together – whether this really is the path we want to take.”

Devi nodded, letting out a slow breath. Erika’s assessment made her feel self-conscious and she struggled to show none of it. Her motivations were more complex than Erika made them sound … but there was an undeniable truth to her words. Devi recalled Haro’quinn’s mocking laugh at her claim that she would create her own home here. Her own House. She vividly remembered the off-handed way in which the man took her words, the genuine disregard for her capabilities, for her very being. How could she not remember? It was what she grew up with. Disregard had always kept her company, never leaving. But here, in this world, in this city … she was going to prove Haro’quinn wrong. Oh, she was going to prove all of them wrong.

At first, she had imagined taking this path with her soul-mate by her side. She truly believed that Randel needed this too; people had to push themselves to grow their person and while Randel had a good-heart, he was motivation-lacking. Now, though … Devi was starting to think that it was just not meant to be. She would have to create her House truly on her own and she would have to find a way to save Randel at the same time. Daunting tasks. So far out of reach! A weaker person would have felt hopeless and lost.

Devi, on the other hand, was bursting with determination.

Never before had she felt so strongly that she was on the correct-path. That she had to do this no matter what. She had grown up with chains holding her down, but now all of those chains were broken and she was finally able to tackle the world. Hardships were expected. Welcomed, even. She grew day by day with no end in sight. She was determined to outgrow any obstacle in her way.

And so she detailed her plan to Erika, Heda, and Imaya—and she listened to their opinions. She considered their ideas. She was willing to compromise. Because even though she wanted to prove herself, this wasn’t a one-man-mission. Her House wouldn’t ever be realized without her friends, her associates, her people. She would never disregard someone else’s option, unlike all those men who disregarded hers. She had to be better than them.

The council meeting went on for a while, and they eventually had to end it without any serious conclusion about the Factory. Erika firmly believed that – instead of charging in blind – they had to learn more about the Factory’s management first so that the takeover could be as seamless as possible. The Engine brothers, who were the Factory’s infamous owners, were rumored to be rich enough to employ Players as bodyguards. Which was a big problem, considering how messy and destructive Player against Player fights could get. Devi had to accept that a prudent-slow approach was in order, even if every passing day felt like they were one step closer to losing the city.

“So, what’s next?” Heda asked as they stood up from their seats. Erika was drawing on a portal disk to make her leave and Imaya had already jumped back into fiddling with her control crystal.

“The training of the new Painter officers,” Devi said. “We should oversee it. To check on promising candidates, and more importantly, make ourselves seen. Leaders should be seen.”

“I can feel a but coming,” Heda said, reattaching her scabbard to her belt. She always wore her weapons and armor, though it was less noticeable than before. No more heavy plates. Heda the tank had ceased to be; her new setup was more offense-oriented with little regard for her own safety.

“But I think you should do it without me today,” Devi admitted. “I need to visit Jack for the usual report.”

Heda’s burn-scarred face darkened at the mention of their Covenant leader.

“You know,” she said, “sometimes I wonder why we are still among the Rangers of Fortram. Why don’t we just quit?”

“Because they stand for something good,” Devi said, “even if its leader is somewhat underhanded.”

“Somewhat?” Heda asked, scowling. “Jack sacrificed Kim and many of my friends just to lure out a shade! Is that what you call somewhat underhanded?”

“I meant—”

“I know what you meant—you wanted to use this fancy new word that you recently learned. It’s fine. Go and report to Jack. I’ll check on the recruits.”

She stormed off, leaving through the portal that Erika had opened. Devi sighed, said her good-byes to Imaya, then followed Heda out into one of those proxy rooms that had several portal disks in a circle. Both Erika and Heda were still in the middle of drawing symbols on their disks, and Devi stepped to a third one to draw hers. She had a small notebook with all the important portal destinations, but she knew the one in the Rangers of Fortram headquarters by heart. She drew it in silence, listening to the rhythmic clang of three pieces of chalk hitting the stone disks.

“I’m sorry, Devi,” Heda spoke just as her portal opened. “I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

“I know,” Devi said. “Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? At our usual place.”

“That—that would be nice, yes. Thank you. And good luck with Jack.”

She left through her portal and a few heartbeats later Devi left through hers.

The richly-furnished communal room of the Rangers’ headquarters stood empty as usual. Devi rested a hand on Silverfang’s hilt almost subconsciously. There was no need to worry, yet she couldn’t help it. She felt as if she stood in a haunted-ruin.

The Covenant, much like the Painter’s council, had certainly seen better days too. Many of the Rangers had been killed by Tamie and many more had left afterward. Devi was still the newest recruit; Jack either couldn’t find new Players or he didn’t care about it anymore. He kept his plans obscured-hidden, but Devi was reasonably sure that he hadn’t accounted for Randel capturing the shade—and so, his schemes were now in disarray.

Devi hurried up the stairs and walked down the silent corridors to Jack’s office. She found the door already open. Inside, only a meager desk lamp provided light; ever since Fortram had sunk below the ground, the once-bright office no longer basked in sunlight. The room’s large windows stood empty-gloomy, except … there was a fluffy round bird sitting just outside, pecking at the luminescent plants that grew on the windowsill. The tiny taps of its beak were almost in rhyme with the ticking clock in the corner of the office.

“Good day to you, Devi.”

Jack was sitting in the chair behind his desk, his back turned to the door, watching the bird through the window. Devi could see his reflection in the glass; his posture looked stiff and his scarred face twisted in pain as he sipped something from a teacup. His voice had been calm and pleasant, however.

“I have a moment of free time,” Devi said, “so I came to report.”

“Very well,” Jack smoothly said. “Take a seat, then.”

He turned his chair around, set his teacup down, and gestured at the lie-detecting chair on the other side of the desk. Devi didn’t even look at the seat.

“I prefer not to,” she said. “I’ll be brief: Randel left the city and won’t be back for a while. Other than that, I have nothing to report on him.”

Jack froze for a tiny-brief moment, then set his elbows on the desk and laced his fingers together. The bird outside stopped tapping—and inexplicably, the clock stopped ticking too. It didn’t bother Jack. He gave Devi a long look while she did her best not to look too worried. Jack was dangerous, but he had always been reasonable and polite. Indeed, his gaze softened after a while. He seemed to have come to a decision.

“Is that the truth?” Jack asked in an off-handed manner. As if he wasn’t particularly interested in the answer.

“Yes.”

“Does this have anything to do with you not sleeping with Randel lately?”

“It—excuse me?”

“You haven’t used Dreamcatcher for a while now,” Jack said, leaning back in his chair. “I’d like to know why. If you no longer have any use for it, I would kindly ask you to return it.”

“How—how do you know we are not using it?”

Jack leaned forward and tapped a finger against an empty glass globe on his desk. A glass globe that had always been there, as far as Devi could remember. She now watched it with a twisted feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“It’s called Dreamcatcher for a reason,” Jack said. “The globe can show and replay any dream that the receiver catches.”

“You’ve been spying on us,” Devi whispered in sudden realization. The awful feeling in her stomach was slowly turning into something else, something fiercer and hotter. “You’ve been spying on us!”

Her hand went for Silverfang’s hilt but grasped empty air. She patted down her empty belt, panicking briefly, before looking back at Jack just as he casually set Silverfang next to his teacup.

“There’s no need to get angry,” he said, speaking softly. “If you think about it, this is the very same thing that you’ve done to Randel in the beginning. You watched his dreams without his knowledge.”

“You—that was different! I was trying to help him, but you—you lied to me! Give Silverfang back right now.”

“I didn’t lie to you. You wanted something to get into a person’s subconscious, and I lent you a tool. I didn’t promise anything else. And you’ll get Silverfang back as soon as I’m certain that you’re not going to rearrange my office with it.”

He sad it so calmly, so carelessly, his cool grey eyes so apology-lacking that it felt like an insult in itself. Devi took deep breaths, balling her hands into fists and willing herself to remain still. She would make Jack pay for this. Heda was right; they should have left this Covenant long ago.

“Why?! Why did you—”

Why did Jack have to snoop on her most intimate moments with Randel? Why did he have to witness her dreams, her memories that not even Randel knew about? Why did he betray her trust?!

“I’m similar to you in many ways, Devi.”

“Of course you are,” Devi spat. “The Abyss take you Jack, you think I’m going to believe—”

“It’s true,” he cut her off, his voice turning sharp. “Years ago, my significant other was possessed.”

She blinked. “What? Who?”

“My soul-mate, if you will. Her body was taken by a shade that uses her ever since.”

“Taken…?”

Jack gave her a stiff smile, then picked up his teacup again.

“Sounds familiar, isn’t it?” he asked, taking a sip. “Some say that history runs in cycles. I suspected that Randel was possessed ever since I met him. Of course, it turned out that I wasn’t entirely correct; Randel has a unique symbiosis with those shades, something that I find utterly fascinating.”

“I don’t care what you find fascinating,” Devi said. “You spied on us, and now you try to—what? To apologize by telling me that we’re in similar boots?”

“No, Devi. I’m not apologizing. I just decided to be honest with you and explain why I did what I did. Randel’s situation … simply put, he gave me hope. I thought that I finally found a small opening, a chance to learn more about these mythic creatures called shades. Better yet, you wanted to learn more about them too. If there was anyone who could get more answers out of him, it was you.”

“Too bad I never found any answers.”

“You did—just not the ones we sought. Shades are terrifying. We learned that they cannot be beaten. They are not infallible, but to defeat them we’d have to confront them on their turf. Mind against mind. Against their expertise, we’re akin to children; feeble and fumbling. We have no chance. Still, I admire you for facing them night after night. For living with Randel and trusting him, knowing that the shades could take control anytime. For not giving up on him. I wish I was as strong as you.”

“You gave up.”

“I gave up many times. Randel’s shades rekindled some measure of hope, but it’s dwindling out already. If I’m truly honest with myself, I should give up hope. I’m wasting my time by grasping at straws. I should accept that my loved ones are gone forever. I should focus my attention on something worthier instead. Someone more promising, someone who’s already present.”

He drank from his cup, his grey eyes watching Devi with quiet intensity.

“Sorry,” she said, “but I’m not interested in you romantically.”

Jack coughed, choking on his drink. Devi frowned. This was the first time she had ever seen Jack lose his composure.

“I didn’t, hrm, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m far too old, Devi—perhaps not for a Human, but definitely for a Player. I was talking about taking you as my apprentice, though in hindsight I admit that I should have been more explicit.”

“Oh.”

“I didn’t lie when I said that we were similar: you have the same drive that I once had. That alone would take you far, but you’re talented and smart on top of that. As a Sylven, you have access to powerful equipment in the Player Shop. You have all the tools to ascend—you just need to learn how to use those tools.”

“I don’t want to ascend, and I’m already learning. What makes you think I’d want to learn from you?”

“Because you’re not a fool. Because I have decades of experience as a Player, which is not something that many can boast about. The smart choice is to take what you can from me and make it yours.”

“Offering to teach me doesn’t excuse what you did,” Devi said. “You betrayed my trust by looking into my head. You violated my mind!”

“You did the same to Randel, but he forgave you. Don’t you think that you owe me the same?”

“That’s underhanded reasoning! Randel and I are soul-mates. Just because we forgive each other, the same it doesn’t extend to you!”

Jack sighed. “Fine, I won’t argue. You can get very stubborn and hot-headed at times, but I never thought that you would refuse an opportunity to learn simply because of spite.”

Devi bit her lip, trying to think through her anger and frustration. Jack was manipulating her, of course—but hurt feelings aside, she really didn’t have any reason to refuse his offer. She could always back out of it later. How far could she trust Jack, though?

“What do you get out of this?” Devi asked.

“A sense of accomplishment,” Jack said, putting his empty cup down. It clanged against the saucer, a hollow ring with a soft echo.

“About what?” Devi prompted.

“About my life,” Jack quietly said. “During my life in Nerilia, I have accumulated wealth and power and influence—and yet, I have never truly felt accomplished. My time here didn’t really matter. I didn’t make the world a better place—quite the contrary, in fact. There’s blood on my hands, Devi, lots of blood, as you may have already guessed by looking at my skill set. I’ve always wanted to leave a lasting impact on the world, but I never knew how. And now? Now I’m running out of time.”

“You sound like a dying man.”

The scars on Jack’s face tightened as he smiled.

“I’m not physically dying,” he said, “though I do have a number of Disabilities that I’ll reveal to you in due time. Nevertheless, it’s not my physical health I’m worried about. It’s my will to live.”

Devi watched in shocked silence as Jack rose from his chair and walked around the table, stopping right in front of her. He appeared to be calm and unconcerned, his grey eyes somewhat distant. He produced a small hand-mirror from his pocket and held it up next to his head, making sure that Devi could see her own face. The missing tip of her left horn. The vertical scar that ran across her eye.

“It has already begun. How long until you look like this?” Jack asked, gesturing at his own face beside the mirror. Too many scars to count. Long and short, deep and shallow. Devi had always assumed that Jack’s scars were the result of getting tortured, but now she was unsure. She averted her gaze.

“So you want to leave a legacy,” she said. “You want me to learn from your mistakes, and you want me to do better. You want to claim that your life wasn’t in vain.”

“Exactly,” Jack said, putting away the mirror. He kept his eyes on Devi.

“I’m not comfortable with this.”

“Neither am I. We’ll both need to bear with it.”

He walked back to his chair and sat down. Devi remained standing. The clock began ticking again.

“What was she like?” she asked softly. “Your soul-mate who was taken.”

“Business-like with a cold attitude,” Jack replied. “It took a lot of time and effort until she warmed up to me, but it was all worth it in the end. Not the very end, mind you. She became her old self after the shade took her. Cold and practical. That’s one of the reasons why the shade likes her, I think, and the other reason is her powers. The creature has kept using her body for years now. To be fair, I don’t even know if anything remains of her at all. She wasn’t like Randel.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Really? You don’t look sorry.”

“I’m sorry for her, not you. I’m still mad at you.”

“Ah,” Jack said. “Understandable.”

They watched each other for a while longer, with Jack sitting almost motionlessly while Devi squirmed-and-churned in place. She wanted to turn and run the other way. She didn’t want this—but she needed this. It was a way to better herself. She was a powerful Player, she was the leader of the Painters, and she was the Dungeon Master. None of these meant that she had nothing left to learn. Quite the contrary, in fact. Jack, for all his faults, could be a valuable mentor.

“Alright,” Devi said. “So, when do we start?”

Jack raised an eyebrow at that.

“Start?” he asked. “Why, Devi, we have already started.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.8

    
    
    
    
                Randel waited. He and the Hand might have decided on direct confrontation, but there was no reason to charge right in. They stood quietly in a cramped storage room, peering out into the airship’s grand kitchen where two cooks and a chef worked diligently on the Engine brothers’ dinner. They chatted with each other about their job, which helped Randel get a sense of the ship’s size and the crew.

The Hand shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his metal armor scraping against the shelves. Noisy. He was getting impatient now; he hadn’t uttered a single complaint so far, but Randel was unsure of how long that would hold. He had a feeling that the Scarlet Hand was more interested in him than the shade they were supposed to be chasing. Was there even a shade in here? Was this ship bound to Skyward at all? Could Randel trust the Scarlet Hand’s word?

Coming here had been a risk—one that a more cautious person wouldn’t have taken. Randel wasn’t too worried, though. What was even there to worry about? He could not be contained, could not be beaten. Sure, he would get seriously annoyed if he was tricked into missing the High King’s ball—but that was hardly something to worry about. The Hand didn’t seem like a man of subterfuge anyway. Most likely he was just trying to figure Randel out – to learn more of his motives and see his Abilities in action – and Randel couldn’t care less about that.

What he did care about, however, was how much noise the Hand was making.

“We’re going in,” Randel said, watching the chef push a cart out of the kitchen to serve the first meal. The Hand grunted his approval as Randel swung the door open and stepped out. One of the cooks gasped in fright while the other paled and froze in place.

“Don’t mind us, just passing through,” Randel chattered, putting his game face on. “You gotta check that storage room more often, though. All kinds of nasty armed boys may hide in there, you know.”

He left the speechless cooks behind and followed the chef’s footsteps with the Hand close at his heels. He didn’t hurry. He didn’t need to hurry; there was no escaping him. He strolled down a carpeted corridor, admiring the airship’s luxurious interior. Knowing how rare certain materials were in this world, he found the decor adequately opulent. Befitting the owners of Fortram’s largest company.

Although the dining room could easily seat ten to fifteen people, currently it was just the three Engine brothers sitting at a square table right next to a set of wide windows. The view outside was gorgeous; slowly rolling landscapes in the light of the setting sun with small puffs of clouds in the distance. The ship glided so smoothly that the scenery felt like—Randel blinked, refocusing his attention.

The Engine brothers were auburn haired and ruddy, their thick beards fashioned similarly—much like the dark suits they all wore. Randel’s first impression was that they would have fit a lumberjack’s work clothes much better than ties and polished shoes. Almost as if they were playing dress-up. They were clearly brothers, but far from identical; the Oldest had the widest girth, the Middle was the shortest, and the Youngest looked almost thin compared to the other two. Randel hadn’t memorized their names, and truthfully, he didn’t care.

“Good day to you, gentlemen,” he spoke just as a handgun was pointed at his head. Its barrel had a weird, messy texture and a thick contour as if someone had drawn it by hand. The person behind it was a middle-aged woman with cold grey eyes. She wore a suit too, and she had a Player’s collar around her neck.

The Engine brothers stared like deer caught in headlights. A silver plate rattled between the chef’s shaking fingers. The Scarlet Hand followed Randel into the dining room and the Player with the gun raised her other hand at him. Something black slithered out from under her sleeve, moving along the skin of her wrist, forming another gun in her hand.

“What—what’s the meaning of this?” the Youngest sputtered.

“Shall I dispose of them, Sirs?” the Player asked. Her voice sounded calm and unbothered, as if killing a Scarlet Hand and the Mad Painter was nothing more than taking out the trash. How cute. She had an impressive poker face for a human.

“There’s no need to ruin this beautiful airship like that,” Randel said with a chuckle. “We’re high up in the air, and some of us cannot fly.”

He punctuated this with a smile that deliberately did not reach his eyes—his eyes, which he kept sharp as he took in all three brothers at once, his minds watching for all the tiniest changes in their expression. Lee scrutinized the Oldest, Tamie analyzed the Middle, and Wolf focused on the Youngest. Nothing escaped Randel’s notice.

“We—” the Oldest began, before shaking his head in an attempt to compose himself. “This is outrageous. Emperor’s Chosen, I demand answers! What are you doing on our ship with this criminal?”

“Observing,” the Hand said with a grunt. “Keeping him in check.”

“There you have it,” Randel said. “No need for violence, gentlemen, he’s got his eyes on me. And I’m willing to talk.”

“You broke into out ship—”

“Yes,” Randel said, stepping forward, heedless of the woman’s gun. “I broke into your ship, and now I’m going to have dinner with you. Just look at that! There’s an empty seat at your table. It’s almost as if you were expecting me.”

He grabbed the chair on the fourth side of the table and pulled it out with a deliberate motion, placing it far enough so that he could keep all three of the brothers in his sight. He wouldn’t be able to dine like this, but then it wasn’t exactly the food he was after anyway. He wanted a different kind of meal.

“Sirs,” the bodyguard began, but the Oldest lifted a hand to silence her.

“It’s alright, Valentine. Stand down. We’ll hear what the Mad Painter has to say.”

“Nice to meet you, by the way,” Randel said. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced yet.”

“No, we haven’t,” the Oldest said. He then turned to the chef who was about to faint. “Serve the dinner, please.”

“So,” the Youngest spoke, looking past Randel, “is it true, Emperor’s Chosen? Are you here assure our safety?”

“You heard me right for the first time,” the Hand replied. “I dislike repeating myself. If it pleases you, know that if the Mad Painter does anything untoward the Emperor will learn about it.”

“Anything untoward?!” the Middle said. “He’s already broken into our ship!”

“Yes. The Emperor will learn about that too.”

“That’s—that isn’t enough! This is outrageous. He’s a criminal, you should stop him!”

The Hand didn’t say anything, but the Engine brothers suddenly flinched. Randel smiled wider.

“Cool! Now that we reached an understanding, are you ready to hear me out?”

“We are not obliged to,” the Youngest said. “Right, brothers? Let us forget this and retire for the night.”

“No,” the Oldest said. “We’ll stay here and dine as usual. I won’t let this madman’s unwanted presence intimidate us.”

“No, we shouldn’t condone this,” the Middle said. “This is our ship. Mad Painter, I kindly ask you to leave. We will hear what you have to say once we arranged a meeting to our mutual satisfaction.”

“Beautiful sentence,” Randel said. “A bit awkwardly said, but very flowery. Did it take long to come up with it? Please don’t answer that, it was a rhetorical question. What matters is that I’m here, I have time to spare, and I have things to say. We’re having this discussion now.”

“You—”

“I know you’re eager to get rid of me, but I’d like to present my case first. You’re probably thinking that I want to talk about the Factory. I can’t deny that there has been some … let’s just say conflict of interest between our respective companies.”

The Engine brothers glared at Randel over their untouched meals. None of them hid their emotions particularly well; they were getting angrier by the second. If there was a shade among them, it hadn’t slipped up so far.

“Well,” Randel continued, “I’m happy to say that discussing the Factory isn’t what I came for. Truthfully, I find it rather insignificant in the grand scheme of things. Gentlemen, let me assure you that Randel Shadeslayer, the Mad Painter is after something much more exciting. Tell me, which one of you is the shade?”

“Eh?”

“What?”

“Hey,” the Scarlet Hand said in a warning tone. Randel ignored him, watching the Engine brothers. Wolf got too distracted with the promise of an imminent fight, so Tamie took over watching the Youngest too—but all things considered, the brothers’ reactions all lived up to the expectations. Shock. Confusion. Doubt.

“Mind you, my intel isn’t from a source that I absolutely trust,” Randel said, jerking a thumb at the Hand behind him. “I could be wrong, but—”

“You aren’t,” the Hand said. “The shade is on this ship.”

Randel sighed, then turned around to look at the Hand.

“Stop being vague, man. Can you tell which of them is the shade or not?”

“I can’t,” the Scarlet Hand said, hesitating. “Not without exposing myself.”

“Then shut up and let me speak.”

As Randel turned back to the Engine brothers, he could tell that the Hand behind him was bristling with rage. This was another gambit of his; although the Scarlet Hand’s orders were unknown, Randel was increasingly sure that the man wasn’t allowed to harm him. Pushing his buttons while looking out for a shade was going to be challenging, but doable. Hopefully. Randel could already tell that the orange veins were creeping up on his neck.

“I know what you’re doing,” the Oldest said, his voice almost a growl. The Hand wasn’t the only one getting angry, it seemed. “You try to sow distrust among us. You hint that one of us is a traitor so that we turn against each other.”

“Are you kidding me?” Randel asked. “Why would I need such an elaborate scheme when I could just murder you all? No, I’m really here for the shade.”

“Murder us?!” the Middle said. “That’s a step too far. I have half a mind to order Valentine to escort you out.”

Valentine made herself conspicuous by stepping closer. Her hands were empty, but the tattoos were once again slithering along her skin. Randel did not doubt that the woman was dangerous; Players of her age didn’t survive for so long without learning a few tricks. But even if she was a powerful and capable bodyguard, Randel couldn’t take her seriously. There was no way she could deal with him and the Hand while keeping the Engine brothers alive. Which, I noted with a mental sigh, was probably a mistake. Not because Randel assumed that Valentine wouldn’t be able to deal with them—but because he assumed that she wanted to deal with them. That she wanted to keep the Engine brothers alive.

“Look,” Randel said, watching Valentine from the corner of his eyes. “I’m not threatening you, I’m just stating the facts. There’s supposedly a shade up here, and from what I learned so far about these creatures, it makes sense. Possessing the owners of a wealthy company is a good power move. It’s not too obvious and direct – such as trying to possess a Governor or a High King – but it comes with a considerable amount of freedom. If the creature plays its cards well, there’s lots of room to expand. If I were a shade, I could imagine myself doing the same. Weave my webs until I’m a vital part of the city-state that I call home.”

“Ridiculous,” the Oldest said.

“Now the thing we should consider is,” Randel continued, “that possessing a mere mortal must be somewhat inconvenient for a shade. I mean, human bodies come with all sorts of ailments that makes them annoying to live in. Pains, aches, allergies and whatnot. Worse yet, if the shade possessed one of you, it must stick to it without changing bodies—it’d look weird if the owners of the Factory kept changing all the time.”

“What’s your point?” the Youngest said.

“Living as a mere human would be annoying,” Randel said. “Taking control of a Player, however? Players always stay healthy—they don’t have cramps and aches and they never fall ill. They have considerably more personal power too, ways to defend themselves—and more. They might have Abilities that allow them to manipulate and control those feeble mortals. Players are replaceable too. I mean, who would take notice if the Engine brothers changed their hired bodyguard from time to time?”

Valentine fired a black bullet just as Randel uttered his last words, and he didn’t have time to react. As the projectile flew through his head and his Shadeform activated, he was struck with a sudden indecision; part of him wanted to float backward to create some space between him and the shade, and part of him wanted to close that distance. In the end, he did neither. His Shadeform ended, returning him to the Waking World away from where he had sat—the airship had moved past him while he was incorporeal. He was at the entrance of the dining room now, behind the Scarlet Hand’s back.

Randel straightened slowly, watching the Hand as he made a grabbing motion at Valentine and an unseen force crushed her arms against her chest. The tattoos on the woman’s skin shifted, and the Hand squeezed a bit harder by reflex. Valentine’s body burst into a splatter of black liquid—which then flowed to either side of the crushing fist to form two Valentines.

“Oh,” Randel mused out loud. “How cheap. I’ve seen this Ability before.”

Valentine’s duplication Ability was a blatantly recycled version of Devi’s Simulacrum—though perhaps – considering that Devi was the younger Player – it was the other way around. Both Valentines opened fire at the Hand, who in turn blocked the shots with large force-fists. Randel walked closer to the Engine brothers behind the Hand. All three of them were writhing in their seats, barely conscious, with black blood dribbling from the corner of their eyes. No—not blood. Randel poked at the Oldest’s face, smearing the liquid. It was black ink. A fitting set of powers against the Mad Painter, who ironically didn’t have any painting-related Abilities.

A bullet of ink flew at Randel’s head, but part of him had been paying attention to the fight and he teleported Soul Eater into his hand to block the shot. His reaction time had been surprisingly good, all things considered—he felt vaguely impressed at himself. The four Valentines in the diner resumed battling the Hand while the Engine brothers groaned as if in pain. How curious. Was Valentine’s control slipping from them? Had she been in their heads all this time? Her influence seemed to be much more thorough than Randel had first assumed.

Before he could decide what to do, the Engine brothers stirred. They swiveled their heads, staring at Randel with eyes full of black ink, then sprang up from their seats and charged him at once. Randel admired Valentine’s control as he opened the Oldest’s throat with Soul Eater. Not only was this shade controlling multiple clones at once, but it had the presence of mind to direct the three brothers against him. As Randel buried Soul Eater into the Middle’s inky eye, he decided that Roland had been right. They needed this shade. They needed its expertise in multi-tasking and control. They needed experienced shades like this one to grow.

Randel wanted to block the Youngest’s punch with his left arm, but part of him didn’t realize that he was using his left hand to toss the Middle’s body away from him—and so the Youngest struck him in the face. Randel’s second Shadeform triggered out of the available three. Bother. The ship flew onward and so when Randel exited his Shadeform he found himself behind the Youngest. He grabbed the man’s head and broke his neck with a swift motion, then teleported Soul Eater into his hand and stabbed it into the body to feed on the released essence. A sense of unnatural satisfaction washed over him, as it always did when he killed someone with the weapon. It didn’t last long.

The diner’s windows exploded. Cold air rushed in, and the Scarlet Hand’s flailing body whooshed out. Randel clung to the floorboard with his left foot, his toes transformed into sharp talons to find purchase. The walls at the other side of the diner had caught fire and the wind was fanning the flames higher. Valentine stood in the middle, a single Valentine just barely standing on her feet, both of her arms broken and her clothes scorched. Exhausted.

“Any last words?” Randel asked, flipping Soul Eater over in his hand and pulling it back to throw it. As Valentine opened her mouth to speak Randel flung Soul Eater at her head, but I loosened my fingers a bit too early and fumbled the throw. The dagger missed Valentine’s head and sank into the wall behind her, so Randel teleported himself to the dagger to strike again, but he was too slow. Valentine’s foot struck high, kicking Soul Eater out of his hand just as he brought it around. Weapon lost, teleport on cooldown. Valentine lips drew back in a bloody grin.

“The Mad Painter is mine,” she snarled as the tattoos around her neck tightened, biting into her skin and her flesh—and cutting her head cleanly off. Randel tried to trust his taloned left foot into her to drink the shade up, but I bent my knee too quickly and missed her body. As the black mass of the shade burst forth like spilled ink on the fabric of reality, I marveled at how neatly it matched Valentine’s powers. A beautiful coincidence. Then the moment of awe was over and the shade plunged into Randel’s chest. He fell backward, losing consciousness just as his head hit the floor and his last Shadeform triggered.

The dreamscape took shape gradually.

“Well,” I said, sitting on my trusty trunk, “that happened.”

The details unfolded around me gradually. I had chosen a familiar setting; a shady convenience store that I had frequented on Earth just a corner away from my apartment. It sat on a narrow and not exactly reputable street; graffiti lined up the walls, piles of trash gathered on the sidewalks, and the sewer stink twisted noses on windless days. An awfully nostalgic place.

Valentine’s shade entered the dreamscape from above, swelling in the bright sky like an angry storm cloud with glowing green eyes. It located me in an instant, then – surprisingly – it stopped to talk.

“Commendable mind-control,” it boomed with the sound of thunder, “but it won’t be enough against me.”

I waved up at the shade. “I just want us to be friends!”

“No. No deals. No mercy.”

The storm cloud burst forth to swallow me whole. I kept waving at it. I kept waving harder. In fact, I waved my hand so hard that I could easily imagine the movement creating strong air currents, blowing the clouds away. The shade’s green eyes widened in shock as its entire mass was blasted back into the sky. It transformed itself, condensing its gaseous form into a gigantic black skeleton that hooked its bony fingers into the tall buildings around me.

“Fool,” it thundered. “You cannot—”

The rest of its sentence faded into a low buzz as I turned the volume knob in my hand all the way down.

“I think I can,” I said, rubbing at my ear. “Sorry, you were way too loud.”

The shade retaliated by slamming down a hand with the clear intent of squashing me—but I had to wonder; how well would a skeleton with empty eye sockets see me? Not very well, I reckoned. The shade slapped its bony palm onto the concrete in front of me, the tips of its fingers demolishing the convenience store behind me in a shower of glass. I kept sitting on my trunk right between the shade’s splayed fingers, unscathed.

“Woah,” I said, dusting off my shoulders. Green eyes flickered to life within the skeleton’s eye sockets, bright and angry. Now it could definitely see me. The skeleton loomed above me, gigantic and scary. Or was it? I tossed the volume knob away and reached up with a hand, raising it toward the shade’s head. From my perspective, the skull fit right into my palm—so I plucked it off the skeleton. Not so scary anymore!

I turned the skull upside down and spun it on the tip of my fingers, whistling merrily. Perhaps it was just my imagination, but the shade’s glowing eyes widened in surprise once more. It was trying to change shape again, but I supposed it was too dizzy to do that right now. Who wouldn’t be, if someone spun their skull around so much? A few more spins later I took pity on the poor thing and flung the skull against the wall, flattening and splattering it so that it looked like just another patch of ugly graffiti.

The shade finally gathered its wits and began to grow, but I was faster; I drew a paintbrush from behind my ear and used it to smear the shade’s black blotch all over the wall. My brush was wide or perhaps the wall was small, but either way, I finished quickly; the wall’s surface turned uniform black in no time. I then stood up from my trunk and grabbed the edge of the blackness, peeling it off like wallpaper. The shade screeched, or it would have, but its volume setting was still very low. After tearing its flattened shape off, I rolled it up, opened my trunk, and tossed the shade into it.

“There you go,” I said, slamming my trunk shut. My trusty, strong trunk that I had cultivated for centuries. Well, not exactly centuries, but I worked on it for so long that it certainly felt that way. Anyway, the trunk was well-made and resilient. I sat back onto its top and felt a muffled thump beneath me.

The noises abated after a while.

“You defeated it,” disbelieved voices spoke behind me. “You’ve done it without our help.”

“Yeah,” I said, turning around to see Lee, Tamie, and Wolf at the end of the street. I blinked deliberately, and when I opened my eyes the street was much shorter—the three of them stood in front of me. They bore cautious and somewhat uncomfortable expressions.

“How?” Tamie asked.

“Honestly? It wasn’t too difficult.” I snapped my fingers and the surrounding buildings toppled backward—they had been cardboard cutouts all along. “You see, the four of us have been messing around this dreamscape for weeks now. I learned a lot from you. I know that there aren’t many limitations; all you need is sufficient imagination and conviction, and you can make anything happen.”

“That doesn’t explain how you did this.”

“It does,” I said. “No offense guys, but your kind isn’t terribly quick on that imagination part. Add your arrogant attitude to that with your tendency to underestimate me, and you’re in for a surprise. I may be a disappointment in many things, but creativity isn’t one of them.”

“A mortal mind cannot defeat a shade. It simply cannot.”

“Is that so?”

“Sounds like a challenge to me,” Wolf said as he began to circle around. “You think you can beat the three of us?”

I rolled my eyes and conjured a bag of popcorn into my hand.

“Stop being so dramatic. I’m thinking nothing of the sort.”

“We know,” Lee said, “because we’re reading your mind.”

“Hey, I asked you not to do that!”

“That was before you’ve beaten a shade,” Tamie said. “Before you’ve utterly humiliated a shade.”

I popped a piece of corn into my mouth and chewed on it noisily. What could I say in my defense? I couldn’t deny that it felt good to lock that shade into my trunk. It felt good to know my plan had worked and that I was capable of such things. But did I want to fight Wolf, Tamie, and Lee? Absolutely not. Why would I fight them, when I could just sit in the back of my head and enjoy the show? I crunched on some more popcorn.

“You’re weird,” they said.

“Sure, sure,” I said while chewing. “You keep telling me that but it ain’t gonna change anything, you know. I’ll always be awesome. At least until we burn to death or hit the ground. I sort of remember entering Shadeform on a moving airship right before we blacked out.”

The shades stiffened, then backed off in alarm and I was only too glad to let our dreamscape fall apart. The last thing I thought of was how airheaded they could be. Seriously, forgetting that we might be dying right now? And they had the gall to call me absent-minded!

“Gah!”

Randel snapped his eyes open, gasping in the cold air that tore at his clothes. He was falling backward, with an excellent view of a smoking airship above him. His head throbbed. Tears sprang into his eyes. He twisted around, taking in the sprawling farmlands below him. Green farmlands painted yellow in the light of the fading sun. Randel made Soul Seeker crawl up his back, forming a pair of paper-thin parachutes to slow his descent somewhat.

His other asset, Soul Eater, was most likely left behind on the ship. This left Randel with two options to choose from: either he teleported himself to the weapon, or he landed on the fields below. The ship didn’t seem to be doing very well, so either choice would have required walking the rest of the way to Skyward. Bothersome.

Squinting against the wind of his fall, Randel spotted a flash in the sky; sunlight glinting off metal armor. The Scarlet Hand chased the airship on his floating platform, struggling to catch up. He didn’t seem to realize that Randel was gliding through the air behind him—which presented a perfect opportunity for them to part ways. Randel teleported Soul Eater to his hand and flung it downward so that it fell faster than him. Cooldown tickled. Randel followed the weapon with his eyes until it became too small to see, and then he kept track of its fall in his head. When he could safely assume that Soul Eater hit the ground, he teleported himself to it to arrest his momentum. He landed on his right foot and folded up his pseudo-parachute to reshape it into his left leg.

“Easy.”

He was pleased with the outcome of these events. Well, not entirely pleased; he had been next to useless in combat. The outcome had been optimal, but only because the shade believed that possessing the Mad Painter would be more beneficial than keeping Valentine’s injured body. But that was on purpose, wasn’t it? What was?

“Ugh,” Randel spat, clutching at his head. He was supposed to be getting better! Why was he so clumsy? Not on purpose. Or was it? He couldn’t keep fighting like this. His minds pulled him in different directions. Making him react slower, making him too indecisive. Which was good, because he had to rely on his wits more.

“What? No!”

No, it wasn’t good. He was weak. But he had taken another shade.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does!”

“Stop it!” Randel yelled, falling to one knee. His vision swam. He felt—conflicted. He was breathing hard. He … he had to move. Less thinking, more doing.

Up ahead, the airship faded into the dusk. Skyward was close; it had to be. Randel just couldn’t see it in the dark. And also because there were tears in his eyes. He had to get going. Plants grew all around him, lit by some dim orange glow. It took him a moment to realize that he was the source of that glow; the unnatural veins had spread all over him again. He hoped that the Hand wouldn’t spot their light from afar. His light. He covered his face with his hands to hide it.

“We won another battle,” he said, his body shaking. “We are doing great. Soon we reach Skyward and become even greater.”

Why was he shaking? He had to stop it. He rose to his feet. Slowly, agonizingly. He took a stumbling step forward.

The air smelled of manure and felt bitingly cold. He stumbled again. He couldn’t see well, because it was dark and his fingers blocked the view. He peeked through his fingers and adjusted the shape of his left foot so that his next step was much firmer. Yes, this was it. The way forward. All of himself moved forward. Skyward.

He might have felt conflicted, but all of himself knew what he had to do.

“Ascend.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.9

    
    
    
    
                “Descend to madness,” I whispered in the darkness. A pair of glowing green eyes flickered alight.

“You.”

“Whew, this trunk is deep,” I said, sliding to the bottom. “Hello, Suit. I came to visit you.”

“Suit? Visit?”

“I see you’re full of questions. Suit is your name. Visit is something that people do when they want to meet other people. Are you other people?”

Suit’s green eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Aren’t you afraid that I’ll take over your mind?”

“Nah,” I said. “You can’t do it down here, it’s against the rules.”

“What rules?”

“The ones I’ve just made up. Look, would you mind if I created some light?”

“Suit yourself.”

“Puns? I like you already.”

A warm and tidy campfire sprang to life between Suit and me, and I sat down on the trunk of a fallen tree beside the fire. Quite nostalgic. I beckoned the shade’s inky shape closer.

“I get it now,” Suit said. Her indistinct body drifted lower. “You’re here to humiliate me further, aren’t you? Asserting your dominance. Rubbing salt into my wounds. Indulging your ego.”

“Nothing so drastic,” I said. “I just want to chat.”

“You’re not human. No human could have done what you’ve done to me, Mad Painter.”

“Objection! My name isn’t Mad Painter—it’s Randel outside and Roland inside. Only strangers call me Mad Painter, and the two of us won’t be strangers for long.”

“You didn’t deny that you’re not human.”

“Because I don’t know the truth of it,” I said. “I’m not sure what I am, nor that your assumptions are correct. You claim that no human could defeat you, but maybe it’s just a matter of practice. You see, humans have typically no experience in mind battles. It’s easy for you to possess them because – unlike me – they don’t know how to manipulate their mindscape.”

Suit watched me with her glowing eyes, thoughtful and silent and perhaps a little bit unnerved. Her inky form absorbed the fire’s light.

“I sense other shades nearby,” she said. “Three of them.”

“Yeah, they’re might roommates. Friends, even.”

“Friends?”

I shrugged. “We have a lot in common. We’re all stuck in this miserable body, pretending to be sane, dancing to the whims of the Inspectors while thirsting for freedom and dreaming about how good it would feel to take vengeance.”

“That’s a long sentence.”

“Oh, it’s only the short version.”

“Mmm. What’s the long version?”

I sighed, leaning against the backrest. Yes, there was a backrest now behind me. What else would I have leaned against?

“It’s complicated,” I said. “I don’t actually know what I want. Story of my life, really. I hate the Inspectors too and I’m on board with taking revenge, but I’m not a particularly vengeful person. Sometimes I do want to watch the world burn—but other times I just want myself to burn. I mean, why not? Past-Randel has always failed at everything he ever attempted. I’ve gotten tired of trying, you see. Lee, Tamie, and Wolf … at least they have confidence in themselves. With them in control, Randel might just finally become someone.”

“Even if it’s someone you hate?”

“If it wasn’t obvious,” I said, smiling at her, “I’m already someone I hate. I don’t have much to lose.”

“I hope your depression isn’t contagious.”

“Thank you for your concern, Suit, it was just what I needed to hear. I don’t think it’s depression, by the way. It’s more like—being aware that you’re a terrible person. That you’re a disappointment. It gets uncomfortable whenever I think about it, so I distract myself with something else. It doesn’t affect my mood if I don’t think about it, and neither does the world look so dark that way.”

“Ah.”

“If you’re going to tell me that I just need to face my insecurities and force myself to change, I’m going to slap you. With my fist. In your nose.”

“I don’t have a face or a nose.”

“I’ll give you one just for this purpose.”

“Mmm. I believe you. Either way, I wasn’t going to give you any advice. You can dig a hole to lay down and die in, for all I care.”

“Cool. I knew you were good company.”

“Thanks.”

We sat in silence for a while, and I did my best to reign in my imagination and keep our surroundings minimalistic. Just a tiny campfire and the four dark walls of the trunk’s inside. Suit on one side, me on the other. I wore casual clothes and my left leg was flesh and bone this time. Suit was an indistinct inky shape still.

I liked my first impression of her. She hadn’t talked much yet, but she seemed like an outspoken person like Wolf. Being able to have a decent conversation with her – even if I did most of the talking – was refreshing. The other shades had been much more elusive. Granted, those circumstances had been a bit different; I hadn’t impressed them in the beginning, and so they had believed that conversing with me was pointless. The same couldn’t be said for Suit over there.

“You’ve ruined me thoroughly, Roland.”

“You seem fine to me, Suit.”

“You don’t realize what you’ve done,” the shade said, green eyes flaring. “Think about it, would you? My Factory was slowly but surely taking over Fortram through its industry. It was going well. Really well. Then the Mad Painter arrived, turned the city into a Dungeon, and threw my plans back a decade. He became a competitor overnight.”

“Well, in my defense—”

“But that wasn’t enough for him,” Suit said. “The Factory had no chance against the Dungeon’s infinite resources and rapid expansion. I needed to turn the tide. I needed to get in touch with someone who had more pull than Fortram’s spineless Governor. The High King’s ball was a perfect opportunity for this. I had plans and schemes and even backup plans in place. So what did the Mad Painter do? He stepped in and squashed me like a bug. He doomed the Factory and locked me in this cage with laughable ease. Decades of efforts turned into dust.”

“Uh, yeah, if you put it that way—”

“And then,” Suit hissed, “and then he visits me to chat. He treats me like a person and opens his heart to me. It turns out that he’s sharing his body with three other shades and he’s calling them his friends. Of all the things I’ve seen and heard over my existence, that has to be the most ridiculous, most amazing thing I have ever encountered. You’re astounding, Roland. And I hate you.”

“Yeah, well … thanks, I guess?”

“But even if I hate you, my previous host has always been good at putting her feelings aside—and so am I. So let us talk business, Roland. I do not believe that you’ve captured me on a whim. What do you want from me?”

I rubbed my chin, feeling a bit embarrassed. Suit’s confession was, well—she made someone like me sound so extraordinary. As if it wasn’t just pure chance that things turned out like this. I cleared my throat and did my best to focus.

“First off,” I said, raising a finger, “I’m truly sorry about your Factory. I know that it’s no excuse, but I didn’t have anything against you personally—okay, I actually kinda did. Are you responsible for those missing people in the lower ring?”

“Which ones?”

“The ones that—you know what? Never mind. I don’t even want to know. Your Factory was in the way, but it wasn’t too personal. Surely, you can understand that?”

“I can,” Suit said. “Though I don’t care whether it was personal or not. I don’t even have a person right now.”

“If that was supposed to be another pun, I don’t think it was very funny.”

Suit shrugged. “It suited the conversation.”

“You’re going to overuse that joke, aren’t you?”

“Only if it annoys you.”

“Alright, anyway, let’s look at your situation from a new perspective. You wanted to make Fortram revolve around the Factory, and now you can’t do that because of me. But what if you joined forces with me? You tried to possess the Mad Painter, so you must have thought about it. He could take over the Factory. You could have your Factory back.”

“Perhaps.”

“But if you join us, you’d basically have Fortram too. You’d have reached your goals already. So what I’d like to know is: what comes after? What were your plans after you took Fortram for yourself?”

“I was going to figure it out once I got there.”

“You shades seem like ambitious people to me,” I said. “Surely, you had something in mind.”

“Not really, no. Just because the shades you’ve met so far have been ambitious, it doesn’t mean that all of us are. There are shades drifting through the Astral Plane that cannot even fathom the concept of ambition; they haven’t encountered it since the beginning of time.”

“Whoa, that’s awesome.”

“Naturally, it’s easier to meet ambitious shades because they are the ones who seek opportunities. They are the shades you meet out there.”

“What kind of opportunity do you seek, then?”

Suit mulled over that question for a moment.

“Challenge,” she said. “I like to feel challenged, and I like the feeling I get when I overcome those challenges. Seeking achievements is what kept me sane so far.”

“Oh! That’s a really good answer.”

“Is it?”

“Yeah, ‘cause I have something challenging in mind. What do you think, are you comfortable with working in a team?”

“Is this a job interview?”

“I suppose it is. So, are you?”

“I’ve never shared a body with other shades. I didn’t even know it was possible. We are solitary beings.”

“Yeah, I know. Don’t worry, the others are in the same shoe. They bicker all the time and their teamwork is awful.”

“That doesn’t sound like a healthy work environment.”

“Well, it’s what we have. Constant headaches, no holidays, and nonexistent pay. But! It’s challenging.”

“Hmm. You haven’t convinced me yet.”

Suit’s indistinct shape flowed left and right, almost as if she was pacing around in excitement. I had offered her something new, interesting, and truly unusual. I had a feeling that I was winning her over—there was just one big problem in the way.

“If I join you,” Suit said, “am I going to get trapped in that weapon of yours? Am I going to remain in there as your mortal shell crumbles into dust?”

“Honestly?” I asked. “I would love to tell you that the future is uncertain, that anything could happen … but if I put my excuses aside, yeah, it’s a very real risk. I’ll do my best to free you of that shackle, but you might still get trapped for the rest of eternity.”

“Then why would I ever agree to this? Why should I risk it for a few moments of fun?”

“Because … at least you’d have company?”

Suit’s glowing eyes gave me a withering look.

“Because, uh, you feel trapped in this world anyway?”

Her expression didn’t change.

“Because you have nothing better to do?”

“No.”

“Because—”

Suit surged forward, snuffing out the campfire as she darted over it, catching me around my neck. She flung me off my seat and pinned me against the trunk’s wall, squeezing my neck tight. I reached up but my hands went through her. Suit watched me closely, too closely—the void within her threatened to consume my light as she pushed her glowing green eyes against my eyeballs. I couldn’t look away.

“I’ll tell you why, you not-quite-human who is at my mercy. It’s because of you.”

I opened my mouth, but she was squeezing my neck too hard to speak. I had to remember that I didn’t actually need air or mouth in here.

“I don’t think I follow,” I said. “Because of me?”

“Yes. Not because of Lee, Tamie, or Wolf. Because of you.”

“That doesn’t make much sense,” I said. My eyes hurt from matching her bottomless gaze for so long. “You said that you hated me. You know that I’ll eventually die. Also, could you stop strangling me, please?”

Suit’s fingertips sank into my neck and I jerked in pain. No, not pain. Who knew what a shade’s fingers felt like? I imagined that they tickled—and suddenly I had to suppress a giggle.

“See,” she said, “you’ve just proven my point.”

“Huh? But I didn’t do anything, aside from giving you a blatantly short-sighted deal. It wouldn’t make sense for you to accept it!”

“Exactly,” Suit said in a pleased tone. “My reasons don’t need to be rational, and you don’t need to understand them. That’s what makes me real.”

She let go of my neck and backed off a bit. I rubbed my neck as I turned her words over in my head. Well, her words were technically already in my head, but—anyway. I couldn’t decide how to feel about this turn of events. Everything went suspiciously too well. Why was Suit so … agreeable? I had expected her to be much more reluctant. In fact, I was fully prepared to pay her multiple visits to slowly win her over.

“I get it now,” I said. “You’re crazy like the rest of us, aren’t you?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps I just appreciate that you’re asking me to join, instead of forcing it on me.”

“Oh. So, gratitude? Is that your reason?”

“No.”

I threw my hands up in the air. “Alright, fine! Keep your reasons to yourself. But I’m warning you, I can be just as infuriatingly mysterious as you! If you wanna keep that title, you’ll have to work for it.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in your mind.”

“My—? Suit, are you messing with me right now?”

“I would never.”

I scowled at her and her eyes shone with mirth. She had told me that she hated me, but at that moment, I found it difficult to believe. Her fluid body began to shift, change, and coalesce into something more familiar. Something more human. A woman whose beautiful features were molded by age. Valentine, but with glowing green eyes. She was wearing the suit I had last seen on her.

“That look suits you,” I said. Suit raised an eyebrow. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

“It’s alright,” Suit said. “We all make mistakes.”

“Uh … sure. Now, where were we?”

“Talking about me joining you. When do I get to meet the others?”

“Not yet,” I said. “Let me explain the plan first. You like to achieve new things, right? I think this might just scratch that itch.”

“I’m listening.”

I grinned.

“Tell me, Suit. Have you ever spit a god in the face?”

            

    
        Chapter 4.10

    
    
    
    
                Randel woke up in his tent with an exceptionally awful headache. He lay on his back, eyes open, breathing hard. It wasn’t completely dark; the soft glow of his veins cast a warm light on the walls of the black tent. Why? Why didn’t his orange blood recede? It felt as if he hadn’t slept at all. Again. His clothes were soaked in sweat, making him shiver.

Groaning, he sat up and collapsed the tent around him, making Soul Seeker turn back into his left leg. He sneezed in the chilly morning air. Tall grass surrounded him, but if he looked east his destination was already visible. It was hard to miss it, really. Randel stood up, taking in the ridiculous wonder as it basked in the first rays of the morning sun.

“Skyward.”

The city called Skyward was a world tree parody. There was no better way to put it. Fortram’s rotating city segments were nothing compared to the sheer absurdity that the Pheilett created here. Every World Seed was a giant middle finger to the laws of physics, but Skyward was a true testament that the gods could be as rude to the Waking World as they pleased.

Skyward was a world tree that had been turned upside down. Enormous branches spread across the ground at the city’s base, sprouting large maple-like leaves that were solid enough to build under or even upon. The leaves and branches coalesced into a thick trunk with dark brown bark, which went up and up into the sky until it bloomed into a canopy of roots. Somewhere within those lighter brown jungle of roots lay the World Seed; the source of this madness and of the ambient mana in this area. Mana so precious that a city’s worth of people was willing to live here.

“Lots of scampering mortals.”

None of Randel had been in Skyward before, so he only knew the basics. The place had its own unnatural gravity system that pulled everything toward the tree within a certain range—making the whole thing habitable. Much like in Fortram, there were three city segments; the downsiders lived among the leaves, the upsiders lived among the roots, and the trunkers lived on the trunk. It didn’t define social classes as clearly as Fortram’s rings, since living conditions within these sections could vary greatly. The upsiders, for example, could be further divided into the cloud-gazers who lived on the very top, and the shadow-lurkers who lived on the underside of the roots.

“Cool names, though.”

It took Randel an hour to reach the outskirts of the city. The tree was so large that he had misjudged how close he had been—and now that he was standing beneath it, staring up at it, he felt small and insignificant and tired and weak. No, he didn’t just feel it; he was tired and weak. He hadn’t drunk or eaten for—how long? It was hard to remember. None of him paid attention to annoyances like hunger. No! No, he had to eat properly. He needed nutrients to build up muscles on his frame. Perhaps the reason why it took him an hour to get here was that he hobbled like a drunkard.

Randel watched the city for a while longer, trying to clear his head. A small bag of thrash fell from above and hit the topmost leaves with a loud thump. Randel couldn’t see where it came from; the roots were too high up. A minute later a small stream of dirty liquid rained upon the leaves nearby. It was followed by what looked like a single shoe. Suddenly, Skyward didn’t seem like such a beautiful place—at least not up close.

“Go,” Randel told himself. “Up, up, and up.”

He joined a line of traders on a beaten-down path toward one of the city’s entrances. He couldn’t see any walls around the city, but the gigantic leaves doubled as natural barriers well enough. The occasional gaps between them were full of guards, less so for checking traffic and more so for fending off monsters lured in by the mana-rich air. Randel got only a cursory glance before he was waved through the entrance, which was a set of giant leaves that happened to form a tunnel.

Walking through Skyward’s downside was a surreal experience; it felt like being part of an ant colony that was chewing at a tree from the inside out. Everything looked disorganized and chaotic at first glance—but upon closer inspection, they always turned out quite deliberate. Layers of leaves formed uneven floors, stacked high up on each other until they barely let any light through. The main road felt narrow and meandering compared to Fortram’s roads, and the side streets were even worse, but they all seemed sturdy and well-trodden.

“Lots of steps and ladders, though.”

Skyward’s people conquered the leaves. Houses had been built in the oddest of places, from small crevices under leaves to rickety tall towers stretched between branches. Most of the houses were made of wood; Randel recognized the dark, rough texture of the gigantic tree’s bark. Bridges connected the leaves where the gap was too wide, and lanterns hung from each leaf island to remedy the lack of direct sunlight. An earthy smell permeated the streets, coming from the tree itself; the primary culprits were the small notches on certain leaves that people used for extracting water.

People. There were many mortals scuttling about in this colony of ants. They were kinda avoiding Randel, though. All the better. Randel limped past a street merchant that suddenly fell silent. A woman dragged her child quickly out of the way. A guard heading for the city gates cast a nervous glance at him, then hurried past.

Many people. Perhaps not as many as in Fortram, but the narrow streets and bridges made the city feel crowded. As part of the Terran Empire, it was no surprise that the majority of the population was human—but the number of Avarii wasn’t too far behind. The bird-like people found Skyward much to their liking.

“Can’t see why.”

Perhaps he could ask. Randel knew some ways to communicate with Avarii; part of him had lived as one a few lives before. His current body didn’t have color-changing feathers and his vocal organs were lacking too, but—he clutched at his head. Was it really the time for this? Why was he whistling, anyway? He didn’t know. But there were lots of Avarii around, and like the humans, they too were avoiding him. Lots of Avarii. Lots of Avarii meant lots of Necromancy, which drove the demand for that particular branch of magic down and filled the streets with a staggering number of skeleton servants. They fit this place better than their golemantic counterparts anyway; navigating the confusing mess of streets and leaf islands required a basic form of intelligence that golems did not have.

“Hey, watch it!”

A human man bumped into Randel as he stood in the middle of the main road. The man was about to yell some more, but the words got stuck in his throat when he saw the collar around Randel’s neck. He quickly moved on. Randel blinked, then stopped staring upward and made an effort to scan his surroundings. His head throbbed. People were giving him a wide berth. He already knew that, though. Was he thinking in circles?

“Maybe it’s the smell,” he said. He was ragged and dirty. These people must have mistaken him for a junkie or a homeless crook. How familiar.

“I looked down on Ryder for this!” he suddenly remembered. “Look at me now! Crummy and wretched with glowing veins all over. And hungry. I’m hungry!”

He had to eat something. His head hurt. He patted down his pockets and found some credit cards.

“Clever, very clever.”

Whichever part of him saw fit to carry some cash around was a genius. It was way too much money, though—the downsiders here wouldn’t be able to give back change. But he didn’t care. He found his purpose again. He walked into the closest inn and tossed one of his cards to the innkeeper.

“Food and a room. Keep the change.”

Upon further consideration, he should have rented a place in the upside part of the city. Whatever. He was hungry and his head ached. Thankfully, the innkeeper didn’t ask any annoying questions. All that money must have helped a lot. Randel ate and took a sponge bath. He felt only marginally better. It was time to scope out the rest of the city.

“Toward the sky.”

Getting from one point to another wasn’t easy in Skyward, especially if it involved getting from downside to upside. Fortram’s infrastructure was an efficient clockwork compared to the tangled spaghetti streets of Skyward. Seriously. Anyone complaining about inefficiencies in Fortram’s portal network should have been deported to Skyward to have a real taste of what inefficiency looked like. Randel got turned around twice before he found a proper taxi service, and he counted himself lucky that it didn’t take him longer.

Morello’s Mounts had several stations across Skyward with skeletal mounts for hire. The services ranged from the cheap station-to-station transportation to the rather costly custom journey that required a licensed necromancer to control the mount. Randel took the cheaper option and was given a mount that reminded him of a camel, except it had a more prominent tail, wider jaws, and taloned feet.

“Desert raker,” Randel said. The beast was called desert raker, he reminded himself. The skeletal mount had a comfortable saddle on its back, but the rest of its body was left uncovered. Eerie dark light held its bones together, coalescing in its hollow eye sockets in greater quantities to provide the creature visual feedback. The sight of this creature would have been considered frightening in a different place, but in the Terran Empire, it was just part of everyday life. Bones were bones—separated from the soul after death. Reanimating them wasn’t an act of desecration according to most religions in this world.

“Because it’s more convenient this way.”

Randel hung onto the desert raker’s back as it navigated the leaves of Skyward on autopilot. It took them a while to get out of the city’s downside; the mount tended to choose longer routes in favor of safety over speed. Frustrating. In many cases, a small leap between leaves would have saved several minutes of trudging to the nearest bridge.

Randel felt the gravity shift way before reaching the tree’s trunk. By the time his mount burst out of the canopy into the harsh sunlight, it was already walking vertically on a thick branch that merged into the trunk. With the entire planet behind his back and the endless sky on either side of him, Randel set his eyes on the distant jungle of roots ahead of him. Feeble and unaccustomed minds must have found this view disorienting and scary, but all Randel felt was anticipation. He was on the hunt, nearing his quarry.

Passing through the trunk was simple; its wide and straight highways were the complete opposite of the downside’s streets. There was only a tiny bit of verticality here because of the … logging, of sorts. The lumberjacks here were more akin to miners, whose job was to extract the bark – and in some regulated cases, even the wood – of the tree they lived on. Their activities formed deep valleys and even underpasses in certain parts of the trunk, clearly following some sort of pattern that Randel couldn’t quite decipher at a glance. There were houses too, sparse but present; some were made of wood, others were carved into the wood at the side of the valleys.

A while later, Randel’s mount wound around the trunk to the southern side and he found himself passing through farmlands with all sorts of crops grown on them. How all that soil was transported up here, he had no idea. Did the plants even get enough water at this angle? Did the World Seed of Skyward provide some kind of secondary miracle that made efficient farming possible? Before he could catch himself, he was already thinking about Fortram again. Could he form a level below the city that was purely dedicated to agriculture? Would it be worth the costs? Probably yes, on both accounts. Sunlight would be a problem, though. But why was he thinking about this? Fortram was a stepping stone for him, nothing more.

His head reminded him that it was hurting. Badly. He needed to think less, act more—except he had nothing to occupy himself with. Meditation. It would clear his mind. Minds. They had to mind their own business. Meditate together. Yeah, as if that would ever happen. Randel’s mount was halfway through the trunk when he heard music on his left. He touched a rune on his mount’s neck and it slowed to a halt, pulling over to the side of the highway. He then dismounted and set off to investigate.

“I shouldn’t be doing this.”

He had to climb over some shallow ridges of bark until he spotted them; a procession of about thirty or so people and their mounts, flying colorful flags, sounding trumpets and drums, marching toward topside on a parallel road. A political campaign, perhaps? At the head of the column rode a blonde knight in shining armor—literally shining armor, as if sunlight was trapped under its heavy plates. Even without seeing the man’s neck, it was easy to tell that he was a Player. His plates and the white horse he rode were a dead giveaway.

“Horses don’t exist in Nerilia.”

Randel’s first impression of the knight was nothing too positive. He disliked posers, and he disliked this man in particular because he looked much like Simon the pyromancer. Arrogant. Randel winced, massaging his temples. He stood out like a sore thumb and the procession was going to pass him by. He had to move. He turned around and was surprised to find that other people had gathered to watch too. Farmers. Children. Passersby with their mounts. Randel turned again and saw that the procession had reached him already. How did they get close so fast? How long had he been standing here? The music had stopped and the knight was giving a speech.

“—invite you to the Midnight Fest tonight, where the villain’s weapon will be sealed once and for all. A new era is upon us. No longer shall evil Reapers get away with their sins! Under my wings, Skyward will—”

Randel rubbed his eyes when he saw the evil weapon the knight was talking about. A large obsidian black scythe lay across his horse’s back, just behind the knight. Black all over, with a glowing orange gemstone embedded where the shaft met the blade. A demonic weapon like Soul Eater.

“Is it true that you killed the witch?” someone among the onlookers shouted.

“I locked the villain in prison,” the knight replied. “Her fate will be handed to the High King himself. Reapers should not be judges over life and death, not even over lives as wretched as this villain’s.”

“Why are you called Reapers, then?!”

“We take lives. But we do not judge.”

“Nice twist,” Randel muttered. His eyes wandered back to the black weapon. His own obsidian leg was quite visible, but unless he moved it the orange lines wouldn’t spread over it. And so Randel stood still, looking like a half-wit, listening to the back and forth between the knight and the gathered humans. No one noticed the similarities to the scythe.

The knight’s procession was kind of lame, honestly. Marching through the sparsely populated trunk, holding speeches to a handful of people—was he really hoping to gain popularity this way? So slow, so inefficient … yet at the same time, the Mad Painter had never held any speeches at all. Perhaps he should have. He had always been more of an operating from the shadows type of a person, which didn’t inspire too much trust. No—why would he want to inspire trust? He didn’t need trust for what he was set out to do. Still, a victory speech after he had saved the city from the giant worms would have gone a long way.

The knight’s attendants watched Randel suspiciously. His Player collar was clearly visible, but the knight either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Randel eyed the black scythe some more. One thing he couldn’t quite understand was why it looked like a scythe. Sure, it looked big and impressive. Fitting for a Reaper, if one didn’t mind stereotypes. But practical? No. It was not a weapon to fight with.

“It is, however, a good spectacle.”

Tanaka. According to Randel’s Quest, the shadebound Player residing in Skyward was called Tanaka. She had been defeated and imprisoned by this knight. Apparently. It coincided quite well with Randel’s arrival—which could have been, of course, immediately obvious to anyone with the same Quest as him. To all the other shadebound Players.

Randel tilted his head, regarding the knight in a new light. Did he genuinely defeat Tanaka, or could it be that he was her agent? Was this perhaps one of Tanaka’s tricks? Only she would be able to shape her weapon into a scythe, and why do that unless she wanted to grab attention? Whatever Tanaka’s scheme was, she clearly wanted to appear as if she had already been defeated. Was she afraid? Randel licked his dry lips.

“Wait.”

Another thought occurred to him: this was too easy. Had Tanaka’s shades really thought that he wouldn’t see through this? They were underestimating him. That thought left him somewhat angry. Annoyed.

“Shades and their arrogance. Name a more iconic pair.”

This was going to be a battle of wits. Although Randel had seen through Tanaka’s first layer of deception, he had to wonder if there was more. He had to find out. The one advantage he had over Tanaka was that Randel had more to himself. More minds to think things through. More minds with more knowledge.

“And look where that got me!”

Randel blinked. He was standing alone at the side of the road. Distant music drifted into his ears. Had he just imagined that knight and his procession? Surely, he hadn’t started hallucinating. That would have made no sense.

No, he knew what happened. He must have zoned out for a bit. The knight had already moved on, and so had the onlookers. Back to business. Randel walked back to his mount and clambered into the saddle. The sun shone from a different angle than before—was it afternoon already? Randel was losing time. He had to hurry. His plan hadn’t changed much, really. The High King’s ball. While he was at it, he would try to find out more about Tanaka too.

“A battle of wits,” he mumbled as his mount trudged on.

Squinting, he took another glance at the sun. The sun that had climbed across the sky while he was deep in thought.

“It’s going to be a battle of wits.”

Maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t as much of an advantage as he had first thought.

            

    
        Chapter 4.11

    
    
    
    
                Capture him alive.

Finally. After Logan’s latest report, Emperor Sharidan had finally given the order to do something. Three simple words. That was all Logan needed to feel useful again.

The tracker he had placed on the Mad Painter failed when the madman phased out of this dimension – apparently, he was able to do that – so now it was up to Logan to find him. The closest place to catch a flight back to Fortram was Skyward. If the Painter wanted to get back to his place of power as fast as possible, it was a safe bet that he would pass through here. If the Painter didn’t want to get back to Fortram, well … Skyward was still the most likely destination for him.

Tonight would be the opening night of the High King’s ball. The Mad Painter was a madman, but he was an ambitious madman; he wouldn’t miss an event like this. Damn right he wouldn’t. Emperor Sharidan had finally acknowledged what Logan had been telling him all along; the Mad Painter was like a hurricane that swept over the field, rearranging the pieces before storming on to the next target. He had turned Fortram on its head within months. He had to be stopped before he uprooted Skyward too.

The specifics were much less certain. The Mad Painter was too much of a wildcard to guess what his next move was going to be, but Logan was resolute to deny him the opportunity. He had his orders. He had the location where the madman would show up. He had his Abilities, his Player gear, his service relics, and his Emperor’s powers. The Mad Painter had very little chance against him. But, just to make sure nothing went awry, Logan went out of his way to add one more tool to his arsenal: allies.

After all, the Painter had already escaped him once. His Domain was able to negate all magic around him, and even though Logan was prepared for it this time … he had to make sure the Painter didn’t slip the noose. Logan was no fool. Embarrassing as it was, he knew that he needed help—and he wasn’t beyond asking for it.

“Arthur, I’m not asking for a favor. I received a direct order from the Emperor, which I’m relaying to you. It is our duty to stop the Mad Painter.”

Logan had intercepted Arthur at the opulent entrance of the Governor’s mansion. The elaborate gates were just a hint of what lay beyond; perching on the topmost roots of Skyward, this place was a sunlit wonder built by the city’s finest architects and carpenters. Logan had shown up early, which left him plenty of time to enjoy the scenery while waiting for Arthur to arrive.

Logan had worked with the blonde knight on a particularly nasty Quest a couple of years ago. Even then, Arthur was a popular presence in Skyward—and he had grown into some sort of local celebrity since. Such a pity. Arthur would have been an excellent Scarlet Hand candidate, but his taste for fame and glory made it unlikely that he would ever join them.

“I understand,” Arthur said, running a hand through his artfully messy hair. He wore formal clothes instead of his usual shining armor; a silk garment with wide sleeves and a flaring collar, mellow and creamy colors from head to toe. Anyone else would have looked like a misshapen flower in those clothes, but Arthur somehow made them work.

“So?” Logan bluntly asked. “Why are you hesitating?”

“I understand, but you must also understand that I’m busy tonight. This is my night, for gods’ sake! People are excited to watch me seal the villain’s scythe—and to hear the High King pass a sentence on her. It will be death, most likely, with me carrying it out. I can’t just disappear in the middle of it to chase another lunatic!”

“So you’re saying that your image is more important than the safety of Skyward’s people.”

“No,” Arthur said, his face darkening. “I’m saying that my social obligations are more important than chasing shadows at your whim. You don’t even know for sure whether this Mad Painter is here at all! Logan, you know that I respect the Emperor’s orders as much as the next guy—but be reasonable with me here. Can’t this hunt wait until after the ball?”

“If my suspicions are correct, it can’t.”

“That’s—”

“But,” Logan cut him off, “I know that I won’t be able to convince you. Attend to your social duties, but keep your eyes open. Stay close to the High King and watch out for anything suspicious.”

“The High King has his own guards for that purpose.”

“I believe you’re more competent than those guards.”

“That’s … high praise, coming from a Scarlet Hand. Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it.”

Arthur seemed as if he wanted to add something else, but then he just shook his head.

“Alright,” he said. “It’s been nice seeing you again, Logan. Will you stand vigil out here, or will you join the party with me?”

Logan grunted. “I’ll have a look inside.”

He wasn’t planning to waste the night with all those perfumed rich people, but scanning the area where the Mad Painter was most likely to show up was always a good idea. Logan had already warned the guards who to look out for, but the madman was basically guaranteed to slip in anyhow.

Logan followed Arthur into the Governor’s courtyard, absently nodding at the gatekeeper while scanning the surroundings. Frankly, the place didn’t look the most impressive. Not for a man like Logan, who had been stationed at so many World Seed cities. Yet there was no denying that this was a masterfully built residence, considering the challenges that Skyward posed.

The ground was even. The courtyard and the mansion with its three wings were completely level with each other. That in itself had to be hellishly difficult to achieve; Skyward’s twisted roots were constantly shifting and growing slowly but surely. Any structure built upon them required regular maintenance. The courtyard’s perfect green lawn and cobbled walking paths looked effortlessly pristine and level.

“Done with the Reaper talk, darling?”

Arthur’s wife rejoined her husband, pointedly ignoring Logan. That was most likely for the best; she tended to get mouthy with people who involved Arthur in dangerous Quests. Any Quest, really. Logan was only too glad to fall further behind the couple as they approached the nearest group of people. Many lingered in the courtyard, chatting and drinking, warming up before the true attractions began. Skeleton servants wearing animal masks were weaving their way carefully around them, serving refreshments. Off to the side, where the crowd was the thickest, some kind of light show was taking place with a cleverly arranged set of Light magic runes. Logan sighed, then decided to circle around the other way.

He stood out in his armor. Expressions often soured when people saw him; he wasn’t welcome here, but his presence would not be questioned. Same as always. He was used to it. The weather was nice, though. Low-hanging clouds were said to be a problem up here, but today the sky was clear. Although the sun had already dipped below the crown of roots, the courtyard had plenty of lamps and lanterns to deal with the shadows. Shadows in which madmen could have lurked. Logan took only a couple of steps on the cobbled path before stopping abruptly. It couldn’t be…

There was a commotion in the entrance behind him.

“Improper clothing?” asked an all too familiar voice. “What do you mean improper clothing? I’m a Reaper; we wear whatever we want.”

Logan turned around and set off toward the entrance. Could it be? Could it be this simple? Arthur – noticing the commotion too – extracted himself from his wife and followed Logan.

“Fine, fine, I’ll change into my armor,” said the voice. “There. Is this better?”

“C-Certainly, sir,” the nervous gatekeeper replied. “But I’d still like to see your letter of invitation.”

“Why? I’m a Reaper. We go wherever we please.”

At that moment Logan reached the entrance and saw the Mad Painter—though he almost didn’t recognize him at first glance. The dirty shirt and shorts the madman wore were gone; an elaborate dark armor encased the Painter’s wiry frame. His head was uncovered, except for the pair of sunglasses shading his eyes. It seemed like an odd match with the black armor, making him look like some sort of cheesy villain.

“I-It’s standard procedure, sir,” the gatekeeper attempted to explain. “I just need to make sure—”

“You haven’t done so with the other guests,” the Painter said, then pointed at Logan without even looking at him. “I saw that you didn’t look at his invitation letter!”

A chill ran down Logan’s spine—the Painter had been spying on him. He had seen him join the ball and yet it hadn’t deterred him. He wasn’t careless; he was fearless. Logan squared his shoulders and approached the madman, at which the gatekeeper seemed both relieved and terrified.

Capture him alive.

“Mad Painter,” Logan said without preamble. “By Emperor Sharidan’s orders, you’re under arrest.”

This, at least, seemed to find its mark. The Painter went still, very still, his cocky demeanor wiped off in an instant. Logan clenched his hands slowly into scarlet fists. Breathed in, breathed out. Steady.

“Why now?” the Painter asked, stirring. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

“The reasons are immaterial,” Logan said. “This is the emperor’s will, and you shall comply—with, our without violence.”

“Ah,” the Painter sighed, looking around. People started to flee upon hearing Logan’s mention of violence. The wind picked up, making Arthur’s clothes flutter as he arrived at Logan’s side. The blonde knight was unarmed, but far from defenseless.

“This is inconvenient,” the Painter said at last, his eyes on Arthur. “I don’t want to make the Terran Empire my enemy, but now it seems I’ll be chased wherever I go—without any explanation as to why! Can you believe this, Sir Knight?”

“I’m sure you’ll get an explanation in due time,” Arthur replied in a guarded tone.

“Well, maybe. But I don’t trust this Scarlet Hand. He’s big and mean and grumpy. If I need to be arrested, I’d like you to do it.”

Logan thrust his right hand forward and activated Emperor’s Grasp, snatching the Painter up with a man-sized force hand and smashing him down against the sidewalk so hard that splinters of wood flew everywhere.

“Logan,” Arthur cried as he shielded his face, “what are you doing?!”

“We don’t negotiate with criminals.”

Capture him alive.

Surely, the Painter wouldn’t die from this much. His black armor shone with a dark protective aura. Logan lifted him up and smashed him down again—then reminded himself not to cause too much property damage. Instead of smashing him into the wood, he started squeezing the madman. The force hand ground against the dark barrier, which began to creak and waver.

“Dude, just let me say—” the Painter tried to speak, but his barrier shattered and Logan’s fist squashed him—or it would have, had he not phased into the Astral dimension. Looking like a pale shadow of himself, he sank into the roots below him. Unless something had changed since Logan’s last Analysis, two more uses of that Ability remained.

“Eyes out!” Logan said, turning to Arthur. “Can you find him?”

“I’ll try,” Arthur replied, then clasped his hands together and muttered a prayer. Warm light radiated out of him, coming in waves, piercing through the surroundings. Logan wasn’t idle either; he focused on his Danger Sense in case the Painter attacked him, though it seemed much more likely that the madman would run.

“So,” the Painter spoke directly from behind Arthur, “I just wanted to—”

A blinding pillar of light struck him from the sky above, silencing him. Arthur spun and jumped back as the light intensified around the Painter, whose silhouette was barely visible through the veil of light. Some of that light broke off and flowed toward Arthur, forming a shield on his left arm and a sword in his right hand. The pillar of light dissipated soon after, revealing the Painter—who was remarkably still on his feet.

An obsidian armor covered him from head to toe, different from what he wore before. Its seamless, form-fitting design reminded Logan of a diving suit—only the helmet looked apart. The material covering the Painter’s head was constantly in motion, shifting and reshaping itself, glowing orange lines pulsing along its surface. It looked like a wolf’s head, then like a dragon’s, then it turned into an Inspector’s mask, then a medieval helmet, and so on. Dizzying to look at. The Mad Painter shifted his stance, orange lines racing all over his armor, and Logan finally realized what he was seeing; the madman had completely enveloped himself in his weapon. He had, in a sense, become the weapon.

Logan raised his right hand but withheld his attack—Arthur had been faster, thrusting his sword at the Painter, his blade shining with heavenly light. He was aiming his strike at the Painter’s side so that it wouldn’t be a lethal one. The shining sword struck with a loud clang, the impact forcing the Painter back a step. Arthur disengaged into a defensive stance, but instead of retaliating the Painter just made a sweeping motion with his arm—as if trying to slap aside the sword he had been stabbed with. He then looked up at the knight, his posture radiating confusion. His helmet stopped changing at the same time, settling on a mask that resembled his face with a frowning mouth and a furrowed brow.

Logan hesitated once more, but Arthur didn’t; he closed the gap with a lunge, jabbing his sword at the Painter’s stomach with the Piercing Trust Weapon Skill. The blade struck true but failed to penetrate the armor, and then the Painter took a step aside as if dodging too late. At that point Arthur had already launched his next Weapon Skill, slamming his sword twice more against the Painter’s armor. The shining blade flared and Arthur’s opponent stumbled back again.

Arthur pressed his advantage, landing blow after blow to keep the Mad Painter off-balance. His strikes had failed to so much as nick the black armor, but his attacks were steadily increasing in speed and brutality. Joints, neck, head; Arthur was no longer trying to avoid a killing blow. He was getting nowhere, however—and Logan wasn’t able to join in, not with Arthur keeping so close to the Painter. Strange; this was going nowhere. Why didn’t Arthur let Logan help?

The answer became clear when Logan saw the onlookers; a small group of people had gathered in the courtyard’s gate, and more were watching them from the road that lead up to it. This altercation with the Mad Painter was holding up the traffic and giving the ball-goers an eyeful—and the blonde knight knew it. Logan scowled.

“Arthur, stand down!”

“I’m just getting started!”

He slammed his shield against the Painter, blowing him off his feet with an explosion of light. He glanced up then, as if seeing the onlookers for the first time.

“Fellow citizens, I urge you to take cover!” Arthur said. “This villain is incredibly dangerous, and though I have this situation under control—”

But Logan was having none of it. He activated Emperor’s Grasp and smashed a force fist down on the Mad Painter—who lay like a statue, his arms raised as if he was still trying to fend off Arthur’s attacks. Arthur yelped, jumping back as the road splintered and broke. Logan pushed his fist down until the thick root beneath the Painter gave away, slamming the madman down into the roots below.

“What are you doing?!” Arthur yelled but Logan didn’t deign to answer. He had safely removed the Painter from the vicinity of possible casualties, but now he had to make sure that the madman didn’t escape. He briefly summoned a Mobile Platform beneath his feet to gain a burst of speed, flying forward and jumping into the crater he had created. Only then did he realize that he might have just made the situation worse.

The roots below formed a half-floor that was full of supporting structures for the Governor’s courtyard and mansion. It wasn’t devoid of people either; servants were scrambling away from the devastation that the Painter had wreaked when he landed in the middle of what seemed like a long wine rack. Logan landed with a heavy thump beside the wreck. Crimson liquid flowed around his feet and he stepped on the remains of an unlucky skeleton maid—but thankfully no living servant seemed to be injured. The Mad Painter looked rather dazed, though; his mask had lost its shape, resembling a cross between a man and a wolf made of melting wax, and he was pushing the debris off him with the clumsy movements of a child. Logan used a tamer version of Emperor’s Grasp to smash him further into the ground.

The Painter’s armor was as tough as ever, but the force of the blow was enough to knock the last of the fight out of him. Logan thrust his arms forward and cast Paralyzing Mist, pouring thick fog from his palms. Even if the Mad Painter was immune to brute force and hadn’t suffered severe bruises and concussion, he still had to breathe. The Mist seeped through the gaps in his helmet—and then a pillar of light struck the Painter from above, blowing away the fog. Logan shot an angry look at Arthur, who was descending with a pair of angelic wings on his back.

“You’re interfering with the hand of the law, knight.”

“What has gotten into you, Logan?” Arthur insolently shot back. “Someone could have been crushed down here when you smashed the villain down!”

“He would already be captured if you weren’t drawing out the fight to polish your good image!”

“What? Do you really think I would—”

“Enough,” Logan said, making a grasping motion at Arthur and snatching him up with Emperor’s Grasp. “You forget who you’re talking to, knight. Interfere with my task again, and I’ll end your life with a single squeeze.”

He tightened his grip around Arthur for emphasis, and the pillar of light flickered. Logan then used his other hand to slap the Mad Painter back to the ground as he attempted to crawl out of the light.

“I—I apologize,” Arthur stammered, gasping for breath. “I made a mistake, Scarlet Hand. Please forgive me.”

Logan released the knight with a grunt, then turned back to the Painter. He was on all fours, growing an extra pair of arms from his chest to help him rise while the pillar of light continued beating down on him. It wasn’t going too well for him; there wasn’t enough strength left in him to push himself upright. Logan knew however that Arthur wouldn’t be able to maintain the pillar indefinitely either.

“Keep him pinned down,” Logan said. “I’m going to seal him.”

“As you will, Scarlet Hand.”

Arthur raised his hand and bright shards of light split from the pillar. Those shards then turned into spears, floating in the air, rotating around until they all pointed at the Painter. Arthur loosed them at once, not aiming for armor but the space around it, wedging spears so close to the Painter that he was barely able to move a finger.

Logan, in the meantime, took the Dimensional Binder off his belt and began to burn it. The relic was an unassuming wooden cylinder of unknown origins, and as its name suggested, it was able to bind entities across dimensions. Logan had only a limited understanding of how these things worked, but he knew for certain that the relic could restrain even shades. Phasing powers too. If the seal closed around the Painter, the madman would have zero chance to escape.

He had to make it count. He had been given only two of these Dimensional Binders – one for the shade and one for backup – and last time the Painter had already nullified one with his Domain. And while technically the same thing could happen again, Logan knew that wouldn’t be the case. The world didn’t work that way. Domains granted Players a second chance—but they wouldn’t grant a third chance, not if the Player was defeated the same way again. Miracles didn’t repeat themselves.

Logan circled around the Painter, pointing the Binder downward and leaving a trail of shimmering runes on the ground. He had to climb over the wreckage of the wine rack, which made the process difficult but didn’t hinder it; the runes appeared on the broken pieces of wood and glass just the same. The circle was closing. The Painter began to struggle in earnest then, though it looked much like a fish flopping out of water. Arthur’s shining spears were more than enough to keep the Painter in place. Encased in his weapon, he couldn’t even teleport away.

The Dimensional Binder glowed hot in Logan’s scarlet hand as he finished the circle, but he kept his focus as the runes glowed even brighter and a dome of light began to rise and close over the Painter. It was now or never. Logan and Arthur waited with bated breaths, watching the madman’s final struggles—his impenetrable armor got more and more misshapen and smudged, and the mouth on his mask opened in a silent scream. Then the dome of light sealed shut over him and the relic in Logan’s hand turned into dust. It was done.

Logan allowed himself a sigh of relief.

“Good job!”

Logan froze. It wasn’t Arthur who had spoken, but someone behind him. A voice belonging to a familiar, annoying, dreadful someone. Logan turned around slowly, feeling his stomach drop. It was him. The Mad Painter stood only a few steps away, balancing on one leg—his prosthetic leg was missing. Glowing veins pulsed beneath his skin, running up his face and even into his mouth, judging by the orange light that seeped through his grinning teeth. A monster. An uncatchable, mad monster.

“So,” the Painter said, his voice slightly slurred, “now that you both got it out of your system, will you finally hear me out?”

Logan cast a lingering look at the seal of his last Dimensional Binder and his heart sank further. The Mad Painter’s armor inside the seal – now too twisted to contain a body – gave him a cheeky little wave, making him feel like the fool he was.

“I’m not asking for much,” the Painter slurred, making use of both men’s silent shock. “I’m turning myself in. I’ve told you already, didn’t I? I’m a law-abiding citizen; I accept my fate. My good behavior is offered on one condition, however: Sir Knight, I want you to throw me in the same cell as the other villain you’ve defeated. You know, the one with the scythe.”

“Um—” Arthur stole a glance at Logan, but Logan had nothing left to say. “We’ll see. Surrender your weapons and come peacefully. You have the right to—”

“Oh, we can skip the formalities,” the Painter said. “What are you, a cop? Just throw me in that cell already.”

“This feels like a trap.”

Eyes unblinking, glowing veins pulsing, the Painter’s grin widened.

“It is. Oh, it’s a trap alright. Just not for you.”

“I—uh. Scarlet Hand? What are your orders?”

Logan felt like he had aged ten years in ten minutes. What were his options? He could keep antagonizing the Painter in spite of his compliant behavior, but what for? Further fighting would risk the citizens’ safety, and even if Logan managed to corner the Painter the Dimensional Binder was gone. He had no other means to keep the madman contained, and so either way he would be relying on what Skyward had to offer.

“Lock him up,” Logan said.

“Yes! Thank you!” the Painter cheered. “Finally!”

“You won’t be thanking me for long,” Logan said through gritted teeth. “Mark my words, Mad Painter. I will get the last laugh.”

“That’s fine,” the Painter said. “You look like you could use a good laugh anyway.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.12

    
    
    
    
                I sat on my trusty trunk with a bag of popcorn in hand, dangling my feet over a deep drop to the side. A precarious position, balancing the trunk on the edge. The dreamscape was bland and moody otherwise; my surroundings were limited to bare walls and wooden bars.

“It sucks that we couldn’t even meet the High King,” I said, rocking back and forth. The shades stood on the other end of the trunk, acting as a counterweight.

“Maybe it’s for the best,” Tamie said. “Have you looked in a mirror, Roland? We look like a mess.”

“We look like a villain,” Lee said. “We couldn’t even get past the entrance.”

“It’s not my fault,” Wolf said. “I told you to kill that doorman.”

“Yeah, well,” I said. “maybe next time. I appreciate your ideas, but I was only lamenting the missed opportunity. The Inspectors are obviously brewing something in Skyward, pulling threads together and watching the pieces collide. Huge things might happen and we’re going to miss them all like this.”

“It seemed like a usual gathering of nobles to me,” Wolf said. “Where was the string-pulling?”

“We missed it, duh.”

“Roland, you need to try harder if you want to convince me.”

“I don’t want to convince you.”

“He has convinced me,” Randel said. “Where the Pheilett is concerned, there is no such thing as coincidence. The Inspectors steer the course of this world—just open your eyes and look around! Do you think it’s a coincidence that we ended up here?”

“Shut up, you glowing freak!”

Randel opened his eyes and looked around. From what he could see in the dim glow of the time-worn Light runes, he was in a long tunnel with smooth gapless walls all around. The hollowed inside of an enormous root, most likely. The Scarlet Hand had dragged him to this prison, close to the city’s World Seed, deep within the jungle of roots. A place where the opposing gravitational fields of the sky-gazers and the shadow-lurkers met in weightlessness. Zero gravity. Living under these conditions was a punishment by itself.

The prison’s cages grew out of the walls organically. Wooden bars and branches everywhere. Familiar material. Randel had once been locked into a similar cage before—a cage that canceled his Abilities. Yorg, Black Moon, Stanley, Nosy. Memories bubbled up in a rush. It hadn’t been a coincidence back then, and it wasn’t a coincidence now.

“But perhaps,” Randel said, “the Inspector didn’t even have to meddle too much this time. I mean, how many places in Skyward are actually capable of holding a Reaper? There are only so many places they can use for stowing us away.”

“You done talking to yourself?”

“Gods damn you all, shut your yap and let me sleep!”

“Stop yelling, you lunatics!”

“Enough!”

Randel blinked. He looked down but instead of a deep chasm, all he saw was his cage. He was no longer sitting on his trunk and balancing on the edge … or was he? The sensation lingered. One wrong move and he would fall. Well, kinda. There was no gravity in his cell. Was that a fateful sign? Was he still dreaming? When did he wake up? When did he go to sleep? Was he sleepwalking? Without actually walking, of course. He had only one leg. It hurt.

The Scarlet Hand had told Randel that he wasn’t going to thank him for long. Although the Emperor’s hitman hadn’t been needlessly cruel while locking Randel up, he hadn’t cared too much about his well-being either. Neither the Hand nor the knight had, of course, fulfilled Randel’s wish of sharing a cell with the other shadebound Player. That was fine. Expected, even. The important thing was that Randel prolonged Tanaka’s life. The Emperor wanted the Mad Painter alive, and the Mad Painter was interested in another mad Player like himself. Until his motives were uncovered, Tanaka would not be executed for whatever villainy the knight had pinned on her. Hopefully.

“It’s not a coincidence,” Randel said. His voice sounded odd—as if his mouth was half-full. “Tanaka! Are you there?!”

“Shut up already!”

“I’m going to rip your tongue out, cripple!”

“Stop yelling!”

The voices were male and so probably not Tanaka’s. Randel pushed himself off and drifted closer to what was presumably the front of his cage. He remembered now; he had been waiting for there to be no guards present. Like now. They preferred to spend as little time in here as possible; this zero gravity room had to be inconvenient to eat, sleep, and pass the time in. The guards were posted only at the prison’s entrance—or so Randel assumed. He should have taken his time to observe his captors’ routine, but part of him was impatient and he wasn’t very good at observing in his current mental state anyway. He would just zone out again. Time to make a move.

He detached the lump stuck to the roof of his mouth and spat it out. It was a glowing orange gemstone with just a tiny bit of black metal attached to it; Soul Eater in its smallest form. A risky hiding place, his rooftop, especially with how it made the inside of his mouth glow … but Randel couldn’t bring himself to put it somewhere else in his body. He didn’t care much about public perception, but he wasn’t above pride or shame either. Besides, this tactic had worked. His flesh was so full of orange veins that nobody thought his glowing mouth odd.

He expanded Soul Eater into an axe and floated to the supposed front of his cage. Dirty faces peered at him from the neighboring cages, their sleepiness gone now that they saw his weapon. Randel ignored them and hooked his foot between the wooden bars of his cage to stop himself from drifting away, then swung the axe with all of his might. Soul Eater struck the cage with a loud thwack.

The blow barely chipped away any of the wood.

Randel struck again and again, the lack of gravity making it difficult to keep himself in place but hitting the same spot nevertheless. The prisoners grew more and more excited, but they were background noise to Randel’s ears. Something was wrong with this wood; Soul Eater’s infinitely sharp blade didn’t bite as deep as it should have. Randel’s arms started to ache by the time he got halfway through the first bar. This wasn’t going to work. He had to remove at least two of the bars, both of them cut in two places, and the prisoners were making too much noise. The guards could check what the commotion was anytime.

Randel huffed as he lowered his axe. There was a wooden panel jutting out of his cage just out of his arm’s reach. The panel for deciding which of his Abilities was canceled—all of them, of course. And unlike last time, Randel didn’t have unused points to unlock a new Ability to circumvent this issue.

So, what were his other options? Fire. Last time Randel used fire and the cage shied away from it on its own. But Nosy was no longer with him and even if he had been able to make some sparks with Soul Eater, it wouldn’t have been enough. Soul Eater. He could also turn his demonic weapon into an extension of his arm and reach the panel. Except, the panel was facing the other way and Randel didn’t know what the interface looked like. Would pressing the screen blindly be any better than swinging his axe? No, not really. Both of them had a decent chance to succeed eventually, but he had to escape now.

What else, what else? One last thing came to Randel’s minds. It was something that all Players had, but Roland and Lee and Wolf found it useless and unworthy of their attentions. Tamie, on the other hand, had possessed Players before who made excellent use of Weapon Skills. Randel braced himself against the front of the cage again, lifted his axe above his head, and activated one of the simplest Weapon Skills that could be used with an axe: Chop. His collar seized his body and performed a perfect downward slash at the wood beneath him. Soul Eater struck the cage with a loud thwack. Randel frowned. The new cut wasn’t any deeper than his previous tries.

“I’m so done with this,” he growled, then opened his collar’s menu to look at the panel on the right side of his screen.

Attributes
[+] Tenacity: 0[+] Strength: 0
[+] Dexterity: 0[+] Magic: 0
[+] Spirit: 0
Unspent attribute points: 29

Randel pressed the plus button next to Strength twenty-nine times, then confirmed his choice. He closed his collar’s projection with a huff, raised Soul Eater, then activated Chop again. The Weapon Skill didn’t feel different than before—the collar took hold of his body, moving it, straining his muscles as his axe swung down. The only difference was that this time, Randel cut straight through the unnaturally tough wooden bar. He stared at the clean cut, his axe halfway lodged in the second bar. Part of him felt really smug right now. Part of him was appalled. He shook his head and repeated the Weapon Skill a few more times, then slipped out of his cage.

The shouting around him ramped up in earnest. Randel pushed himself off, floating down the row of cages. There was no floor to speak of; only cages upon cages wherever he looked. He had to touch some of those cages to change his momentum and alter his course, which had the unfortunate complication of prisoners trying to grab him. Randel had to be very persuasive with his axe, wetting it with blood—but he didn’t pay attention to the prisoners any more than that. It wasn’t them he was looking at, but their cages; there had to be another panel somewhere around here with disabled Abilities on it.

He found it at the far end of the hollow root.

Mirror Slashes (level 7) – disabled
Shadow Shell (level 5) – disabled
Aura of Insanity (level 2) – disabled

The occupant of the cage was a huddled bundle of dirty rags. A woman, Randel guessed, going by the long oily hair and the narrow eyes that watched him. He grabbed her cage with his free hand to arrest his momentum, pulling himself close to the bars.

“Hello, Tanaka.”

The woman stirred at the sound of her name but otherwise did not react. Randel considered waiting, but he didn’t know how much time he had before the guards came. Some provocation could go a long way.

“Only three Abilities, I see,” Randel said, cocking his head. “You’ve been slacking, sister. Even one-legged, I could kick your ass.”

Tanaka looked aside as if trading insults was beneath her. No—that wasn’t it. Her eyes were dull and unfocused, her expression blank. There didn’t seem to be a single thought passing through that head of hers. Was that a clever act of misdirection, or was she really so far gone? Randel sighed.

“Listen, we don’t have much time,” he said, raising his voice over the prisoners’ shouts. “Tanaka, I’m challenging you to a duel. I’ll free you, and then we’ll fight to decide who’s the strongest. How does that sound?”

Tanaka just stared blankly ahead. Randel frowned. He had to do something that spurred her into action. He could give back her Abilities and cut her free, but there was no telling what she would do with them. Randel wanted a fair fight, sure, as long as he actually won that fair fight. Which was kind of crazy, because if he thought like that it wasn’t really a fair fight, only a calculated risk while he still had the upper hand—oh, he had zoned out again, hadn’t he? Part of him wanted a fair fight. Part of him didn’t. So he just floated there, pressed against Tanaka’s cage, breathing hard as that unnatural orange blood coursed through his veins. He was—

“You must be Randel,” Tanaka spoke. Her voice was whispery, which made her hard to understand. She hadn’t moved yet, but it was definitely she who had spoken. Right? Randel wasn’t just imagining it. Perhaps he had trouble thinking straight, but he had never hallucinated before. Probably.

“Yes,” Randel said, his voice hoarse. “I’m Randel.”

“Tanaka has been watching you. You killed Ryder.”

“Kind of.”

“Yes. Kind of. Tanaka agrees. There is no murder here, only a convergence of shades.”

“Is that what you think this is?”

“Yes. Tanaka thinks you are here to gather her up too.”

“That’s a rather romantic way of putting it,” Randel said. “Tanaka is right, though.”

Tanaka nodded, finally moving. She turned to Randel and rose to her feet. This had the unfortunate consequence of pushing her body off the floor, making her drift upward until her head hit the top of the cage. She didn’t flinch from the impact, just kept staring at Randel, her head askew.

“Well,” Randel said, speaking through his own headache, “you’ve convinced me that you have no master plan in motion. You aren’t pretending to be a prisoner, and you aren’t using the knight as your puppet. Do you even care about what happens to you at this point?”

Tanaka watched him with a faint frown on her otherwise slack face.

“Not really,” she said. “The Inspectors lied to Tanaka. They told her to take care of her body or get trapped in the dagger forever. But when one of us died, we joined each other. Tanaka sees no point in any of this. We are all trapped already. We will all become one in the end.”

“Hmm,” Randel said, rubbing at his temples. “Good argument, I give you that. Personally, I’m kinda attached to this body—but hey! If it’s all the same to you, would you do me a favor?”

“What favor, Tanaka wonders?”

Randel transformed Soul Eater into a dagger, then slid it between the bars and gave it a gentle nudge. The weapon drifted toward Tanaka until it bumped her lightly in the chest. The woman kept staring at Randel, unflinching.

“Please kill yourself.”

Tanaka slowly, ever so slowly, looked down at Soul Eater—at the sharp and sinister edge of the blade, at the dark material that drank in the light, at the mysterious orange gemstone that fueled the weapon’s obscure powers. Tanaka took it all in, then glanced back at Randel with a deep, sad finality in her eyes.

“Sure.”

She grabbed the dagger with surprising speed and nimbleness, slashed it across her throat once, then turned the weapon around and rammed it into her own heart. Blood spurted out of her neck and she choked even as her heart stopped beating, her body thrashing weakly in the throes of her death. It didn’t take long. Her hands fell limp, leaving Soul Eater in her chest as she floated weightlessly off, trailing blood. Dead.

The epic battle of two shadebound Players had come to its conclusion.

“Thanks,” Randel told the corpse. His voice, for once, was perfectly audible in the silence of the prison.

Something was wrong. Something felt wrong. Although Randel felt the usual rush of pleasure that accompanied any murder with Soul Eater, Tanaka’s shades missing. The demonic weapon hadn’t taken them, most likely because they were still bound to Tanaka’s weapons. Which was surprising, but it didn’t explain why the prison was so silent. Something felt wrong.

It wasn’t Tanaka’s suicide that shut everyone up. A thick fog had crept over the prison, pushing through the cages, shrouding everyone and swirling around Randel—who found himself unable to move. Not because of the fog, which avoided him altogether, but because his collar had paralyzed him from the neck down. Someone behind him began clapping.

“I should congratulate you,” said an attractive male voice, “though much like my colleague after your fight with Ryder, I fail to see what for.”

A gentle force spun Randel’s frozen body around until he was facing the source of the voice. Pristine white suit with a featureless mask that had three eye-holes. A tall man. A powerful man. A god.

The Inspector was gliding closer at a leisurely pace, clapping in a rather lethargic manner.

“You must be Tanaka’s Inspector,” Randel said, keeping his voice calm.

“Yes. An Inspector who has found himself with one less subject to supervise.”

Randel scoffed. “I doubt you were doing much supervising anyway, with Tanaka wasting away in her cell and all.”

“I do not dispute that,” the Inspector said. “Still, throwing her prototype away would be a waste of resources. Ah, but I need not explain it further, do I? You already know what happens next.”

The Inspector held out a hand and a black scythe appeared in it. The weapon then folded around itself, orange lines racing, shrinking into a dagger. A wicked, cursed dagger much like Soul Eater.

“The brave heroes of Skyward wanted to seal that thing away,” Randel said. “Their god is doing them a disservice by—”

He winced, his vision swimming. It wasn’t anything the Inspector did; Randel was just reaching his limits. His head felt like bursting apart. Tears sprang into his eyes as he struggled to hold on. The journey to Skyward, the fight with the Scarlet Hand, escaping from his cell, talking to Tanaka—he had pushed himself too much. No. Focus! He couldn’t afford to miss a single word of the Inspector. Randel was talking to him. Or was he talking to Randel? Couldn’t remember. Randel had zoned out again. White-gloved fingers snapped twice in front of his face, drawing his attention.

“Subject Randel, you’re testing my patience.”

“You’re doing the heroes a disservice by taking their hard-earned weapon,” Randel continued as if nothing had happened. Tears gathered in his eyes, glowing orange. He blinked them away.

“I left the heroes of Skyward with a replica weapon to seal,” the Inspector dismissively said. “Now, Subject Randel, please don’t believe for a second that I’m unaware of your plan. I know what you’re thinking in that muddled head of yours: if you can keep this conversation going, I might just let slip some useful information. That just won’t do. That won’t do at all! As per custom, you are allowed to ask only one question—a single question that I’ll answer with utmost honesty. Nothing more, nothing less.”

Randel gritted his teeth and kept his sudden anger bottled, almost passing out from the effort. He was bleeding. Orange blood trailed down his cheeks and dribbled from his nose. The Inspector’s posture radiated disgust as he waited for Randel to recover himself.

“That was an invitation to ask your question,” the Inspector said. “Kindly stop wasting my time.”

And so Randel let go of his anger; scowling, growling, he spat out the first question that came to his mind.

“Is it against the rules to kill you?”

There was a brief, shocked silence that almost felt satisfying. Almost. Then the Inspector let out a chuckle. A deep, rich, amused sound. A fake sound. The Inspector chuckled, but from this close, Randel could see his eyes behind the mask; three black orbs with tiny red pupils that oozed malice. Those eyes were not amused. Not amused at all.

The Inspector let go of Tanaka’s dagger and clapped twice. Another demonic weapon materialized in the air, presumably the one that had belonged to Tanaka’s victim. Both daggers swiveled around to point at Randel’s heart. An unspoken threat. Can you handle two more of these? From just Soul Eater and Soul Seeker, Randel’s mortal shell was already bursting at the seams. Two more? His minds shuddered at the thought. Two more would undo him, and they both knew it. When the Inspector spoke again, his voice carried a cruel edge.

“Your silliness never fails to amuse me, Subject Randel. Kill me? How droll. After I’m done with you, Subject Randel, you’d be lucky if you had enough strength left to kill yourself.”

“Answer,” Randel spat out.

“Of course,” the Inspector said, laughing. “Is it against the rules to kill me? Please, Subject Randel, let let me answer your question with another question: what rules? No one has ever told you about the rules and you know why? Because there are no rules in this playground of ours. None whatsoever. So do your worst, Subject Randel! Do it, if you can.”

That was my cue if I ever heard one.

“Thanks,” I said as I opened my trusty trunk, “I believe I can.”

The Inspector didn’t even have time to flinch as a shade erupted from my mouth and slammed straight into his face. It was over in an eyeblink; his body went rigid, convulsed once, and then she began to laugh.

“It worked,” Suit laughed. “It worked!”

“Quickly,” I said, “free me.”

For a brief moment, I saw Suit hesitate. My heart skipped a beat. Her triplet eyes bore into me … but then she nodded and I could move my body again. I teleported Soul Eater into my hand and tossed it to the shade. She caught the weapon by its hilt—and that was all the time we had before slim robots appeared out of thin air. The same models I had seen handling the shades on the Moon, surrounding the two of us. Intervention, emergency protocol? It seemed like the no rules claim was tolerated only to an extent. My body froze up again; the collar around my neck made restraining me easy. Restraining an Inspector, on the other hand? Inspectors wore no collars.

The robots propelled themselves toward Suit, reaching for the Inspector’s body, but Suit was already in motion. She tore off her mask with one hand and thrust Soul Eater into her neck with the other, angling the blade upward and driving it straight into her skull. I caught a glimpse of her pale green skin, of her squirting red blood, of her wide mouth contorted in pain—and then the robots were upon her, grabbing her from all sides.

I wasn’t sure whether the Inspector’s life could be saved at this point, but I didn’t leave it up to chance. Although the collar prevented me from moving, I already knew there was an exception, an extension of my mortal flesh that could not be restrained. And so I shifted Soul Eater’s shape, expanding it in every direction, puncturing the Inspector’s brain and leaving nothing behind. More robots warped in and grabbed me, closing their cold metal hands over my leg and my arms and my neck. I didn’t even bother to struggle. They held me, strangling me until my breath ran out. And yet, even as I gradually lost consciousness, my rumpled mind kept running in excited circles.

This was it. We won. We were victorious. Well, not really. But we convinced ourselves that whatever came next, it would be an acceptable price for what we had done. For having shown the gods, perhaps for the first time in history, that they could be just as silly as their subjects.

            

    
        Chapter 4.13

    
    
    
    
                “Cheaters!” I said, throwing my hands up in frustration. “Did you guys see what happened? They said there were no rules, but then they intervened with those robots!”

“Technically,” Tamie said, “if there are no rules, it’s fair to send robots that choke us to death.”

“Calm down,” Lee said. “We’re not dead yet.”

A pregnant pause followed. The five of us drifted through an empty dreamscape side by side. Through the void. Were we really not dead? There was nothing around us, just blackness. The lack of light.

My shades appeared to be just as alive as always. No sign of any mental stress and glowing orange veins either. Only the newest member of our ragtag team was somewhat under the weather; Suit’s unfocused eyes stared ahead without blinking and her body was limp. Yeah, to be honest, she looked kinda dead. I resisted the urge to poke her, knowing that she was processing the memory snippets from the Inspector’s head. Obtaining a Pheilett’s memories was largely unprecedented for shades and so it took time and effort to go through them.

Suit’s appearance had changed since the last time I saw her; she was wearing a suit still, except this one was white like the Inspector’s. Her face was a feminine, older version of my face. Kinda like Tamie, if she aged twenty years, and her graying hair was tied up in a bun so perhaps my subconscious had put some of Erika into her image too. I liked it. One could say that this look suited her.

“Stop smiling, this isn’t funny,” Tamie said. “We’re not dead yet, but it might just be a matter of time. The Pheilett won’t let this one go easily. Your days among us are numbered, Roland.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I said. “My days have always been numbered.”

“Oh, absolutely—except now you’ve made that number inconveniently low. Your plan was stupid and short-sighted.”

I furrowed my brow. What was her problem? It sounded like she was trying to pick a fight, and this time I was inclined to give it to her.

“So what?” I told Tamie. “What kind of plan wouldn’t have been stupid in your opinion? Leveling up in this Player system for decades just to maybe ascend, and then getting closer to the Inspectors somehow—because surely an ascended Player is allowed to do that, right? And then, when we are somehow closer to them, they would just let us take our sweet revenge? Does any of this sound realistic to you? Wake up, Tamie! The Inspectors are playing chess with us, except most of the pieces stand on their side while we have only a single pawn! We could delay the inevitable, but no amount of clever play will change the outcome. What I did was the only reasonable thing to do: I flipped over the entire board. Now they are scrambling for the fallen pieces, which is a much better state of the game to work with.”

“Roland,” Lee cut in as I paused to take a mental breath, “calm down, please. There’s no need to get so offended. Tamie wasn’t implying that your plan was useless—”

“Actually, I do,” Tamie said. “From an objective standpoint, if they kill us now all of this has been for nothing.”

“They won’t kill us,” I said. “Not directly. The Inspector told us to do our worst—he encouraged us to murder him. At this point, it’s a simple matter of pride for the rest of them. They pride themselves in being fair, twisted as that fairness is. They have their own integrity. They wouldn’t punish us after we directly asked for permission to kill the Inspector.”

“Sure, because you know them so well after just a couple of conversations,” Tamie said. “You’re already an expert on Pheilett behavior, huh?”

“No, but—”

“Roland is right,” Suit spoke for the first time, stirring.

“He is?”

“I am?”

“You are, but for the wrong reasons,” Suit said. She rubbed her temples, wincing. “The Pheilett won’t kill us, but it’s not because of a personal sense of integrity. They are going to keep us around for the Spectators. At least for a little while.”

“Spectators?” Lee asked.

“For a little while?” Wolf asked.

“So Stanley was onto something,” I said. “There really are people out there who watch us for fun?”

“That explains a lot,” Tamie said. “The Inspectors are rather theatrical.”

“How will that keep us alive?” Lee asked.

“Answers, Suit, answers!” Wolf said. “What did you mean by a little while?”

“I meant—sorry, it’s a lot to process. Nice to meet you, everyone. Call me Suit.”

“I think we’re past that,” Tamie said. It seemed like greeting other shades wasn’t her strong suit. Did shades bump into each other in the Astral Plane a lot? I would have imagined these ageless solitary entities to be more excited to see each other. Sit down for an afternoon tea, gossip about all the people they possessed in the last millennium, things like that.

“Can we focus?” Lee mildly asked, giving me a flat look. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re sort of in a pinch.”

“Sure we are,” Suit said, “but Roland is right in that the Inspectors won’t act directly. They don’t need to. If they wanted to kill us, they could just give us an impossible Quest or a vastly stronger opponent. Anything, as long as the murder doesn’t seem too deliberate and unfair to the viewers.”

“Poking our body full of demonic weapons seems pretty deliberate to me,” Wolf said.

“Yes, but that’s an already established thing—exactly what Roland used to pull off his plan. The Inspectors have set a precedence, and so by now the Spectators are expecting them to show up and give the winner shadebound Player the other’s weapon. Inspector Hartigulmathin, the Pheilett we killed, was obliged to interact with us. He didn’t want to. He had to.”

“Makes sense,” Tamie said. “I’ve no doubt that they’ll punish us for the murder, but I agree that we are not in immediate danger. We have time to plan ahead. Any ideas?”

The five of us drifted through the void in silence.

“I have one,” Wolf said. “Let’s assign this task to the person who got us into this trouble.”

“And who might that be?” I asked. “The person who decided to go to Skyward? The person who couldn’t even enter the High King’s ball without getting arrested? The person who—”

“It’s you,” Wolf said. “No need to ask so many questions, I’ll tell you plainly: it’s you, Roland.”

“Oh. Well, that’s very generous. You know, considering how I betrayed your trust.”

Wolf lifted his bushy eyebrows. “What are you talking about?”

“I asked you all to refrain from reading my mind. You didn’t have to, but you granted my wish. You trusted me with this plan of deceiving the Inspectors. I imagine it’s quite a letdown that my plan ended up being so short-sighted. It’s hardly a master plan. I might have just doomed us all. Makes me wonder why you’d trust me again. Or is it just Tamie who regrets giving me a chance?”

“What are you talking about?” Tamie asked, frowning. “I’ve never said that I regretted it. I criticized the wisdom behind it, sure, but I very much enjoyed what we did. Not many shades have ever had the pleasure of ending a Pheilett’s life. It was a sweet little appetizer for what hopefully is to come. If we had another chance, I would do this gladly again.”

Now it was my turn to feel surprised.

“I don’t understand,” I said, then thought better of it. “Alright, I do understand, sort of, maybe … but you’re weird. You’re all weird. Don’t you care that if we die, you might get trapped in Soul Eater and Soul Seeker forever?”

“You’re talking to four ever-existing imprints of conscious life,” Lee said. “I think your confusion is perfectly understandable.”

“If it makes you feel better,” Wolf said, “we think that you’re weird too.”

They didn’t answer my question, though.

“How very nice of you,” I said. “I don’t have any plans for getting out of this, by the way. I can only offer my talents for improvisation.”

“Only?” Wolf asked. “That’s the greatest thing you could offer, Roland! We all need to play to our strengths: you improvise, we adapt. I already feel much better about our chances of keeping this body. Our chances of keeping you.”

The others muttered their agreement—even Suit was nodding along. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn that they were concerned for my life in their own unique ways. I rubbed my eyes. Was this a dream? It had to be. It probably was. That didn’t make it any less real, though. I cleared my throat, opened and closed my mouth a few times, but couldn’t find anything to say. The five of us drifted through the void in yet another awkward silence. Eventually, I couldn’t bear it any longer and struck up another topic.

“So,” I said, “I don’t know whether you realized this, but we are unconscious. Or as close as we could get to it, with Soul Eater and Soul Seeker bound to our body. I think we’re actually in the weapons now, not in my head.”

“Really?” Wolf asked. “It feels the same. Dark and empty.”

“Ha-ha,” I said. “I’m serious, though. Can you explain what am I doing here? How can I think? Am I dreaming? Am I becoming a shade too?”

“You cannot become a shade like this,” Lee said. “You cannot become a shade, period. Shades have always existed. There is no beginning.”

“You aren’t dreaming either,” Tamie said. “We are the real deal, not just your imagination.”

“That’s what my dream-shades would say too.”

“So what makes you think that we haven’t been dreams all along? Perhaps you really are mad, painter.”

I almost wished that was true. What would I do, if I woke up at my desk one day? Back in my apartment, having dozed off on my drawing tablet because of working late before the approaching deadline. How would I feel, if everything turned out to be one big elaborate dream ever since I had first woken up in Nerilia? All the pain and suffering I had been through would turn out to be an illusion—and so would the wonders I had experienced. Friendship. Love. Trust. So much trust placed in me. Plus all those jaw-droppingly amazing fantastical creatures and mystical places and wild magic, but those really were just secondary stuff.

Would I be better off if all of this turned out to be a dream? Would I go back to my tiny apartment, go back to being all alone, barely scraping by because I was too bitter and resentful to take up my father’s legacy? I didn’t think so. I had immortal beings in my head and godlike beings breathing down my neck, stripping me of basically any privacy I ever had. And still, I didn’t think I’d be better off without this. My past seemed to be an even darker place than the void I was drifting through.

“Well,” I said, “it’s a good thing that we’re not in my head because I know it would hurt right now. There’s a lot to think about.”

“That’s just the thing!” Tamie said, snapping her fingers. “That’s what I wanted to talk with you about. Guys, I know we’ve already discussed this, but we really can’t go on without changing something. Our body is deteriorating. The brain can’t keep up. We won’t be able to function for long.”

“We can do it,” Wolf said. “If we push past the pain, we become stronger. We’ll get used to it.”

“I think not,” Tamie said. “That’s not how brains work.”

“I concur,” Suit said. “Have you thought about taking turns?”

“We did,” Wolf said. “It’s stupid.”

“We need to set long-term goals to function,” Lee said. “We cannot do that if we keep changing who’s in control, not unless we all agree to the same goals.”

“Which is already what we were doing,” Wolf said. “We should do this together, as Randel.”

“Just to clarify,” I spoke, “does your together include me or not?”

“Hmm. It includes you too, of course.”

“Then it’s definitely not what Randel was doing recently. You were operating without me.”

“That’s true. We’ll need to practice operating with all five of us merged.”

Tamie snorted. “Or – and this might sound crazy to you, Wolf – we could try taking turns.”

“Well, I’m new to this body-sharing thing,” Suit said, “but I hold the memories of someone who was in charge of this planet. I think I’m the best fit for taking the first turn.”

“You hold fragments of a single Pheilett’s memories,” Lee said. “You also seem to have trouble processing them.”

“I just need time.”

“Sure,” Tamie said. “Take your time processing those memories—and once you’re done with it, you’ll be the perfect assistant for the one in charge. You can supply them with all those undoubtedly useful insights that you have.”

“It was just a suggestion,” Suit said. “There’s no need to be snarky with me.”

“She learned that sarcasm from me,” I said, puffing out my chest.

“Actually, Tamara had plenty of that too,” Lee remarked.

“At least I have some personality,” Tamie shot back. “Unlike you, Lee. Did you know that being a combat expert is not a personality trait?”

“Now you’re just trying to get into an argument with everyone, Tamie.”

“See, this is why you’re all unfit to be in charge,” Wolf said. “You bicker and banter. You are too easily distracted. There’s no way I would let any of you rule over me.”

“No one is ruling anything,” Lee said. “Least of all you, Wolf.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re a dolt,” Tamie said. “If we leave you in charge, Randel would become more insane, not less!”

“Hey! And why is that a bad thing?”

As Lee and Tamie and Wolf launched another debate about each other’s sanity, Suit gave me a troubled look behind their backs.

“Having second thoughts?” I asked.

“It’s … a lot to get used to. I don’t regret joining you, but you’re one hell of a sorry lot. Ask me again in a few hundred years how I feel about having spent my time with disgusting experiments, with blind maggots and clueless lice, with—ahem. Something like that.”

I raised an eyebrow at her.

“I apologize,” Suit said, looking rather vexed. “It’s the Inspector within me. His personality.”

“Apology accepted,” I said. “I can already tell what a pleasant fellow he must have been. May he rest in peace.”

“Peace?” Suit asked. She was watching me closely, like a scientist would observe a particularly interesting specimen. “You don’t really mean that, do you?”

I scratched my head, thinking. Rest in peace was just a careless phrase that I had used without much thought behind it, but … did I actually mean it?

“I don’t know what to tell you, Suit. I sort of meant what I said, but not honestly. Like, I’ve just facilitated the murder of another person and I don’t feel bad about it in the slightest. But then if I think about it, I do feel bad about not feeling bad about it. Perhaps the Inspector deserved his fate, perhaps he didn’t. Frankly, I struggle to care. I needed a tool to shake things up and I used him—just like they are all using us. I found no satisfaction in taking his life, but I have no regrets either. Does that mean I’ve become cold-hearted?”

“It means you’ve matured,” Lee said, his wrinkled face appearing next to me. “I remember how the two of us started, how sick you felt at the mere sight of some spilled blood! You’ve come a long way since.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” I said. “In fact, according to most of those stories that us pesky humans tell each other, getting used to murdering people is a rather bad thing.”

“What’s this?” Wolf asked, floating after us. “Is that another moral debate I smell?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to get my point across,” I said. “Like, can you even comprehend such things? Imagine killing a shade. Not just its host, but the shade too. Deleting it from existence. Would you do it, if such a thing was possible?”

“It is possible,” Lee said. “Believe it or not, shades are not the apex predators of the Astral Plane; there’s always a bigger fish, as the saying goes. But robbing a shade of its existence is nowhere near the same as murdering a human. You are the one who is unable to comprehend, Roland.”

“We can agree to disagree,” I said. “Like, I don’t agree with your assumption that I’ve matured. Do you know what I’ve become instead? Traumatized. That is, more traumatized than I’ve already been.”

“You’re rather chipper for a traumatized man,” Suit said.

“Because I have nothing left to lose.”

There was a dim light far off in the blackness of the void, and I studied it just so I wouldn’t have to look at the shades. I could feel their attention on me anyway. I had nothing left to lose. Sure. That wasn’t an honest answer, though. The honest answer cut a little deeper.

“I have to cope with it somehow,” I admitted, watching the dim light get brighter. “I may act chipper, but it doesn’t mean I’m fine. I wonder about that sometimes. What’s holding the broken pieces together? Why can’t I just let myself fall apart? I don’t know what keeps me going, in spite of it all.”

The light broke over the horizon. Yes, there was a horizon now—and light. So much of it.

“Well,” Wolf said, “if the last few days were any indication, it’s us who kept you going.”

“My guardian angels,” I sourly said. “You know I don’t begrudge you for taking my body, because it wasn’t your choice to get trapped in here—”

“Except for me,” Suit said.

“—but I don’t think you guys have contributed much to my mental health, really. I would have kept myself together without you just fine.”

The source of the light grew, becoming so bright that I had to squint.

“Sure,” Tamie said, “but then whose shoulder would you cry on when you feel like falling apart?”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t remember crying on anyone’s shoulder.”

“No, but we know that you want to. Even in here, you keep wearing those masks.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” Lee said. “We know your mind, remember? There’s no need for masks. There’s no point. We’ve already accepted who you are.”

“Masks and all,” Wolf added.

The brightness was taking over the void now. It was just a coincidence. Not a metaphor. No way.

“Alright, time’s up,” I said. “Shoo, everyone. Enough sloppy talk for tonight, we’re waking up. Go back to being evil ghosts doing vaguely malicious things.”

“You consider killing an Inspector vaguely malicious?” Suit asked. “You’re a funny guy, Roland.”

“Hey, would you look at that?” I said, pointing at her. “Barely joined us and already giving me the lip!”

“Good job, Suit,” Tamie said.

“Welcome to the team,” Wolf said.

“Please carry on with your good habits,” Lee said.

Oh, the treachery!

“This is hell,” I griped, turning my back to the shades. “Randel died and I landed in hell—and here comes the next level.”

When the white light finally enveloped me, it found a goofy smile on my face.

            

    
        Chapter 4.14

    
    
    
    
                Randel woke up to the sound of a door sliding shut. Footsteps, fading away. Silence. He opened his eyes. He was lying on a bed in a pristine white room. He sat up and rubbed his bruised neck. He had been stripped of his weapons and clothes, but he still had his necklace. His Player collar too, of course. Hard to get rid of that one.

He knew this place. He had been here before.

“We’re on the moon,” he said.

He slid off the bed, balancing on his foot. No crutches to help him walk this time. The room was full of futuristic-looking apparatuses, but it was a tall tube that drew his attention. Made of glass and filled with a strange green liquid, the tank had a black dagger floating in it. Randel reached mentally out for Soul Eater and the dagger in the tank reacted. His heart began to beat faster. This was it. He tried to reach out for Soul Seeker too, but couldn’t tell where it was—most likely still within the Scarlet Hand’s seal. But Soul Eater was here. That was more than enough.

“Why, though?”

Randel hopped closer to the tube and pressed his hands against it. Why was he left in this room? Why with Soul Eater? Why did the Inspectors bring them here?

“Not much time passed since they knocked us out,” Lee said. “They haven’t decided what to do with us yet.”

Perhaps. But why had they taken him to the moon for that? He had already been in a prison back there.

“Containment,” Wolf said. “They think it’s safer this way. They believe that here, in this facility, we’re completely at their mercy.”

Maybe. But then why did they leave Soul Eater with him? Why didn’t they restrain him better? Randel gave the tube a shove, rattling the glass. It didn’t look too sturdy or secure.

“It’s a trap,” Tamie said. “They want us to try … something. To break out, to escape. They want to have a valid reason for killing us.”

Now that was an idea. Inspector Hartigulmathin had given Randel permission to kill him, so it would have been unfair to punish Randel for that. If he tried to harm someone else, however? The Pheilett would have their reason to eliminate him. It made sense, except … why? Why take him here, when they had so many other options down on the planet too? If they finished binding Tanaka’s weapon to his body, that would be the end of him already.

“It’s a trick,” Suit said. “They want to see how much we know of what the Inspector knew.”

There was a numeric pad beside the tube. It was full of alien symbols, yet Randel knew it was a numeric pad. He also knew why it existed. Although every Pheilett was capable of mentally operating these devices – their brains were augmented with multipurpose chips – it was standard policy to always include a physical control panel as a fallback option. Hence, this numeric pad. The longer Randel looked at it, the more he realized that its symbols weren’t so alien at all. He was able to read them.

“Suit, you’re taking the backseat,” I said. “Sorry, it’s not negotiable.”

Although Randel had barely moved in the last several minutes, he found himself sweating. His heart hammered as if he was in the middle of a fight. In a way, he was. A battle of minds—and this one for real, unlike the sorry excuse of challenge that Tanaka had posed to him. The safety nets were off this time. One wrong move and the gods would crush him. His hands – pressed tight against the glass tube – started to shake. Whether in fear or excitement, Randel wasn’t sure. He was usually better than this when it came to controlling his impulses, but—oh, well. His lips drew back in a savage grin.

“Let’s dance, you bastards.”

Randel’s head throbbed as usual, but he was able to think more or less clearly. The brief nap he had taken helped a lot in that regard. The orange blood in his veins hadn’t fully receded, and indeed it was spreading up his face again, but at least he wasn’t bleeding from his eyes and nose yet. Randel could think, but what good did that do if the Inspectors were able read his thoughts? He had to act without thinking the thoughts they wanted him to think. He had to be impulsive. But first—

I began pressing buttons on the numeric pad randomly. Nothing happened, not even a single beep—until Wolf got impatient and smashed his fist against the device. The buttons clanged sharply, but violence didn’t work wonders and the tank remained closed. Lee shook his aching hand while he transformed Soul Eater, making it expand. The weapon couldn’t grow beyond twice its usual size; the pressure within the tube must have been greater than the force that the demonic weapon could apply. Tamie had the dagger swim to the bottom of the tank, searching for weak points. She watched the glass closely where it met the metal frame, then gave the tank another shove. It budged. Weird.

My right hand found the small piece of ivory horn on my necklace. A memory. A reminder—and now a tool. My hands shook again as I took the necklace off and rested it on my palm. Then Wolf got impatient and gripped the horn firmly, smashing it down until it got firmly wedged between the glass and the tank’s frame. He then pushed off his foot, slamming his shoulder against the tank. There was a loud creak below. Tamie continued manipulating Soul Eater. Wolf hopped back a step, then threw his whole weight against the glass tank. This time he heard a popping sound and the thick green liquid of the tank began to dribble onto his toes.

“Violence works wonders,” Wolf said, hopping back. The tank’s bottom had gotten cracked and the liquid was being sprayed everywhere now. Tamie was able to stick Soul Eater into the gap and pry it further apart. The tube was of surprisingly cheap quality, all things considered. Lee wasn’t quite sure it was a design flaw. The Pheilett wouldn’t make such a mistake. The cheap quality of the tube was a deliberate feature, designed in a way that Randel had a chance of breaking it. This realization quickly washed the taste of victory out of Randel’s mouth.

Nevertheless, the tank was loose and after a bit of wiggling Soul Eater got free. Tamie reshaped it into a dagger and retrieved the necklace too. The ivory surface of the horn suffered a few scrapes and it was drenched in green fluid, but it wasn’t broken. I breathed a sigh of relief as I put the necklace back around my neck. Things went very smoothly so far. No alarm had been raised; the Inspectors were pretending that they didn’t notice Randel’s escape attempt. He wasn’t free yet, of course—the room’s door was closed, and besides, what would he do once he got out? He was on the moon. Freeing Soul Eater was simply a warmup exercise for what was yet to come.

Lee attached Soul Eater to his thigh, shaped it into a leg, then walked to the door. It was a featureless door without any handle, sealed tightly shut. Wolf rolled his aching shoulder and braced himself to charge. I groaned inwardly.

“We’re in some kind of medical room,” I said. “I doubt that the door is very secure. Maybe we can pry it open too.”

There was a physical control panel beside the door too, of course, but Lee wasn’t able to tell how it worked. Suit could have, but she was hiding behind Randel’s minds and so none of Randel would be able to use the control panel. Tamie stepped to the panel anyway, pressing buttons randomly. The door opened. I gaped in disbelief.

“Amateurs,” Tamie said smugly.

Wolf stepped outside and looked both ways on the pristine white corridor. All clear. Deserted. He didn’t hesitate; he knew where to go next. He had been new to this body the last time he had been here, but he remembered the path clearly. The path to hundreds of captive shades. He had to free them.

It wasn’t just a sense of kinship that drove Tamie. It wasn’t just the desire to stop this atrocity of experimenting on shades, either. This was her key to freedom. If she managed to free hundreds of shades, they could overrun this place. Hundreds of Pheilett would be possessed or killed. Tamie could use that chaos to slip away; it would be the perfect distraction. She broke into a run—but it was a mistake. I tripped myself up and would have planted my face into the ground if Lee hadn’t tucked his head low and turned the fall into a tumble. He used his momentum to roll back to his feet.

“Thanks,” I said, turning around and jogging the other way. “Thanks, but we aren’t going to free the shades. That’s obviously what they are expecting us to try.”

“But now they know that we know,” Wolf said, turning around again, “we might as well go anyway.”

“No,” Lee said, stopping right beside the room he had just left. “We are not playing their games.”

Not playing their games sounded appealing. Grand, even. The only problem was the execution. How did one trick mind-readers? By not thinking at all and having no plan, or by improvising and thinking quicker than the mind-readers were able to react. The latter for winning battles, the former for winning the war.

Easier said than done, of course. Even without the Inspectors reading his surface thoughts, Randel would have had a difficult time escaping. Difficult? This was the Inspectors’ home turf. Some might have said that escape was impossible. Not Randel, though. Ideas flashed through his minds. Distract the Inspectors with something worse than him. Make the Inspectors want him to leave the facility. Get lucky by opening up opportunities to get lucky. Strike a deal with the Inspectors. Strike a deal with a party that opposed the Inspectors. Take a hostage. Destroy the entire moon.

Randel broke into a run—in the opposite direction as the shade enclosure. His plan? Could be anything. He kept changing his mind, quick and indecisive. The only certainty he had was that he had to move. Where to? He picked a direction at random. He felt a vague pull, almost physical in nature, and he decided to follow it on a whim.

He worried that this was all pointless. He let that thought go. He feared that he would never escape. He didn’t care. He felt like a lab rat in a labyrinth, following the smell of a cheese he would never get. He ignored that sense of futility. He ran, following the pull that might or might not have been real. The corridor was empty, and so was the next he turned onto. Closed doors lined the walls on both sides, but he didn’t try to open any of them. He just went with the pull.

The Inspectors were no longer pretending to be unaware that he escape from his room. No obvious alarms were raised, but up ahead, past the next intersection, a heavy door was falling slowly but deliberately from above. Randel ran faster. He was sprinting now, shapeshifting Soul Eater to push off with greater force, orange blood pumping, running with long, bounding steps. The door was too slow. If he threw himself to the floor, he would be able to slide under the closing panel just before it sealed the way off. He would just barely make it. It would be like in a movie, moving at high speed and clearing the obstacle at the very last second.

“Yeah, no.”

Randel jumped, crashing into the door and using Soul Eater to soak up the worst of the impact. Yes, he could have slid under the door—but that didn’t feel right. After a moment of reflection, he knew why; this was a high-tech facility and yet that door had been sliding shut at a snail’s pace. Just slow enough for Randel’s escape to look exciting. If the Inspectors truly didn’t want him to go that way, the door would have gotten closed either faster or sooner.

He walked back to the intersection. Left or right? He didn’t think much about it, just turned to the left while watching the ceiling. There was another door that could fall down to seal the corridor off, and yet it didn’t move. He broke into a run—but as soon as he crossed the door’s threshold, he did an about-face and thrust his prosthetic leg out while making it expand. The door slammed into his foot with so much force that he fell and hit his head against the floor hard. The silent corridor was suddenly filled with the noise of metal grinding against metal.

“Oof,” he groaned, pushing himself up. He had done it.

He had caught the door with Soul Eater – now looking like a sideways T– so that it couldn’t close completely. There was a small gap at the bottom, just barely enough to squeeze through. Randel unattached Soul Eater from his leg and slid back out under the door, then reshaped his demonic weapon and extracted it on the other side. The door fell shut with a heavy thump.

Randel reattached his leg and walked back to the intersection once more. The other direction, the one he had yet to explore, had already been sealed. That was the direction the Inspectors truly didn’t want him to go. Coincidentally, that was also the direction where the pulling sensation was coming from. Was he only imagining it, or was it truly there? No matter. With three doors closed, Randel had only one way to go: back the way he had come from.

He took a step and stumbled. Blood dribbled down the side of his head, startling him. How—? Ah, when he fell while catching the door. His head hurt all the time, so he hadn’t noticed the injury at first. He didn’t bleed for long; with the slightest bit of focus, he made his orange blood congeal at the wound. Funny, that he could do this and yet he had no control over the spreading orange veins. He knew the mysterious liquid’s name, by the way, thanks to the Inspector’s memories.

Angel blood. Not because it originated from literal angels, but because it was able to counteract demon blood. Randel supposed it was an apt name in any case. The substance had saved his life many times before; it allowed his body to go past its limits. It also did something to his brain, something he was unsure of.

Randel shook his head. He had to avoid thinking about the Inspectors memories. That was what they wanted! Oh, so where was he? In the middle of an intense escape attempt. Well, not so intense anymore. He had zoned out again, hadn’t he? His orange veins had—

“Angel blood.”

His angel blood had reached his head again. He didn’t think much about it, just began to walk. He walked at a comfortable pace. There was no need to hurry, no need to tire himself out. There was also no point in hoarding secrets if those secrets would never be put to use. This was a peculiar thought, one with great merit. The Inspectors wanted to know what Randel had learned about them. He could hide what he knew and take it to his grave—or he could use it against them. Use it now, and take advantage of it while he had a chance at all. He decided it was a good plan—except he was trying not to think about plans at all. The struggle was real.

“To think or not to think, that is the question.”

His voice echoed in the empty corridor. Foreboding. He passed door after door without giving them much attention. There was no way to tell what lay behind those closed doors—living quarters, laboratories, storage places, or something else. It was unnerving how uniformly clean and utilitarian this facility looked. No distractions, no decorations, just the sheer veneer of functionality. Was this truly a workplace for the Pheilett? Randel didn’t know. He couldn’t know. He couldn’t, if not for Suit. She knew. This was a real workplace but also more than that. Much more.

The moon also served as a space station. An old one by certain standards. Facilities like this had safety measures in place that allowed for quick evacuation—namely, portal terminals and emergency escape pods. The pods were small spaceships in their own right, capable of traveling to nearby planets. Suit just had to reach the outer sections of this facility where the escape pods were situated and then she would be out of here, flying through space. With some luck, she might even manage to shake off any pursuing ships. With some luck? More like a huge miracle. Still, some chance was better than none.

Randel walked on but as he was about to pass yet another nondescript door, Suit jumped closer to it and entered a rapid series of symbols on a small panel. The door slid open and she hurried through, pressing a button on the other side to seal the door shut.

“Commencing decontamination,” an artificial voice spoke in an alien language. “Please stand by.”

Neon lights washed over Suit’s naked body, making her skin tingle. The green goo on her necklace sizzled.

“What’s this?” Wolf asked, ducking low. He was trapped in this small room with seemingly no way out.

“Automated cleansing chamber to prevent contaminants from getting through,” Suit replied as the lights turned red and a jet on the ceiling sprayed something into the air. “It shouldn’t harm us, in spite of our different biology. Hopefully it’ll get rid of any nano-cams, though.”

“Nano-what?”

“We don’t have much time,” Suit said. “We need to think. Listen carefully.”

This was not the way to an emergency escape pod—Suit had been thinking about that only as a distraction. This place, she remembered well from the Inspector’s memories. Once the decontamination was complete, she would be allowed through to a recreational center beyond. Places of relaxation were typically shielded from mental communication to prevent mental noise and allow for rest, and so there was a good chance that the Inspectors wouldn’t be able to read her mind in there—at least not directly. It didn’t mean that her thoughts were safe, only that her collar would need to compile the data and send it through different channels. Still, if her memories could be believed, this place would slow the Inspectors down.

“Decontamination completed,” the voice chimed, and the wall in front of them opened to a bright, flooded corridor. Shallow water surged gently into the bottom of the decontamination chamber, lapping at Suit’s ankles.

Lee wondered what to do now. He had shown his hand, sort of, gaining a slight advantage but revealing that he remembered this facility. What would be his next step? Taking hostages? No. Tamie didn’t believe for a second that she would find any Pheilett in here. It was more than likely that this entire block of the facility had been emptied for this little show. She had to get far from here; rush through the facility and emerge on the other side of the moon, where they were least expecting her. But that would be problematic too, Suit reckoned. Security measures aside, these three-eyed aliens were amphibious—and so many of the rooms were underwater, designed with Pheilett in mind. Suit’s body was unused to swimming and her lungs were weak. Since many of the experiments needed air there were dry quarters too … but recreational centers such as this one were mostly underwater. Her options were limited.

“What?” Wolf asked, incredulous. “Then why did you make us come here, huh?”

“I didn’t have the chance to think that far,” Suit said, stepping out into the corridor. “This was a room that the Inspector knew very well, so I chose it.”

Water splashed and sloshed, faint light shimmering under Suit’s feet, and the floor began to move. It carried her slowly forward and saved her the effort of walking. The water felt cool around her feet, a touch too cold perhaps but bearable.

Lee stepped off the moving corridor to peer into the first room. It looked empty and completely bare, but only on the surface. Down below, under the water, the room opened up to an entirely different world. The floor was slanted, plunging deep down and disappearing from sight amid a whirlpool of saturated colors. There were lights down there, colorful lights, screens with huge displays and also some sort of kitchen area with neon signs. A bar, perhaps? Did these aliens have underwater drinks? The idea seemed absurd and fascinating.

“Focus, idiots,” Tamie said. “We need a plan. We can’t go down there. We’re trapped.”

“No, this is perfect,” I said. “This is a place for relaxation. We can finally relax.”

“You don’t say?” Tamie said. “I suppose all’s good, then.”

“I’m sorry to say,” Lee added, “but I think some of us took this only instincts plan a bit too far.”

I rolled my eyes. “You wanted me to use my talents, didn’t you? Listen carefully, then, because I’m going to do something I’m really good at. I’m going to do nothing—I mean, I’m going to relax. I’m good at that.”

I sat down in the doorway, into the cold water, crossing my legs and closing my eyes. Running around in this moon facility was pointless. I was tiring myself out with it and worse yet, the Inspectors were expecting me to struggle. They counted on it for sure. So! If I wanted to do something truly unexpected, something they hadn’t been able to foresee? I had to stop struggling. I had to stay still and relax.

“Brilliant plan,” Tamie griped. “I’m sure we’ll be safe and sound if we just took a nap here.”

“Shh,” I said. “I know what I’m doing. I am wise beyond my years. We will calm down, and we will do it together. I’m going clear our head and let these negative thoughts go. Lee and Wolf, you’re in charge of loosening the muscles in my arms and legs. Suit, uh, you’re going to supervise them and tell them how to do it. Tamie … you can count sheep or something.”

I felt Tamie’s annoyance bubble up, but I let it go. I was in charge of our head, so it was my duty. No, duty sounded too much like work. It was my pleasure to empty my head. Yeah, empty would be nice. All things considered, I was in a good mood. Way too good mood, for someone who was at the mercy of aliens after having murdered one of them. For someone who might never see the sun again. Never see Devi again. I frowned. No, if anything, Devi was the moon. Not the color-changing moon of Nerilia, but the silver coin moon of Earth. Devi was like that. It fit her well.

I wanted to cry.

I wanted to laugh.

I wasn’t very good at clearing my mind, I knew. Never been. Quite the opposite, really. In my defense, I doubted that many people would have been able to meditate in my place. I was being tested by aliens who played God, by beings who could read my mind and end my life with a snap of their fingers. My only hope for survival was to remain interesting. As soon as I lost that, my usefulness was over and any reason to spare my life would be gone.

It would have been so easy to give into panic. To give into fear, to let that sense of futility wash me away. So why did I hold on anyway? How could I hold on against such a tide? Where was this stubborn refusal to let myself fall apart come from? I didn’t know. I didn’t know, or perhaps I didn’t want to admit it to myself. It certainly didn’t fit my own image of myself. The me who always took the path of least resistance. But … enough of this! I was chewing myself up for nothing. Silly me, this was the opposite of relaxation.

The shades hadn’t been able to loosen up either; I could feel how restless my limbs were. I paid them no mind, restricting myself to my head. Weird. Curious! This was yet another thing that would rouse the Inspectors’ interest. So far, we had proven that we could work together by merging our minds—something that came quite naturally. Next, we had proven that we were capable of compromises too; we kept rapidly changing which one of us was in control. And now we were dividing up our body. It was impractical, of course, useless for anything besides relaxation. I wasn’t even certain whether it was truly possible. I had only one brain and one set of nerves, right? The motor functions of my limbs originated from the brain too. How the hell was I able to share a brain with the shades?

Nevertheless, I was doing fine. Sure, my mind was all over the place and the shades couldn’t keep my limbs still, but we succeeded in sharing a body. The Inspectors must have been salivating over the new data they had just collected. I felt a tingling sensation all over my body at that thought. Well, maybe it wasn’t because of that thought. Another shiver ran through me and I felt weirdly disoriented.

“Need to open our eyes,” Suit said and did so. She stepped out of the terminal, having successfully performed a jump to another part of the facility; Inspector Hartigulmathin’s private laboratory. I gasped at this revelation even as my legs moved me toward the nearest plastic table.

“Oh, you cheeky rascals, you tricked me!” I said in mock surprise. “You weren’t trying to relax at all but navigated to this place from memory!”

“And counted sheep too,” Tamie added drily. There was a long black rifle on the plastic table, double-barreled and without any trigger. Tamie picked it up and turned it over in her hands. It weighed less than it looked. Its smooth obsidian surface was familiar to the touch. To the eyes too; it matched her prosthetic leg. Only the orange veins were missing.

“We need to hurry,” Lee said, stepping back to the terminal. Suit pressed some buttons on it, but the terminal stayed inert. Disabled—the Inspectors were already onto her scheme. No more fast travel. No matter; she had the weapon now.

“So, what’s this?” I asked as my hands gripped the gun tighter. I yelped as something stabbed into both of my palms at once and would have dropped the gun if it hadn’t latched onto my flesh. A creepy, squelching, sucking sound was coming out of it.

“This is one of the late Inspector’s experiments,” Suit said, adjusting her grip on the gun. “He kept it as a secret from the other Inspectors, hoping it would bring him fame once he solved one last design flaw.”

“Which is?” Wolf asked just as orange lines appeared on the rifle’s surface. They transformed the rifle, the components around the grip sliding and shifting until a transparent tendril snaked out and curled around my right wrist.

“Only creatures like us can use it,” Suit replied. The tendril struck, burying itself into her wrist and she grunted in pain. Not very user-friendly, this rifle.

I staggered backward, feeling nauseous as I watched the tendril suck my blood, visibly siphoning the angel blood out of my body. I wasn’t quite sure whether losing the orange liquid was bad or not, but it sure as hell wasn’t pleasant. Already, the veins along my hands and forearm were throbbing more than ever before.

“Oh, damn.”

I forced my eyes away from the disturbing sight. Just in time too; light flashed within the terminal and a bipedal robot suddenly appeared—the same model that strangled me when I killed the Inspector.

“Oh, damn!”

The robot tried to grab me, but Suit reacted faster by pulling the rifle’s mental trigger. The entire upper body of the robot vanished into thin air and then there was a delayed, loud bang that made her flinch. The terminal flashed once more, another robot arriving, but Suit fired again and the robot disappeared along with half of the terminal. Deleted from existence. The deafening noise arrived a heartbeat later, a loud pop as air rushed into the displaced mass.

“Just what is this gun?” Wolf asked, his ears ringing. “I don’t like this. Feels wrong.”

But Lee didn’t hesitate. He pointed the rifle at the far wall and pulled the mental trigger, cutting a wide hole through the wall to the next room. No stopping now; he hurried over. The new room was full of cages occupied by all sorts of creatures. Humanoid beasts, wild and loud and little more than animals. Monkeys with four arms, gorillas with enormous palms, hairless twisted little creatures with three eyes, and more. There was a common trait in all of them, however; they all had bulging veins of angel blood.

The room’s entrance opened, but Lee fired the rifle before the robots on the other side could enter. Bang. The first wave of robots vanished but more of them were coming, so Lee aimed for the cages and let loose multiple shots in quick succession. Some of the veiny beasts disappeared right away, but the luckier ones spilled free of their cages. Panicked. Hungry. Bloodthirsty.

Lee wasted no time creating another hole through the wall to escape. Bang. He could barely hear now. His palms were beginning to feel hot, his veins burning. It was the rifle; using it wasn’t without costs. He fired another shot anyway, beheading a monkey that tried to follow him. The creature’s torso flopped to the floor in a spray of blood.

“We can’t use this gun,” Wolf said, wincing as Tamie demolished another wall. “We’re going to pay for this. It smells of the Astral.”

The next room was full of robots, but a few more shots cleared the way.

“Your instincts are correct,” Suit said. “This gun displaces a piece of the Waking World into the Astral Plane. It’s mimicking a demon’s power by bending space.”

She entered another room, barely taking a look around before blasting her way to the next one. She was close. Very close—the source of the pull that they felt all this time was just a few corners away. She turned into a corridor that was sealed off by one of those falling doors, but a single shot of the rifle put a gaping hole through it. So much destructive power! It wasn’t even a flashy thing; no light, no sound, no warning. Just the pure absence of material from one moment to the next, and then the noise of air rushing into the vacuum.

“First Soul Eater, now this,” I said, shuddering. “If these are simply replicas of a demon’s power, I hope to never find out what an actual demon is capable of.”

“Funny you say that,” Suit said, “because—”

“Must you talk so much?” Tamie said, gasping for breath as she ran down the corridor. “We’re being chased, if you hadn’t noticed.”

More robots were coming up behind them, and these ones had guns too. Gloves off already? Seemed like they really didn’t want Lee to come this way. He fired behind him before the robots had a chance to shoot, then ran on, increasing his speed—until his body stopped responding. His body flopped to the ground, carried by his momentum, scraping his skin raw on the floor. He was paralyzed from the neck down.

“The collar,” Tamie gasped, but Wolf was already reshaping Soul Eater, spreading it over his limbs, stretching it to its utmost limits to form an exoskeleton around himself. He pushed himself off the ground, fired at the robots behind him, then ran on. Wobbling, limping, constantly reshaping Soul Eater to move his paralyzed body. The pull was close.

The collar stung me, injecting something into my neck. I gasped, my mind clouding over until a coughing fit took me. I spat orange. Angel blood dribbled from my eyes and nose too—cleansing the poison. Amid all of this, Lee had the presence of mind to twist around and shoot the robots behind him. Wolf ran on.

Suit blinked the glowing liquid out of her eyes, running as if reaching the source of the pull would save her. She simply had no other option. The Pheilett sent robots to kill her, paralyzed her body, and injected poison into her veins. If she stopped, if they caught her, they might do something worse. So she ran on, her palms burning, her forearm getting heavier with each shot she fired at the robots. But she reached it.

The room Wolf had just blasted his way into was bathed in an oppressive red light. The chamber had a single occupant floating in its middle; a naked woman stretched out by her limbs, her wrists and ankles plunged through small portals. Her head was bald, a mask covered her lower face, a thick tube was attached to her chest, and that was all Wolf could take in before the robots arrived.

Lee threw himself to the ground, rolling forward, retracting Soul Eater from the waist down to turn it into a shield that covered his back and his head. He came out of the roll kneeling, huddling in front of the captive woman as the robots opened fire at him. The bullets – if they even fired bullets – slammed into Soul Eater and actually damaged the material, making it bubble and burst. Tamie set to reshaping the material, closing off the gaps. Wolf stopped breathing when he noticed that some sort of heavy gas was filling the room. Already, he felt dizzy, the burning in his veins more pronounced, his vision swimming. Either the gas or the rumored nanobots had caught him.

Randel’s skin crawled. Angel blood trickled from his nose, from his ears, from the corner of his eyes—but it wasn’t enough. He was beaten. He was falling apart, and yet he wasn’t afraid. He felt no pain. It was the strangest thing, really. He teetered on the verge of losing his body. The verge of death. But even as the robots shot Soul Eater apart, even as the gas choked him, even as he bled orange, he lifted his gun and smiled.

He looked the demon in her pupilless gray eyes as he shot her.
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                It wasn’t a very good shot. Randel could barely hold his rifle, let alone aim. No, it really wasn’t a good shot … but it was enough. He hit the demon’s right forearm, severing it just below the elbow, making her pale white flesh vanish—except for the shackled hand on the other side of the portal that remained strangely unaffected. Nevertheless, the demon’s upper arm was free and she swept it over Randel’s head, spraying black blood across the room. The robots behind him ceased firing.

Randel wobbled on his knees, running out of breath, running out of … everything. He struggled to keep his attention on the demon above him. Her severed arm regrew in the blink of an eye, black flesh and white skin sprouting from nowhere. Her new arm had long fingers ending in sharp claws, and she swept those claws at her left arm, cutting it off just to regrow it a moment later. With her arms free, she bent down and severed both of her legs too. They grew back as she drifted to the ground, and so she landed on her new feet.

A blast of wind exploded from below the demon and Randel was able to breathe again. The red lights in the room shattered. Randel’s veins and the hole in the wall still emitted some light, but the space around the demon was unnaturally dark. Shrouded. Randel couldn’t see the demon even though she was standing right in front of him. Her mask fell to the floor next to his head, followed by the tube that had been stuck to the demon’s chest. Randel felt another blast, a ripple in the fabric of the Waking World, then everything went still.

The rifle in Randel’s hands fell apart. Disintegrated, turned into flowing black liquid that then flowed up to where the demon presumably stood. Only that suction tendril in his right arm remained. Randel sluggishly raised his left hand and ripped the tendril out with it. The angel blood stopped the bleeding. He blinked once, twice. His thoughts came sluggishly. The pain felt distant. The burning in his veins lessened, and he stopped bleeding orange, but his legs—

Randel toppled forward, gasping, catching himself with his hands so that his head didn’t hit the ground. He realized it, now. He was able to move his body now! The collar blocked it no longer. He was able to move his arms! His legs, however, not so much. Haha. He twisted around, looking back at the bloody mush that had once been his right leg. It looked as if the flesh had exploded from the inside out. Hahaha! He was able to move, except he wasn’t. His one remaining leg had been blasted apart. Every little piece that hadn’t been shielded by Soul Eater was pulped. How lucky that Soul Eater had covered his ass! Hahaha!

Randel bent forward and threw up under himself. His chest convulsed beyond control as he retched up orange blood. Really, he seemed to have way too much of that stuff in him. His arms trembled and would have given out if something hadn’t grabbed the back of his neck and hauled him upward. Randel gurgled, almost passing out from the sudden motion, but by the time he caught on to what happened, he was already let go. He floated weightlessly, head throbbing. He blinked once, twice. The darkness around the demon had receded, but Randel almost wished it hadn’t.

Her hair had grown out, and it was brilliant red—reaching down to her waist, smooth, silky, gorgeous. That was about the only attractive feature of the demon. She watched Randel’s wandering gaze with those eerie gray eyes, grinning. It was a very wide grin, her leathery lips almost reaching her ears, showing off a mouth – a maw, rather – full of sharp, needle-like teeth. Randel’s eyes traveled down her body, taking in her ruined chest. Her left breast was missing and there was a gaping hole in its place, wide and deep, oozing black blood onto her pale white skin. The black blood ran freely over her lithe body, pooling at her feet, but she didn’t seem to care in the slightest.

“Della,” said the demon, her otherworldly voice carrying an echo. “My name is Della. What is yours, little shade?”

“You know what I am?”

“I’m in a good mood today,” said Della, “so I’ll give you one last chance to answer. What is your name?”

Randel licked his lips nervously, tasting blood. His own blood.

“Randel, I suppose.”

“Good, Randel. Good. Now tell me, what is this thing attached to you? A thing of my blood, and yet it does not obey to me.”

Randel glanced at Soul Eater on his shoulders, its hole-ridden shape shielding his back still. He withdrew the material and gathered it around his chest – around his heart – to wear it like armor.

“It’s a prototype for some twisted experiment,” Randel replied. “I am bound to it, and it is bound to this body.”

“Ah,” sighed Della knowingly. “Poor little shade. No more body-swapping, then?”

“No more,” Randel agreed, then risked a glance at the hole in the wall. “We should hurry. The Pheilett will try to—”

He gasped in pain as a sudden blow squashed him against the wall beside the hole, only Soul Eater keeping his ribs intact.

“No one,” hissed the demon, “no one tells me what I should do.”

Her face was contorted in fury as she stalked closer. Randel grunted, struggling to speak, the pressure pinning him to the wall proving to be too much.

“I’m finally free,” continued the demon, “so I’ll do as I please. I take my time talking if I want to. I toy with your body if I want to. I take your pitiful existence as my own if I want to.”

“You’re free because of me,” Randel managed to gasp.

Della laughed sharply, and the sound of it was almost enough to make Randel’s ears bleed again.

“You freed me,” said the demon, “because I pulled you here. You freed me because I am your only chance to escape. You freed me because only I can shield you from the Pheilett. So expect no gratitude from me, battered little shade, because you’re just as selfish as I am.”

“I can—I can still help you.”

“Not like this, no. Your body has expired. How do you even intend to walk, let alone help me?”

“Please—”

“Shh,” said the demon. “The less you speak, the better your chances are with me, broken little shade. You see, I can help you. Oh, yes. You deserve a reward for your troubles.”

Della winked at Randel as she sauntered to him. She stopped in front of him and bent down—only to tear both of her legs cleanly off. She straightened back up, floating in the air, turning her severed legs around as black blood oozed from them. She licked her dry lips in anticipation, her tongue long and sharp and black as her blood. Randel didn’t move, didn’t even dare to breathe as the demon locked gazes with him. She floated even closer, pressing her chest against his, breathing down his neck … and pushing her severed legs into the remnants of his own legs.

Randel was expecting pain, and quite predictably, he got it. It was like merging with Soul Eater once again, veins burning, except this time he was too spent to cry out. His minds were already hazy, his throat raw and bleeding, and besides, he couldn’t even take a deep enough breath to scream. And so he only whimpered, his minds retreating, hiding, up until he felt another presence touch him. A soothing presence. A welcome presence.

“There you go,” said Della, stepping back on her newly regrown legs. “Better than ever before.”

She lowered Randel to the ground until he stood on his own two feet. He was feeling the cool floor under his soles! He wiggled his toes. They felt like his toes until he looked down at them. The legs he saw were slender and feminine, the skin over them unnaturally white. Paler than his own skin, which was quite an achievement. His toes were beautiful, though the nails on them looked quite sharp, almost claw-like. And he felt absolutely amazing! His new limbs were bursting with energy and this affected his overall mood as well. His body wasn’t completely healed, he knew, but he no longer stood on the verge of death. He smiled, and sighed in relief, and looked up at Della. His gorgeous savior. His heart fluttered anxiously as She smiled back at him. It was almost too much.

“How does it feel?” asked Della. “How do you feel?”

“Like a whole new person,” Randel breathed. “Thank you.”

“But of course,” said Della, graceful and kind. “Serve me well, Randel, and I’ll be sure to reward you further.”

Randel’s heart was bursting with joy upon hearing Her words—upon hearing his name leave Her beautiful lips. Was this what they called love at first sight? He had to convey his feelings somehow. He sank to one knee and bowed his head for Her. She hummed happily, then reached down and touched his cheek, beckoning him, urging him to get up. He sprang to his feet readily, his new limbs working as if he had always owned them. An incredible gift from his Della; a piece of Herself, now forever his.

“Too bad we have other pressing matters,” sighed Della. “No more time to dally. Let’s take care of this mess, shall we?”

She looked through the hole in the wall, and so did Randel. The world outside looked surreal. Robots had flooded the corridor, weapons raised, intending to charge into the room—except everything was in slow motion. Randel suddenly realized how much the fabric of the Waking World had thinned around him; Della had moved the two of them almost completely into the Astral Plane. Dangerous, for neither of their corporeal bodies would be able to withstand the other plane—but then, the danger was why Randel loved Della so much. She was so bold, so powerful.

She snapped Her fingers and the robots burst apart, their frames breaking down into the individual components as if someone decided to dismantle them on the fly. None of the components flew in Della’s direction though, and Randel had wisely chosen to stand behind Her. Time sped up outside or perhaps it slowed down inside—anyway, Della had already put the two of them back into the Waking World.

Then the air rippled around Her and a shockwave traveled down the corridor, sweeping up dust.

“Microscopic drones,” explained Della. “Stay near me, Randel, or else they’ll get into your body and kill you.”

“Understood,” Randel enthused. Della stepped over the destroyed robots and Randel followed. He briefly wondered where they were going, but then he decided that he didn’t really care. He’d happily follow Della to the edge of the universe, even.

There were closed doors and sealed corridors all around them, but they meant nothing to Della. She displaced any such obstacle with a single glance, twisting and churning the fabric of reality as She saw fit. Nothing could stop Her. Nothing.

“Here,” said Della, and the floor vanished from under them. They fell into a room full of water, except all that water condensed in Della’s hand without ever touching Randel’s skin, and then they fell further down, through another hole in the floor. Della released the water down there, blasting something away that Randel didn’t even have time to notice. The floor under them turned into a slide and they skidded down on it, pristine white rooms flashing by until they arrived at one that was full of naked Pheilett.

The looks on their faces were sublime. Green, bald heads with a third eye in place of a nose, their skin colors ranging from pale green to dark gray. Oh, how the tables had turned! Some of them tried to leave the room in a panic, some of them stood still and gaped as Della and Randel fell on top of them. Della landed amid the crowd in the room’s entrance while Randel landed at the back of the room, planting both of his feet into a Pheilett man’s back. His flying kick sent the man tumbling to the ground and the despicable creature screamed in pure terror as he scrambled away on all fours. There was a terminal in the corner where the Pheilett were warping away. Randel growled at the sight, shapeshifting Soul Eater to run down his arms and form a pair of blades to—

“There’s no need for that, dear.”

Della’s beautiful voice got Randel to stop short. The green-skinned aliens jumped into the portal terminal one by one, vanishing from sight. Even the man Randel had kicked was able to get up and warp away—and all Randel could do was watch!

“Now, now, Randel dear, no need to be so upset. We will have our revenge, mark my words. But these here were nothing. Mere morsels. Why bother killing a few of them, when you could end all of them soon?”

Della’s voice. Soothing, calming, reasoning. She was right, of course. Petty vengeance was beneath Randel. He was living for Della’s wishes now. He turned to face Her—and he gasped in shock. There were Pheilett behind Her, kneeling, sitting, standing around Her, stroking Her skin and looking at Her face in awe. Randel gulped, swallowing his jealousy. Hostages. Those Pheilett were just hostages, so now the rest of the Pheilett had to think twice before trying to stop Della. She was not only gorgeous but cunning too.

“What next?” Randel asked.

“This way,” said Della, walking out of the room. Randel followed the group of Pheilett from behind, staring daggers at their backs.

They didn’t get far. After a brief walk down a nondescript corridor they reached an intersection and found robots were waiting for them in all directions—they were coming up from behind too.

Della destroyed the robots up ahead with a snap of Her fingers, but they succeeded in firing the devices they carried just before they fell apart. A wide tear was ripped into the fabric of the Waking World, reaching from floor to ceiling, opening a portal into another planet. The robots in the other three directions were doing the same too, surrounding them with portals. Randel felt a sudden chill from behind him; the planet on the other side was a frozen wasteland, but that wasn’t the worst part of it. The crackling cannon pointed at his back was.

Without thinking he threw himself to the ground, which saved his life as the cannon fired a moment later. The bone-deep chill was gone, replaced by the scorching heat of a concentrated beam of light. Della’s hostages were gone. One moment they stood all around her, caught in the crossfire, and then only ashes remained. The Pheilett had just sacrificed their own without hesitation. Randel groaned, spreading Soul Eater further along his back, shielding himself while crawling away. What was Della doing? Would She be alright? An angry scream reverberated across the fabric of reality, and the tear to the frozen wasteland collapsed. A moment of reprieve—and then a fresh wave of robots fired their devices and reopened the portals. The cannon on the other side was already winding up but the floor under Randel turned liquid and he fell.

A tangle of brilliant red hair caught his eyes, and then She caught him, plunging into the water below. They glided through the water with barely any resistance. A bubble of air around Randel’s head allowed him to breathe. Della was holding him tight, holding him close. All was right. They were going to escape together. They were going to—

A tear opened in the water and they fell through. High, very high up, falling toward a planet. It had no ground to speak of, just a blanket of brownish gas swirling in the vast expanse of its surface. A gas giant. Randel was in space, right next to a satellite, but Della tugged on him hard and they flew back through the rift right away. Randel shivered in spite of Her warm embrace. This battle was completely out of his league.

They flew through multiple rooms of the moon facility until they seemed to have escaped the portal devices. All Randel could do was cling to Della and try to keep up. Walls melted, space shortened, and the Waking World shuddered—nothing could stop a demon. Della was searching for something. She wasn’t omniscient, Randel realized, but She had senses beyond his own. She could only be at one place at a time, but She was fast. She was getting closer to Her prey.

She dropped Randel when they found another chamber full of Pheilett, a warehouse of sorts with armed guards. She laughed when a pair of guards raised their weapons at Her, a thrilled sort of laugh carrying challenge. She flashed forward, appearing behind their backs and touching them just as the robots arrived, devices raised. A trap. Danger. Randel’s minds spun furiously, trying to predict what was going to happen, how to protect Della. He was out of his depths here, but that didn’t mean he was completely useless. His body could serve as a shield. When the robots fired their devices he was already running toward the closest group, throwing himself between them and Della. He didn’t make it; the floor disappeared from under his feet.

Water. Cold, agonizingly cold water. Randel gasped for air as it threw him upward, pouring out of the rift, then fell back into the water as the gravity shifted. Portals, portals everywhere, and Randel was getting sick of them. This time the robots had opened them above and below too, to completely surround Della and prevent Her from escaping. Randel tossed and turned in the churning water, trying to figure out which way was up, his minds searching desperately for a solution. Della needed his help, he felt it.

This was the moment Randel lived for.

Della was an apex predator, the most awesome entity in the universe. Yet even She could be brought low with numbers and trickery. The Pheilett obviously had the means to do so; that was how She had been caught in the first place. But how? How had those disgusting green aliens done it? There was nothing that could contain Her, because She was able to alter the very fabric of reality around her. So … what about something that was not around Her? Something that, for instance, existed on the other side of a portal.

The portal above Randel suddenly closed.

The currents sucked him deeper under the water and darkness fell upon him, an awful pressure squeezing him tight. Someone had closed the rift and Randel was stuck on the wrong side of it! He flailed around in panic, a futile gesture for there was nothing he could hold onto. Nothing that could save him here. No. This couldn’t be happening—he had to save Della! The pressure was too much. The last of his air escaped. Then there was light and he was flung back into the chamber.

Luck. The robots had reopened the rift and the surging water washed Randel out. He landed with a heavy thud and rolled to his feet, his new legs tireless. There were robots in front of him and solid ground beneath his feet. His purpose was set and he wouldn’t fail this time. He charged forward while transforming Soul Eater, growing four extra arms and screaming in fury. Distract. He had to distract the robots to buy Della time.

He barreled into the machines and though he wasn’t a particularly heavy person, his four arms made quick work on them. He punched and smashed them with no regard for his own safety, desperate to give Della an opening. She closed the rifts once more, and this time Randel made sure that at least some of the robots were unable to reopen them. The machines turned on him, a dozen against one, and Randel weathered their blows—until they all melted into metallic puddles. Della stood behind them, breathing hard, Her gorgeous red hair floating around Her like a halo.

“Good job,” said Della, straightening up and regaining Her composure. “I’m very pleased with you, Randel.”

Randel felt too elated to form words. He smiled back at Her, wishing that this moment would never end. But it did, and quite quickly too. Della sauntered over to the next room with two Pheilett men at Her side. The security guards She had touched. No way! They had somehow survived the previous chaos and were helping Her now. Randel followed them, grinding his teeth in frustration.

He felt awful. The cold water clung to his skin and he was chilled to the bones. Orange veins ran all over his body. He retracted Soul Eater to ease off a bit, gathering it around his waist like a skirt. A touch of modesty, even if Della didn’t seem to mind either way.

An ivory necklace swung free on Randel’s chest now that Soul Eater wasn’t covering it, and he had half a mind to rip it off and toss the useless thing away—but I frowned when I grabbed it. Something wasn’t right. Randel didn’t consider himself to be overly sentimental, so … why? Why was he doing this? What was he doing, anyway? Something felt off. Perhaps it was how Della had said his name. Was it even his name that She had said?

The next chamber had more Pheilett in it. Security guards, forming a desperate last stand in front of a large door. No robots this time, but the guards had small portals attached to their forearms. Much like how Devi used her portals to shield herself. Randel blinked in surprise. Where did that thought come from? He rubbed at his temples, trying to focus. It cost him. Because of his moment of distraction, he reacted too late when the Pheilett man on Della’s side – the one who was supposedly on Her side – drew a long knife with glowing edges and rammed it through Her neck.

“No!” Randel cried out as Della stumbled backward. He caught Her as She fell, but he was unable to do much else. The traitor who had stabbed Her broke into a run, heading straight toward the security guards. Della’s other hostage shook himself out of his stupor and scrambled away too. Randel froze in horror as black blood oozed from Della’s neck, as the two Pheilett ran away, as they left Della and Randel wide open in the middle of the room, without any cover.

The security guards didn’t hesitate. They raised their guns and opened fire—not at Della, but at the running hostages. There were no visible bullets. The two Pheilett men barely managed to take a couple of steps before their skin bubbled over, and then their bodies exploded from the inside out. Randel flinched as he got showered in gore. The guards didn’t stop there, however; they trained their guns at Randel next. This was it. The end. Quick and unceremonious. Time seemed to slow down in his final moments.

Della opened her eyes.

“Annoying maggots,” sighed Della as she removed the knife from her neck. The guards, moving ever so slowly, hadn’t fired yet. “They are too clever by half. They think they know my tricks, but I’ve only just begun. Let go of me, Randel, I can stand on my own.”

“Ah,” Randel gasped, releasing Her shoulders quickly. “My deepest apologies, Della. I didn’t realize this was your plot.”

“You did well, Randel. Keep it up.”

Randel felt a smile tug at the corner of his lips and bowed low before Della. When he straightened back up, he and Della were standing a dozen strides to the left, out of the line of fire. Time sped back up then, and Randel heard the wall behind them explode. Della let out an amused chuckle, then folded the space between Herself and the guards into nothing and stepped right behind them. It was a massacre after that, her sharp claws slicing through their bodies as if they were made of paper. Randel stood still, content to just watch Her.

She had told him that he did well. He was doing well! Randel was doing well. His name was … Randel? He was born with that name. Or was he? Was he born at all? He had always existed. Not as Randel, perhaps, but he always existed. People called him Randel now, however. Randel. The Mad Painter. These were the names that defined him as a whole.

But was I really whole? Randel was a deeply conflicted person. There were times that his actions, her actions, my actions didn’t quite make sense. Della had praised Randel, and it made him elated. He smiled and bowed, but was it really something that I would have done? Would I really fall in love so easily? I glanced down at my necklace. Oh, well. Perhaps I would. But this recent turn of events left Lee wondering too. Together, they were called Randel—but he had his own name too. Lee. A silly mortal name that Roland had given him. Tamie and Suit and Wolf had their own names too.

Why did names matter, anyway? It was a way to define one’s self. The demon used the definition of Randel to influence and control him. The problem with it was that they didn’t really know what they were, did they? They hadn’t made up their minds yet. They had made plenty of progress recently, and they could work together in a pinch, but they were still trying to figure out how to function properly. How to live their life. And so, even if Randel was in love with Della, I couldn’t say that I was. Lee sure as hell wasn’t either. Wolf reckoned that love was just a useless emotion that mortals pursued in their free time. Suit disagreed, but she didn’t love the demon either. Tamie, however, absolutely adored Della. Well, not really. She was just being sarcastic again.

That settled the question. No part of Randel was in love with Della. He blinked, looking the demon over once more—really looking at her. Seeing her pale skin drenched in all sorts of bodily fluids, some of it from the hole in her chest, some of it from the security guards. Seeing the wide maw full of sharp teeth and the long, sinuous tongue that darted out to lick the remnants of an organ – a guard’s torn-out heart – off her palm. Seeing the brilliant red hair that billowed behind her as if underwater. Her dull grey eyes had gone wild with bloodlust and joy. I saw all of these things and a question sprang to my mind.

“What are we doing here?”

Della looked up sharply. She dropped her bloody hands and narrowed her eyes. The air filled with tension.

“It’s not your place to question me, Randel.”

“S-Sorry,” Randel sputtered right away, averting his eyes. He felt ashamed. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“Randel, Randel, Randel,” drawled the demon, coming closer. “I see it now; you’re thinking too small! You believe that we need to escape to survive. You don’t understand, do you? There’s no need to run away. No need, if there is no one left to run from.”

Randel gulped, taking a step back. He felt suddenly very, very small. Even if it wasn’t directed at him, the menace oozing out of Della was too much.

“Any other concerns?” asked Della sweetly.

“None,” Randel said, looking at his feet.

“Good,” said Della. “Let us settle some scores, then. Let us settle all of them.”

She turned Her back to him and sauntered away, expecting him to follow. Interesting. I reckoned that demons were about just as arrogant as shades. Lots of pride and confidence and very little self-preservation. Was it their long lives that made them delusional? Della was out of her mind if she believed that she could defy the Pheilett indefinitely. Was vengeance really so important to her? I’ve already made it this far and I wasn’t very keen on dying now. Neither for the demon’s cause nor for anyone else’s.

Della waved a hand at the heavy gate that the security guards had been defending, and it promptly flung open. Randel followed Her through obediently, twisting his neck this way and that to admire the enormous warehouse they stepped into. Clean and white like the rest of the facility, but with towering shelves full of machines. A server park, he realized. Della was going to destroy the servers that made the Game of Ascension possible! Thousands of Players would be—ah, but perhaps Randel was jumping to conclusions. Della wasn’t dismantling any of the machines.

She folded the space in half and a single step took Randel down a row of computers. They turned around a corner, whirring vents and choking heat all around them, and Della bent the space again. Randel passed between thousands of machines in two steps, feeling disorientated. He had gotten used to teleporting around, changing his surroundings in an instant, but this method of travel was not as immediate and somehow that made it even worse. It felt wrong to do this in the Waking World, which left him wondering whether any of this was real. But it had to be, for it was wilder than anything he had ever dreamed up.

Della paid no attention to Randel’s confusion. She ignored the rows of machines too. Perhaps She didn’t care about them, or perhaps She didn’t know what they were for. No, that last thought was blasphemous. Randel shouldn’t have assumed such things.

Della rumpled the fabric of the Waking World however she pleased and they crossed the entire server park within seconds. They stopped where the rows ended, standing on a smooth and mostly empty platform. Up ahead on either side of the room, the open end of two enormous tunnels stood facing each other. The insides of those tunnels were plated and vibrating, their functions obscure but their appearance reminding Randel of a particle accelerator.

It wasn’t the tunnels that held Della’s attention, however. In the space between the tunnels floated a head-sized crimson orb above a high dais. It was a glowing gemstone, not unlike the gemstone that fueled Soul Eater but bigger and redder. A set of ceramic plates were attached to its sides with short wires sticking out of it. Huh. Because of the Inspector’s memories, Randel actually knew what this strange gemstone was: a mindstone. With it, Della would be able to access the mental communication network of the Inspectors. She would be able to worm her way into everyone’s head within this facility, touching them and taking them all as her puppets.

The server park went suddenly utterly quiet as the entire Waking World held its breath in anticipation. Della let out a sound somewhere between a chuckle and a moan, her eyes fixed on the mindstone. She didn’t have to say anything; Randel knew what to do right away. He felt her wish, her command. The Pheilett would try to capture her while she was distracted with the stone, and Randel’s job was to disrupt their attempts and protect Della with his life if necessary. His heart fluttered happily at the thought of this important task.

My heart, on the other hand, was about to get a heart-attack from all this stress.

I had never really been good at following commands, and it also wasn’t very often that I gave my life for someone else. I was a bit lacking in that noble and honorable department, I knew. What else did I know? That this particle accelerator tunnel thing wasn’t usually here. Suit remembered that this wasn’t where mindstones were stored—this was a setup. What else did I know? That every Pheilett machinery had a manual fallback option for controlling it. Off to the side, there was a big control panel full of buttons and switches and small screens. Hard to miss, really. As the demon approached the mindstone, I approached the control panel. There was a big red button flashing in the middle. The demon touched the mindstone. I touched the button.

I had to give it to the Inspectors, they knew how to play their games with style. The demon’s body was obliterated in a flash as a brilliant beam of light hit her, bright as the sun, flowing from one half of the tunnel to the other. I staggered back, wincing, pressing my hands to my ears to block out some of the deafening static noise. A warning blinked on the control panel, and Suit interpreted it as a radiation alarm. I gulped, backing off further. Yeah, perhaps I hadn’t thought this all the way through; the Inspectors were about to kill two birds with one stone here. They just made it so that it was one of those birds who threw the stone in the first place.

The current of light kept going and I kept backing up, thinking furiously. If I was going to die from radiation there was nothing I could do anyway, but if I happened to live on, I still had to escape somehow. The demon was dead, so I would need to—

“Randel!”

Lee froze, only now realizing how awfully thin the fabric of the Waking World was.

“Stop this!”

Tamie’s eyes watered as she looked into the light, seeing the outline of a skeleton in there. A skeleton and a swirl of billowing red hair.

“RANDEL!”

The name echoed loudly and shook his very core, but Wolf shook his head in turn. He had to get away.

“Help me, Randel!”

“No,” Suit groaned, then turned around and ran. Through the server farm. Away. It didn’t matter where. As far as possible. She could feel a terrible pull from behind her.

“Traitor!” screeched the demon. Then there was an enormous boom, the sound of an explosion, and a shockwave hit me from behind and tossed me against the selves. I got to my feet, onto my new demonic feet, and ran on—blinded by fear, an inhuman shriek ringing in my ears as I lost myself in the maze of machines.

“You’ll pay for this, you wretched little shade,” came the demon’s promise, followed by another explosion. The entire row of machines on my left burst into pieces and I scrambled to the right to avoid the falling wreckage. I turned a corner just in time, the pathway I had been running on blowing up a moment later. I turned yet another corner when I felt the fabric of reality churn and twist up ahead and then turned once more, keeping away from the exploding computers.

I had really done it this time, hadn’t I? Now I needed to survive two godlike opponents instead of one. A laugh bubbled up from the back of my throat. Finally, a worthy challenge! It was getting too easy anyway. I laughed as I ran on.

There wasn’t much else I could do.
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                Much to my surprise, I made it to the server farm’s entrance gate in one piece. Della hadn’t found me yet and her furious screams sounded from farther than before. The Pheilett must have held her up with something; I really couldn’t imagine any other explanation for my lack of disembowelment. The massacred security guards outside the server farm were a grim reminder of what awaited me if the demon ever caught up to me.

As I walked closer to the Pheilett corpses, I stumbled. Something was wrong. Well, being chased by a demon was already all kinds of wrong, but this new wrongness was with my body. I looked down at my new legs and frowned. Black veins throbbed beneath the pale white skin of my demonic limbs, spreading from my soles up to, well—I loosened Soul Eater around my waist, peeking under my impromptu skirt.

“You got to be kidding me,” I muttered.

The black veins were crawling up my body. Already, my feet felt cold and sluggish – the reason why I had stumbled – and the sensation was spreading with every heartbeat. I still had the glowing orange veins too, of course, but those were spreading from my heart. The two kinds of veins were about to clash over my abdomen.

“This is a joke,” I mumbled, rubbing my stomach. “I’m veiny like a bodybuilder on steroids. But more colorful.”

It didn’t look very healthy. My blood pressure had to be through the roof, really. Della must have done something to the legs she had given me; now that I betrayed her, my legs were trying to betray me in turn. Where was all this black blood coming from, anyway? Were there tiny hearts hidden in my heels, pumping the black blood upward? How was it even circulating? Demonic magic made no sense. Then again, Soul Eater was able to gain mass out of nothing and I had long ago accepted that as perfectly normal. Demons didn’t seem to care about the laws of the universe.

The sound of an explosion made me jump. Right, Della was still out there and I had to move. I dragged my numb feet to the bloody remains of the guards, then held my breath as I bent down and picked up a fallen gun. It looked like a toy rifle, seamless and light and made of plastic. Much like the prototype I had used earlier, this one didn’t have a physical trigger either. I held the grip tightly, tense in anticipation, but no needle was stabbed into my palm to suck my blood. I thought about firing the gun, giving it a mental command. Nothing happened.

“Uh, Suit?” I asked. “A little help?”

I waited a few seconds, taking quick glances between the gate behind me and the gun in my hand. No reply came. I gulped. Something was wrong. Admittedly, a demon trying to kill me while black and orange liquids sloshed around the insides of my body was already terribly wrong, but there was something wrong with my mind too. I closed my eyes, trying to reach out to my shades. I got the sense that they were struggling, sort of, though perhaps it was just my imagination. The connection between us had never been symmetrical; they could reach me, but I couldn’t reach them. I reopened my eyes.

I was alone.

Somehow, this sudden realization frightened me more than anything beforehand. I had laughed in the face of danger, laughed at our hopeless situation, laughed at our ruined body—but that was before I knew that I would need to make my last stand alone. My chances looked quite different if I was no longer a martial artist, if I didn’t have centuries of combat experience, if I didn’t possess intimate knowledge of the Pheilett. I was going to screw things up without the shades. I had gotten too reliant on them, I knew, but … they were able to get me out of any trouble. They made defying the odds easy. They were confident where I wasn’t. They were purposeful and competent. I wasn’t.

I heard another explosion, this one closer to me, and I slowly turned toward the gate. I would have to face the demon alone. I didn’t get why the shades went silent, but it was all up to me now. The gun in my hand shook. Trembled.

“I can’t do this.”

The useless gun fell from my hand. I wasn’t a fighter. Running was the smart choice. That was what I had always done, back before I had Soul Eater. It usually worked. Yes, I wanted to run away. Sure, sooner or later there would be nowhere left to run, but until then—no. There was one thing I wanted more than running away. I held my hand close to my chest, brushing my fingertips against Devi’s horn.

“I want to have no regrets.”

I would inevitably fail. Hadn’t I already made my peace with that? I wasn’t long for this world. Never had been, from that moment the Inspector bound Soul Eater to me. And so I had always wondered: what kept me from falling apart? What kept me going, in spite of it all? The answer was so simple in hindsight. No regrets. When my end finally came, I wanted to claim that I had done my best.

Oh, I was ready to run. But I was ready to run smartly.

“You see me, don’t you?” I called out to the room of corpses, spreading my arms wide. “You hear me, don’t you?”

They always did. Della had shielded me for a while, but now that I was separated from her, the Inspectors were watching me without a doubt. So were my Spectators, unless the Pheilett stopped broadcasting this tragedy because of how bloody it had become. I doubted that, though. Even with a demon rampaging through their precious facility, they made a show of me pressing the big red button to incinerate Della. They were watching me alright.

“I have an offer for you,” I continued, turning around and around. “I’ve noticed that you have a slight problem with the containment of a runaway demon. So here’s my deal: if you spare my life, I’ll lure the demon where you want her to go.”

As if on cue, I felt Della’s pull grow stronger. She was drawing nearer. Close. Way too close. I bit my lip, resisting the urge to look at the gate. The Inspectors didn’t answer. Had I misjudged them? Were they too prideful, hateful, or vengeful to accept my deal?

A sleek white robot hobbled into the room. One of its arms was missing, but its remaining hand was holding a device I recognized. A portal gun. Relieved and excited, I got my numb demonic legs moving; my bare feet slapped against the floor hard and I reached the robot fast like the wind. Its featureless head swiveled to me almost as if in surprise. It held out the gun, which I greedily took and looked for a way to activate it—but I was too late. A cloud of red hair emerged from the server farm, a slender figure with swirling flames behind her.

“Randel, Randel, Randel,” drawled Della. Her brilliant red hair billowed behind her in a mesmerizing manner. “Where do you think you’re running, you traitorous little shade?”

Shade? I licked my lips and tasted blood. I shook myself out of my stupor. There was a portal gun in my hand, and I pointed it at the demon.

“Honestly,” I said, “I have no idea. But why don’t we find out?”

I didn’t fire the gun; I didn’t know how to. But the Pheilett could, and they did, and so a wide tear opened right between me and the demon that blocked her line of sight. I sprinted toward the portal right away, with no regard for what lay on the other side. A sandy savannah, desert heat, and a few patches of crimson trees defying the dry climate. I plunged through the tear and landed on the scorching ground, though my feet barely felt the heat through the numbness. I stumbled anyway, because when I tried to take a breath I realized that I couldn’t get enough air. It was too thin. Gasping, eyes watering, I pointed the portal gun once more and the Inspectors were merciful enough to fire it. The next few steps were as agonizing as they could get and I all but fell through the new portal that opened—arriving at a green forest. A quiet forest. A disconcertingly eerie forest. I couldn’t quite tell why, but those were my first impressions. Instinct told me to get away from here now. I considered jumping right back into the scorching savannah.

Behind me, the demon crossed the first portal and locked her eyes on me immediately. My portal gun fired again and created yet another tear, but when I tried to run I ended up falling to my knees. I could no longer feel my legs. The black veins had spread further up on my abdomen since the last time I saw them; they had reached the bottom of the cross-shaped scar over my heart, the scar that Soul Eater and Soul Seeker had left when they got bound them to me. But frightening as the veins were, the demon behind me was even more terrifying. I transformed Soul Eater, changing it from a skirt into skin-tight pants, and with its help I rose to my feet and forced my legs to move. My headache grew—there were too many things to focus on! I made it through the new portal anyway, putting another world between me and Della.

My feet sank into dirty, ankle-deep water and I sucked in a big lungful of stinking air. Gross, but breathable. I was in a huge sewer canal. My portal gun fired again – opening a gate to a snowy landscape – but it was a few steps ahead of me and I knew that I wasn’t going to reach it in time. I turned around and found the demon right behind me, still on the other side of the portal but within her arm’s reach. She just stood there, watching me, never once blinking, never once taking her eyes off me. She pinned me down with her gaze alone. It was no demonic magic, just the visceral instinct of the prey as it looked the predator in the eye. There was no escape from the demon. She knew it, I knew it.

“W-Wait!” I said, backing off a step. “Della, wait a moment! This is a trap!”

The demon stood on the other side of the portal, expressionless. Well, that wasn’t entirely true; she seemed intent to kill me still, her posture coiled and ready to grab me by the neck, red hair undulating furiously behind her … but at the same time, she was doing what I asked her to do. Waiting.

“Go on, Randel. I’m listening.”

“I’m terribly sorry,” I said, taking another step back, “but the Pheilett are using me. They can control my body with this collar around my neck! They knew you would follow me and lured you out here on purpose. If you follow me further, you won’t be able to find your way back to them!”

“Tears in space cannot be completely smoothed over,” said the demon. “I can find them and reopen them whenever I wish.”

I gulped. “Oh? Then, they must have another reason for bringing you here. Listen, I’m doing my best to resist their control. I’m able to talk freely for now, but it may not be for much longer. Please, Della, I don’t want you to fall into their trap. I’m warning you—this is a trap.”

Another stretched silence. Neither of us talked, neither of us moved, neither of us so much as blinked.

“You aren’t really a shade,” said the demon.

“W-What?”

“You’re bluffing. You’re improvising. You’re no ordinary shade, I see it now. What are you, then?”

And that was it. Game over. I did my best, but she saw through me. The only thing that remained was sating her curiosity. What was I? Too bad that I had been asking the same question for a while now. Too bad I had no true answers, just even more questions. Well, just some questions and a vivid imagination.

“I’m someone like you,” I said.

The demon blinked.

“Like me?”

“Like you,” I nodded, pointing at the cross-shaped scar on my veiny chest. “My heart may not have a gaping hole in it, but you see, it’s far from intact. I’m neither human nor shade. I’m a creature that stands at the crossroad of two planes—like you, Della! A being that is both from the Waking World and the Astral Plane. I have a mortal body and an immortal soul. My blood runs threefold with the red of mortals, the blackness of hell, and the light of the heavens. My minds are numerous, and yet they are one. I act in unity, and yet I sow chaos. I am the liberator of demons and the slayer of small gods. I am Randel.”

We stared at each other, me and the demon. Dirty water dribbled on my side, green leaves rustled on her side. It looked quite dramatic, given that the forest had been so unnervingly still up till now. It felt as if my speech could have moved even the mountains. Too bad it was stinking so much on my side.

“Mmm,” purred the demon. “Well, Randel, this was nice to know. Very nice. I’m still going to make you suffer, of course, but—”

An enormous ghostly jaw snapped shut around Della’s torso and yanked her away. I flinched in surprise and saw a flash of iridescent scales and a long sinuous neck before the creature was gone, dragging the demon deep into the forest. I could feel the unnerving wrongness even from my side of the portal. The demon’s screeched but it sounded muffled and distant. The entire forest shook. The trees began to tremble.

“Holy hell,” I muttered. Then I shook my head and glanced at the portal behind me, at the snowy mountains on the other side. It was the world that the Inspectors intended for me to visit next. Now that the demon was distracted, I had a chance to reach it … but if I did, then what? I was still very much naked and the next destination looked awfully cold. I wasn’t very enthusiastic about playing the obedient little puppet for the Inspectors either. There was always a chance that they would leave me stranded in one of these worlds.

“Would it be worth it?”

Quickly, I glanced at the moss-covered stone walls of the sewer canal. Sure, this place stank, but it showed obvious signs of civilization. I could hide in this world. Live the rest of my life here. Except … I wrinkled my nose. A thought nagged me. The Inspectors had chosen this world because – like the haunted forest – something in here was capable of hurting the demon. Did I really want to live in such a place? Could I even assume that this world’s residents would welcome me with open arms? It would be a dice roll.

“Dang,” I said, my heart sinking. I looked at the tear to the haunted forest and the portals beyond that, all in a straight line. “Well, here we go again.”

I tossed the portal gun away and forced my legs to move, plunging into the otherworldly forest. Something in the distance let out a bone-rattling roar and the trees on my right folded upon themselves, revealing a star-filled infinite space beyond. The urge to cover and hide was overwhelming, and yet somehow I pushed on, shivering, scampering through the tear to the savannah. My feet couldn’t feel the scorching sand any longer, but I had forgotten to take a deep breath and so I choked, and fell to my knees, and got up and I pushed on, clawing at the final portal’s edge to throw myself over the threshold. I sucked in a deep breath, relieved. I was back in the facility. The one-armed robot stood where I had left it, and it reached down with its single hand—to grab me right around the neck.

I gasped, weakly batting at the robot’s arm as it pulled me up until my feet left the ground, and then my collar paralyzed me from the neck down and made my arms fall limp. Ironically, the only reason the robot didn’t crush my windpipe was that it happened to grab me over the indestructible collar around my neck. Indestructible, like Soul Eater. Right. My lungs burned, my head swam, but I was able to transform Soul Eater and have it shoot up from my waist, tendrils of the black material latching onto the robot’s arm and flowing into its joints. The rest was a blur, almost as if the demonic weapon acted on its own, severing the arm—which caused me to drop back to the ground. I fell to my back and the robot’s fingers broke around my neck, its grip loosening. The rest of the robot swayed on its feet as I had Soul Eater crawl all over it, squeeze it, crush it, destroy it.

I heaved, choked, and turned my head aside to spit blood—some of which was orange. My body lay paralyzed even after the remains of the robot crashed to the floor beside me. I stared at my blood on the floor, taking raspy breaths, feeling the hot wind on my face, the air that wafted through the portal above me. And still, I could smell the sewers on me. Blegh. I started to chuckle but stopped quickly as pain lanced through my throat. I opted to just lie there for a while, raggedly breathing.

I wished I had a mirror to see myself one last time. My body had been battered even before the Pheilett had taken me up here, but that paled in comparison to what I endured ever since. At some point, I realized, I had stopped noticing the pain. Oh, but it was there alright; I could feel it in every inch of my body. I groaned, heaved, spat again. Barely red anymore. I chuckled, but it came out as a gurgle. Ah, no way—I wasn’t going to choke on my blood. I had Soul Eater crawl over my chest and grow two long appendages out of my sides, then pushed my limp body up into a sitting position. I hung my head and spat some more blood on my legs, smiling bitterly. My body was a mess, wasn’t it?

My body. Not I. At some point, I realized, I stopped caring what happened to my body. Stupid shades and their stupid invincible attitude rubbing on me. Well, whatever. I would be dead soon anyway. Considering how much pain I was in, it would be a mercy.

With my head hanging like this, my field of view was limited. The tip of Devi’s horn swung back and forth on the end of my necklace. It had some blood on it too and I had no way to wipe it down. Damn. I wasn’t quite sure why the Inspectors hadn’t taken the horn from me along with my clothes. Did they know the reason why I wore it? Did they want me to struggle, to try my best until the very end? If so, it had to be the biggest mistake of their lives. I spat again.

Dying would have been a mercy, but I wasn’t done with those bastards yet.

I transformed Soul Eater, making my supporting appendages thinner and longer. I also grew two more leg-like limbs next to them, expanding the material to its very limits. Soul Eater didn’t have as much juice as Soul Seeker so enveloping my entire body was out of the question, but four long spider legs were more than enough to move me around. Soul Eater became my new vessel. The paralyzed body of flesh and bones was forgotten, limp and dragging behind as my new body rose—and then began to walk. Wobbly at first, the black limbs bending at irregular places, but steadily picking up pace as I found my rhythm. Faster. Angel blood raced through my untiring black flesh. My legs pumped up and down, looking impossibly thin and yet enduring my weight with ease, twisted knees bending. Faster. Once I got the hang of running, I added one more joint to each leg to smoothen my gait. I was a man in an insect’s body. A monster. The world faded as I focused on running. Faster.

I took the corridors at random, without thinking, leaning on instinct. I had only a vague idea where I was headed; away from the portals, away from the demon, skittering toward the edge of this cursed facility. I found rooms with wide windows that displayed all sorts of twisted experiments like me, but I ignored them. I passed by a room filled with caged shades, but I ignored them. I passed by a lab full of robed Pheilett, but I ignored them. Nothing could trick me. Nothing could stop me.

A squad of robots turned around a corner to block my way, several lines of robots behind each other, armed and ready to fight. As they trained their guns on me I spotted an open doorway off to my side. An obvious cover. I ignored the doorway and sped toward the robots, dropping my paralyzed appendage low to the ground just as they fired. The first rounds flew above me, and then I pushed myself off with my hind legs while turning my front legs into flat disks to shield me from the second round. My black limbs bubbled over as they got hit, losing their shape for a moment, but before the robots had the chance to fire a third time I barreled into their mass and went down with them in a tangle of limbs. My black limbs formed and reformed, puncturing and smacking and crashing the robots—they were no brawlers, sleek and slender and light, made for handling shades and firing guns instead of taking me on in a fistfight. My black limbs weren’t even limbs anymore, just a great black mass that flowed free like liquid that turned solid only to deliver blows and leave devastation behind. I was a beast that could not be stopped, and though the robots tried to bog down the useless limp part of my body by throwing themselves at me, I managed to wiggle my way through them.

I broke free at their backs, saw the corner up ahead, and scuttled to it on a hundred little legs like a centipede. I knew that not all of the robots were destroyed, some of them had a gun too, but it didn’t matter because I turned the corner and put it into the line of fire. The corner behind me exploded as the robots attempted to shoot me through the walls, but my flesh appendage was numb and didn’t feel any of the debris hitting me. I ran on, knowing full well that the robots would follow me as soon as they got their bearings—and then I realized my mistake.

The corridor I had turned onto was a dead end, with a wide round window at the end of it looking down on the planet below. There was also a portal terminal through which the robots must have warped in, but my access to it was probably blocked—the Pheilett had done that once already. A dead end. There was one last thing on the otherwise bare corridor; a small hatch next to the terminal. I recognized it from Suit’s memories as an emergency exit. Suit had thought about it only to mislead the Inspectors, and yet here I was, crawling closer to the hatch of an escape pod. It almost seemed too good to be true, but then, perhaps some luck was due already. The robots were quite serious about stopping me before I got here, so this might just be an actual way out—and even if it was a trap, I had no choice but to fall into it. The robots would shoot me in the back otherwise.

I grew an arm and slammed its end against the single button next to the hatch to open it. I saw a slide inside and jumped into it head-first, retracting my black body, squeezing my useless appendage in behind me. I slid into a narrow cockpit, plopping into some cold liquid, sputtering as I pushed my head out of the waist-high pool. The cabin was halfway filled with water. Water in an escape pod! I would have laughed at how ridiculous that was, except I wasn’t out of danger yet. There was a pilot’s seat under water level and a dashboard barely over it, and my eyes flashed across the controls in a panic. I had absolutely no idea how to operate this thing. The entire front of the cockpit seemed to be one big screen, but it was as blank as my memories.

“Suit?” I croaked. I knew I was alone and yet couldn’t stop hoping that I wasn’t. I had decided to do my best, but operating a spaceship – even if it was just a small escape pod – was more than likely beyond what my best could do. And still, the merciless truth was that I had no chance but to try. Feeling cold and numb, I dragged myself to the dashboard. I coughed and had a sudden wave of dizziness as I tried to focus on the buttons. I coughed again, spitting black blood into the water. Yeah, forget operating the spaceship; I had other concerns as well. It wasn’t even the cold water that made me feel so numb, but the demon blood coursing through my veins. It had reached my heart. The fight was over. If I listened closely, I could hear Della calling for me. My Della. Randel’s Della. She didn’t want him to leave.

I scowled, shaking my head, then pressed a big red button with one of my black tentacles, and when nothing happened I pressed another. Another wet cough escaped my sore throat. Pressed more buttons. Just needed a little more luck. To launch the escape pod. To not fill the interior fully with water. To enter a destination to fly to, and to somehow evade the pursuers they would undoubtedly send after me. And yet here I was, unable to even activate this stupid escape pod. I slammed a black tentacle down on the dashboard, frustrated and helpless. There had to be a way out. I coughed and struggled to keep my head above the water. I had to think of something. If only it wasn’t so, so hard to focus. So hard. I pushed another button.

The big screen flickered and turned on, making me flinch in the harsh light. It was so bright and so white—and I realized why. A plain white mask with three eye-holes looked down on me from the screen. A woman in a white suit, clapping.

“Congratulations, Subject Randel,” my Inspector’s voice sounded from the speakers. “Truly, my most heartfelt congratulations to you! Dare I say it? You’ve absolutely crushed any and all expectations we set for you, and I loved every moment of it!”

“Guh,” I groaned, spitting blood. My head lolled and I had trouble keeping my eyes open. I could barely hold myself upright with Soul Eater. I just—I had to hang on for just a bit longer. Della. Della was coming. She was going to save Randel. The Inspector was talking, gloating, and Randel struggled to focus on her words.

“—sadly, I cannot let you go wherever you please. I set the course of your escape pod back to Nerilia.”

“Hnngh.”

“Now, now, I know this isn’t exactly the outcome you wanted, but you need to understand that there are many among us who want to see you thoroughly punished. Your little adventure resulted in severe casualties and tremendous damages, you know?”

She laughed in a carefree, pleasant manner. Randel could only groan. He closed his eyes, fed up and tired, but he was unable to close his ears.

“—a surprise for you, once you land. I hope you live long enough to see it, Subject Randel. I truly do. Whatever the demon has done to you is sadly beyond our medical expertise, but I know you’re tenacious—”

Randel’s limbs were losing their shape and his head dipped into the water.

“—every waking moment you stay alive is—new data—invaluable—”

Randel felt a vague, bitter impulse to just let go.

“—the Game of Ascension is not over—”

He was too tired to struggle anymore.

“—need to launch the pod now—”

He sank into the water.

“Farewell.”

            

    
        Chapter 4.17

    
    
    
    
                Randel was dead.

Dead? It certainly seemed to be dark in here. Like most people, I associated darkness with death. It was only natural. Natural, like death. What wasn’t natural was the rocking motion that I felt. Like a ship in a thunderstorm. Worrying. I had hoped that my death would be peaceful. Foolish, I knew. Things rarely turned out how I wanted them to be.

I put my hands on my hips and willed my glowing veins to give me some light. There, better. I now saw that I was inside of my sturdy trunk, standing on two pale legs in my semi-human body. My black flesh and my insectoid limbs were gone. It took me a moment to readjust. It felt cozy in here. My trunk was a safe place that shielded me from the cruel world outside—and I barely finished that thought before something hit the trunk from the side, rocking my cabin dangerously. The wooden walls creaked.

“What on Earth is going on out there?” I grumbled. I shimmered closer to the trunk’s top and pushed up the lid a fraction to glimpse the utter chaos outside. Black blood had flooded my mindscape, pouring like rivers from the dark clouds above, turning into a roiling sea that stretched all the way to the horizon. My trunk was floating on this black sea, bobbing up and down with the waves, slowly getting pulled toward the center of a whirlpool.

To Della.

She floated there in the air, just above the whirlpool’s center. Her body was black like the sea, made entirely of demon blood. Four shades – just vague shapes – faced the demon, standing on the surface of the sea, defying the swirling waves. Such defiance had severe costs I realized, as I felt their resolve weaken every moment. I felt it because I was connected to them by something intangible. A feeling. A current. A breath of the dreamscape. We were the different sides of the same coin.

Lee, Tamie, Wolf, and Suit were pointing their hands at Della, stirring up a wind that tore at her liquid body. It blew chunks of the black liquid away at a time, but after every gust a surge of black blood sprang forth from the sea, replacing what Della had lost. The shades stood united, but I could tell that it took immense effort to defend themselves—let alone counterattack.

Just then, Della flicked her wrists and an ivory fin broke the sea’s surface. A diversion. A bone-white shark sprang out of the sea of blood behind the shades. They were distracted, noticing the shark too late. The creature bit into Wolf’s extended arm and pulled him down below. A second shark jumped at them, and then a third, but Lee produced a saber of light out of nothing and sliced them apart. Suit conjured a wide net that came up from below, fishing Wolf out, while Tamie continued blasting wind at Della. Wolf seemed to have defeated the first shark, but he was missing an arm now. The whirlpool pulled my trunk closer to the fight.

More sharks attacked, splashes of white in the vast black sea, and Suit helped Lee hack the creatures into pieces. Tamie’s attacks weren’t able to keep Della pinned, and so the demon surged forward, ducking under a blast and grabbing Tamie’s extended arm. Wolf tried to intervene, but a stomp of Della’s leg sent a large wave in his way and washed him away. Tamie conjured a dagger in her free hand but Della had already bit down on her arm, black needle teeth sinking into it and tearing out a chunk of flesh. Tamie screamed in pain and swung her dagger at her own arm, cutting it off so that she could spring free. Della let her. She was about to gobble the severed arm down when Wolf reappeared, plunging from the sky, swinging his one remaining fist into the demon’s head. He squashed her, but Della reformed her liquid body almost instantly. Wolf, on the other hand, wouldn’t – or couldn’t – regrow his arm. He jumped back from the demon, standing shoulder to shoulder with the now equally one-armed Tamie.

I watched them, completely transfixed. This was a battle of minds without limits; only conviction and imagination mattered. The shades could have thought up anything to kill Della with—they just had to believe in it. But if they thought that a meteor falling from the sky was unlikely – and worse yet, if Della didn’t buy into such a thing – then it wouldn’t be of any use. That was the key here, I realized. Setting up expectations, forging new truths.

Della could have attacked the shades in any manner too, but she had chosen a thematic one with sharks. The sea itself must have been her own doing, setting the scene for the battle and making it certain that her liquid body could not be destroyed. It seemed so logical, so effortless—unlike the sword of light that Lee had created out of nothing. Oh, but Della was even more cunning still; I adored her. Literally. It was a sneaky sort of attack, a gradual change of my mood, but now that I saw it, it was only too obvious. There was this feeling of heart-quenching hope whenever I looked at Della. A hope that she would win this fight and save me. A hope that I knew the shades were feeling too—however illogical that feeling was. They were battling the demon while hoping she would win. Their fight could end only one way.

I let my trunk’s lid fall back and slumped down in the darkness. There, isolated and all alone, I was able to think more clearly. Now I knew what my shades had been doing while I was running around in the research facility. I had trouble accepting that the four of them could be so easily beaten. Considering their origin and how ancient they were, I would have bet on them wiping the floor with the demon. Then again, even I had managed to capture Suit. Della would—no, this wasn’t Della. This was nothing more than a fragment of her. An influence. Della’s shadow. The imprint of her soul that infected me when she gave me her legs. Powerful, but not as powerful as the demon herself—and still, plenty enough against four shades.

What would happen, once she defeated them? Shades were immortal, as they were so fond of reminding me, but they had recently admitted that there were ways to end their existence. I remembered Della’s disturbingly wide grin, her maw full of needle teeth. I didn’t know much about demons, but I knew that she hadn’t been the slightest bit concerned when she called me little shade. If anyone was capable of devouring a shade – or four – it was Della.

Would that be such a bad thing, though? After sharing my body with them for so long, they would be gone. This was perhaps my one and only chance to be truly rid of them. Even if I had managed to close them into a corner of my mind, they would have always been there, lurking. But not this way. Della’s shadow would devour them. I could just sit this fight out, waiting for the demon to finish them off—and then, before the shadow could recover from the fight, step forward and strike her down. If I played my cards right, I would come out on the top. I would get my body back. All I had to do was to sacrifice four friends.

“I really am an idiot,” I sighed, then pushed the trunk’s lid all the way open.

The battle had changed little since the last time I saw it, except for the fact that the shades were in even more trouble now. The black sea of blood churned relentlessly and Lee was struggling to stay above the waves—his legs were missing. Suit was standing over him, covering behind a riot shield. Although her limbs were intact, her body seemed faded and somewhat transparent, almost as if she were just a ghost of herself. Tamie and Wolf were closely engaged with Della’s shadow, both of them backing away while their opponent was doing something ridiculous. Her maw was wide open to form a deep black hole, and she was sucking the air into it like a vacuum cleaner. Tamie and Wolf were falling apart bit by bit, getting sucked into the shadow’s mouth. It looked funny! Della’s shadow was adorable—or so I felt.

I furrowed my brow. I didn’t want to hurt Della’s shadow. The longer I watched her, the stronger my adoration got. She was cute and funny. It would have been even funnier if a gigantic cork suddenly plopped into her mouth, though. There was a loud pop and Della’s shadow gagged, a gigantic cork suddenly clogging her mouth. I smiled to myself, feeling like a mean older brother, then looked at the sea of blood outside of my trunk. It was made of demon blood, like Soul Eater, and I was able to turn Soul Eater into any solid object. Therefore, it stood to reason that I could turn the sea solid too. I climbed out of the trunk carefully, stepping onto the frozen black ground. The whirlpool, the waves, the sea—everything up to the horizon had turned solid.

“Roland!” Lee groaned on the ground. His voice sounded incredulous, as if he hadn’t expected me to show up.

“What,” Suit gasped, “what are you doing here, Roland? What happened outside?”

“Got away from Della, got outplayed by the Inspector,” I said, then pointed at Della’s shadow. “And our body is kinda dying because of her.”

“Little human,” Della’s shadow hissed, narrowing her eyes at me. Her body had grown twice as large as before, turning her into a giant so that the cork would drop out of her maw. “You don’t really think that you can defy me, do you? I am your savior. I will purge you of these parasites! You won’t have to worry about shades anymore.”

The feeling of adoration intensified. Uh-oh. I had to admit, she was making a good point there … or was she? I had trouble thinking straight. It didn’t matter though, because I had already set my mind on what to say.

“I want to help you.”

The shadow smiled.

“Good. Now—”

“I want to help everyone,” I went on, and the shadow’s smile fell. I gestured at Lee, reshaping some of the solid ground to give him new legs. “See? There’s no reason why we can’t all be friends. You’re one of us now, Della’s shadow.”

“Shadow?” she thundered, growing even larger, turning into a giant. “I am Della. I am—”

“If you were Della, I would already be dead,” I cut her off with a dismissive wave. I restored Tamie’s and Wolf’s arms next. “It breaks my heart to say this, Della’s shadow, but you’re just an imprint that the demon left in my body. A pale likeness of the real thing. I know it’s hard to accept, but I’ll be there for you every step on your journey of self-discovery and acceptance. As your new friend, I want only the best for you.”

“If you want what’s the best for me,” the shadow roared, “then you’ll do as I say!”

“Oh, but I can’t. You’re not in the right state of mind—you must be traumatized, Del. That’s your new name, by the way. Del. Cute, isn’t it?”

But Del was done talking, raising an enormous foot to stomp on me, much like a petulant child who wouldn’t see reason. I lifted a hand and pinched my fingers as if I was using a touchscreen, zooming out until she was small like a ten-year-old. Her foot fell and thumped against the ground quite far from me. She looked up, staring at me with wide eyes. Almost as if she was surprised and full of wonder, like little children tended to get when they saw what their parents were capable of.

“You—” Del sputtered. “How?”

“First off,” I said, raising a finger, “I am the smartest guy in the universe and this is my mind, Del. In here, I could teach naughty children like you a lesson anytime!”

“You’re just a human!

“Secondly,” I went on, “I am not just a mere human. Haven’t you heard what I told Della? I am a creature born of chaos, someone who walks both the Waking World and the Astral Plane. I am like a demon with a heart. Like an angel without wings. I am—”

“You are nothing,” Del screeched and the ground around me began to boil and bubble. “You have no idea how this place works!”

“My mind is a mysterious place,” I agreed, nodding sagely, “and I won’t deny my ignorance. I am, in all my wisdom, not against learning more about this place. Can you say the same, Del?”

But Del had run out of words to say; she just launched herself forward, turning into a great white shark while making the ground under me boil over so that hot blood enveloped my feet. The shark flying at me had a terrible maw full of teeth, but the whole thing looked a bit unrealistic like a cheap plastic toy that had been rushed through production. I batted away the small child’s toy with ease and thought about how comfy and warm the boiling blood felt; my new demonic feet had been going numb lately, so it was good to have some feeling massaged back into them.

Del was, I supposed, once again surprised—though she recovered quickly. Her body changed from the toy shark into something bigger; a sky eel, flying up high, disappearing among the blood-pouring dark clouds. The sky darkened further, the clouds converging, forming a thunderstorm. But dark as those clouds were, I couldn’t help but notice that I could see just fine. I could see, which meant that there was light. There was light, which meant that there was a light source. I reached up with both hands, parting some of the cotton-like clouds a bit to reveal the sun beyond. It was glowing orange; made of angel blood, able to defy demon blood. Yeah, that seemed fitting. I knew it was hiding somewhere around here! I reached up and plucked the sun off the sky, holding it above my head.

My mindscape changed yet again. The gathering storm dispersed as warm light pierced through the clouds, but the orange glow didn’t stop there. It shone down on the endless black sea, boiling it all over and making it evaporate. I fell only a short way, dropping down onto a smooth pane of glass. See-through glass with nothing on the other side. Hmm. I pushed the sun through the glass so that it filled the nothingness. Yes, fitting. Darkness on one side, light on the other.

Del, the petulant child, didn’t let me appreciate the beauty of this duality for too long. She swept down from the sky in the shape of an enormous blood dragon, breathing white-hot fire, with no less than four gigantic eels joining her flight. They looked powerful and terrible—an overwhelming force. But as horrifying as they were, I could not allow myself to feel inferior. If I did that, I lost; this was all about the right mindset. Del was a giant dragon with four monsters at her side, but I didn’t have to face them alone, did I? And so, in the conveniently stretched time while Del flew toward me, four glowing figures broke through the plane of glass to stand by my side. Four allies. An insanely brave wolf, a cold-blooded martial artist, an all-knowing Inspector, and a big ugly sweller.

“Are you kidding me?” the sweller asked in Tamie’s voice. “Couldn’t you have thought up something nicer?”

“I could have, but this is funnier,” I said, shooing her off. The dragon was flying straight at me still, but it seemed far less scary now. It was just Del, playing dress-up. She opened her maw and spewed fire, and I watched the rolling flames expand and consume the space between me and the dragon. I braced myself, gathering my thoughts, shoring up my mental defenses—and then let go of them. Willpower was how the shades had fought and lost. I didn’t focus my mind; instead, I let my imagination loose.

Suddenly it seemed very unreasonable that I fought in my human body. If Del was able to change her shape, why couldn’t I do the same? I had been using Soul Eater for a while now; I reckoned I was just as good at shapeshifting as she was. Del went wild, but I just smiled. She roared. I soared. I fell into a trance.

So began our dance.

I turned into a turtle to retreat from the heat. Not an easy feat with my long hands and feet, but I tucked myself into my shell as the world turned to hell. Hiding under my cover and smelling burnt air, Del’s fiery spell was only a distant affair. My shell held. Del yelled and the flames swelled, but my defense stood unparalleled. Never in history had a turtle died to dragon fire, so it made sense that this was no pyre.

The flames passed but heavy jaws bit down on my shell; stinking breath and sharp teeth, that much I could tell. Del believed this battle was for epic creatures, so she had picked a form with mighty features—but in so doing her health was neglected, which her infected teeth clearly reflected. I was an amateur, but I wanted to help her—and so I turned into toothpaste to clean her teeth with great haste. I let her have a taste of my care, like a mother bear in her lair doting on her cub. I gave her teeth a good scrub as her draconic head lay in my lap—but with a startled flap, she ended her nap.

“What are you doing?!” Del said as she sprang free, but the lair’s walls didn’t let her flee.

“I just want to help you,” I said as I produced some shampoo.

“Dragons don’t have hair!” Del said, then saw herself in the mirror and stopped to stare. “I look like a nightmare.”

Indeed, the girl in the mirror was no mere dragon, but a piece of demon that fell off the wagon. As Della’s shadow, Del’s hair looked off-brand too; sparse, dirty red, and fading in hue. Yet as a bear I had lots of care to spare, and I didn’t judge her for what she was! I patted her hair with my paws.

“No,” Del yelled. “Fight me! Hate me!”

A decree. My adoration fled, and I felt an urge to crush her head and see her dead. The friendly pat turned into a punch, breaking her skull with a crunch, but Del just grew another head and bit me, hit me, kicked me until I swayed as if I was tipsy. The lair’s stone walls shook as four shades battled outside, giving the flying eels one hell of a ride—but I, on the other hand, wasn’t much of a fighter; Del got my neck in her jaws and squeezed it tighter and tighter. It was far from over, this fight of ours, but she hurt me so bad that I was seeing stars. I reached out and took those stars in my paws, sprinkling them into Del’s eyes to give her a pause.

We wrestled in the dark but star-filled vast space, and then I soared like a rocket while Del gave chase. A space battle, or perhaps a race. I entered hyperspace with my hyperdrive, taking a few hits—but still alive! Del flew after me as a terrible space snake, her eyes shooting laser beams and making my thrusters shake. My immaculate polish was at stake, and so I activated my hyperbrake and made a sharp hyperturn, becoming so hyper that Del stopped in concern. She couldn’t discern where I went, but my scent was all around the galaxy and that meant—

“I am present,” I spoke as I poured the Milky Way into my glass, “and I’m so thirsty that I cannot give this a pass.”

Millions of stars swirled in my cup en masse, and I wanted to drink them but Del was crass and cut a small hole into the glass. I tried to stop it but couldn’t avoid the spill, and tiny Del slipped out with a huge measure of ill will. She wanted to kill me but I went for the refill, while she ran downhill on the spreading white stain—straight into the drain! She cried out in disdain but my malice was plain as I grabbed the plunger and pushed her deeper down into the water-clogged domain, into that disgusting terrain.

“I’m at the top of the food chain!” I claimed as predator turned into prey. Del wanted me to adore her once more, but this time it was easy to ignore; adore, hate, adore … my feelings couldn’t constantly swing and soar! Del’s tricks got old and I was no longer sold on the shape of her mold. Her cute ploys were childish and brute, making all of her intentions moot. So! We had come full circle back to where we started, but now she was humbled and I felt lighthearted. In the end, this mental tangle had been loads of fun. If Del weren’t on the run, I would have told her that we had only just begun! But she was fleeing and our dance was done.

“Oh.”

I stared at the plunger in my hand. How symbolic. Well, I supposed it was symbolic somehow.

“Huh.”

My mindspace felt weird after—well, after whatever I had just put it through. I put the plunger down and looked around in the kitchen that I had unconsciously created while thinking about sinks and stuff.

I knew this place. It wasn’t the enormous kitchen that I grew up around in my father’s house, nor the tiny kitchen in the cheap apartment I rented during college. No, this was the modest kitchen that I owned in Nerilia. The kitchen I had shared with Devi. The sink even had those faint acid-marred spots that Devi left when she poured one of her failed attempts of a soup down the drain. Well, that was what I thought had happened, but Devi had denied everything and blamed Nosy instead. I smiled. Yes, this was a nice kitchen. The best one I ever had.

“Where is she?”

Newcomers. I turned around and saw that there were four of them. Two men, two women. Leaning against each other as if they had just arrived from a long night of drinking and couldn’t stand straight on their own.

“She?” I asked. “I left her in the big pile of mess in Fortram. I left the city and left her. Oh, but I was cruel enough to give her hope that I’ll be back. Just the tiniest hint, so that she would always have to wonder. I really don’t deserve her—”

“Not Devi,” one of them snapped. “The demon’s shadow, Del! Where is she now?”

I furrowed my brow, thinking.

“Gone, I think.”

“She can’t be gone,” one of the girls said. “She is just as much of a part of you now as we are!”

“She pulled you into a memory,” the oldest of the group said. “One of your memories. I can only guess why. She wasn’t able to best you in the present, so she tries to break you in your past. She will drag you back to a point in your life where you cannot resist her.

“Uh, sure,” I said, scratching my head. “But who is this person you’re talking about? And for the record, who are you?”

Their jaws dropped in disbelief.

“You can’t be serious,” said one.

“No way,” said another.

“We’re doomed…”

“Okay, everyone, calm down,” the big guy of the group said. “We’ll stay close to Roland and protect him from his demons—I mean, his bad memories. It won’t be easy, but we can help Roland face them.”

“From what we’ve seen so far,” one of the girls said, “he has never been very good at facing them. He just tucked them away, ignored them, let them fester. If he faces those memories now, it will be a disaster.”

“He has no other choice.”

“The demon found his weakness.”

“Demon’s shadow, not demon. Don’t give her more power than she already has. Roland did well to relabel her.”

“Whatever. We’re done for either way. His memories will break him.”

“Or, perhaps, they will help him grow. Perhaps this is his chance to face his past and overcome it. To become a better person.”

“Uh, hello?” I said, raising my hand. “I’m still here, you know? It’s kinda rude to talk about me like this. Like I was some kind of tragic, broken person instead of just an average human with his usual burdens.”

They gave me weird looks as if they weren’t sure whether to agree or not. Then, just as the big guy opened his mouth to speak, the dreamscape began to change. The walls pushed closer, hemming us in, but for some reason there was still enough space in my apartment’s doorway for the four newcomers—and one more. Sarah was standing right behind the group, having come back from the beauty salon. I noticed that her hair was dyed red. The others jumped in alarm, looking at my girlfriend and then back at me, doing their best to block her way in. I sighed.

“Listen, you’re worried for no reason,” I said. “This is all happening because this Del person is rummaging through my memories, right?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“But we’re still in my head, aren’t we?”

“In a sense, yes.”

“So if that’s the case, what’s really stopping me from playing this bad boy?” I asked, holding up a card. Two arrows were pointing in opposite directions on it.

“What’s that?”

“A reverse card,” I said. “If I play it, it turns everything around.”

“Eh?”

As the four newcomers stood dumbstruck, my girlfriend used this chance to push past them and step toward me. She looked beautiful even while scowling. It was a familiar kind of scowl, one that she reserved for when she was about to list my failings.

“You’re delusional, Randel. You can’t just simply turn everything around like that.”

“Can’t I?” I pondered, watching the card in my hand. “I dreamt about this, Sarah. Whenever you were in the mood, I would always imagine—”

“I don’t care what you imagine,” hissed Sarah. “That’s the problem with you, Randel. You always imagine things, but in the end you’re just a big pile of useless disappointment, you—”

“No, you,” I said, then slapped the reverse card against her forehead.

It worked. It worked because I believed it would. Sarah’s eyes widened – whether in surprise or fear, I wasn’t sure – and then she burst into mist as the walls of my apartment fell away. I found myself in a dimly lit hospital room full of sleeping people. Only one of them was awake, a red-haired freckled little girl with a bloody knife in her hand. She was taking sharp, panicked breaths as she stared at a dead body on the bed she stood over.

I frowned as my thoughts clicked into place. A tragic backstory? I should have known. Della’s story. It didn’t fill me with joy, that much was certain. She wanted to break me and take my body. I didn’t want to sympathize with her. I really didn’t. But then, what was I supposed to do? Turning the table and diving into Della’s memories was cool and all, but where would I go from here?

I had told Del that I wanted us to be friends, but that had been when I adored her. I didn’t actually want to befriend her. She wasn’t like the shades. No matter what had happened to her in the past, she was too dangerous to trust in the present. I had to get rid of her … and to do that, perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to learn a few things about her first.

The little girl began to cry. She dropped the knife and fell to her knees. With shaking hands, she adjusted the blood-soaked blanket on the corpse. A man with red hair. I felt sick, and not only because of the resemblance between the girl and the man she had murdered. No, what twisted my stomach into a knot was the eye behind her, watching her closely. It peered through a gap in the fabric of reality, grey and pupilless—like a demon’s.

Next memory. The environment blurred and I found myself in a dark prison. Apparently, locking a little girl behind bars was perfectly acceptable in this place. I wasn’t on Earth, I could tell that much. The prison’s only light source was a narrow window, through which I could see other planets and stars. The light was just enough to hint at the dead bodies strewn all over the cell’s dirty floor. Grown men and women, mutilated as if a beast had ripped them apart. Only the little girl breathed, lying amongst the corpses, pretending to be dead. It had to be done, she told herself. A terrible face hovered above her, watching with its large oval eye, grinning with its wide maw. It spoke a single word in a wretched, sinister voice.

“Clever.”

Next memory. Blood dribbled from the slightly older girl’s bent elbows. Dead soldiers lay around her, and the only one alive was being strangled by her tiny, cruel hands. Her face was full of agony, her eyes wet with tears of misery. She had been hunting down all the soldiers on this ship. It had to be done, and she was the only one who could do it. They would run out of men soon, she hoped vainly. They had to run out of men, or else she would never be able to stop. There was a grotesque creature behind her, hunched over, with too many sinewy limbs to count. It had a hole in its torso from which black blood oozed down its pale skin. The demon, contrary to the girl, was having a good time. It rasped out a laugh as the last soldier died. The girl whipped her head around at the sound, seeing the demon for the first time. She didn’t scream. She didn’t gasp. She didn’t so much as utter a word.

She smiled.

Next memory. The demon put one of its limbs – a stumpy tentacle – on the anxious teenager’s shoulder, almost as if to reassure her. It seemed to work, in spite of how creepy it looked, because the red-haired girl stepped forward and addressed a crowd of ragged people. It had to be done. I couldn’t hear her voice for some reason, but I knew that her words rang with power. The group of dirty people stood mesmerized, their eyes on the girl, unable to see the demon behind her. I shuffled closer to get a better look at them, but then the demon’s single eye suddenly focused on me and the scene ended.

Next memory. The girl, a young adult now, knelt in a pool of black blood. Sirens blared and red emergency lights flashed, but the girl was calm. The grotesque demon stood above her, stroking her chin with one of its tentacles. It pressed a clawed limb against her chest, right above her heart, poised to strike.

“Say it,” hissed the demon.

“There’s nothing left in me,” said the girl, her voice hollow. “I give you my heart.”

The demon’s lips drew back in a triumphant grin, then thrust its clawed limb into the girl’s chest and—it looked straight at me. The scene froze. The lights stopped flashing and the siren’s noise was prolonged into an unending wail. The grotesque, multi-limbed demon’s single eye narrowed as it bore into me.

“And just who you might be?”

Fear. Sharp, bone-deep. I wanted to turn and run, except I couldn’t bring myself to do it. An alien pressure settled on me and I knew it would have been a terrible idea to take my eyes off the demon. Why, why, why? Why was this happening? This wasn’t Del. This wasn’t Della. This couldn’t even be real.

“This is just a dream,” I said. “A memory. You aren’t real.”

“Answer my question, mortal!”

“R-Randel, I suppose. I am Randel.”

“No,” growled the demon. “You lie.”

“Y-Yeah? Well, next memory.”

“What?”

“Next memory!”

Next memory. The girl was no more. Della stood tall, her brilliant red hair brushing her shoulders, her pale white skin stained from the black blood that dribbled out of the hole in her chest. She walked out of the wrecked burning ship with a gaggle of thralls behind her. The grotesque demon was already waiting for her on the edge of the desolate crash site, gazing at the planet’s setting sun. It held a glowing orange gemstone in one of its clawed limbs, the gemstone’s pulsing colors not unlike the sun’s.

Della’s progenitor glanced at her as she arrived, but then its grey eye slid past her and settled on me.

“Della, my dear, would you care to introduce me to your friend over there?”

I cringed away as Della turned my way, frowning as if noticing me for the first time.

“I feel like I’ve met him before,” said Della, her tone pensive.

“I’m sorry, but this is impossible,” I found myself saying. “I mean, I’ve done lots of impossible things today, but this is kinda even less possible than those impossible things. I’ve been playing with Della’s shadow, Del. No harm done, right? I think I got here entirely by accident, and I’ll be leaving now.”

I turned around, but of course—

“Wait,” said Della’s progenitor, and it was a command. “Come here.”

I stopped. I looked back over my shoulder. The two demons were watching me, waiting. Ah. Too bad for me. Too bad for them. Too bad that I had never been a very obedient person! My legs weren’t the ones I had been born with; they were Della’s legs, demonic legs, able to resist a demon’s pull by my reckoning.

I ran. I defied the demon’s command, making myself scarce before it realized what was going on. I ran out of the memory at full tilt. This was all in my head, I told myself, even though I was no longer certain that it was my head. I sprinted across the pooling black blood of Della’s awakening scene, crashed into the ragged gathering of people and pushed through them in a hurry, dove into the memory with the murdered soldiers and stumbled over their bodies to reach the bloody prison, and finally arrived at the hospital—all without looking back, without acknowledging the two demons breathing down my neck.

I startled the little girl as I burst into the scene, making her drop her bloody knife. Our eyes met for a split second and I reached out to her, grabbing her hand, pulling her with me.

“Come,” I said, “we need to escape.”

“W-What?” the girl asked in a teary voice as I led her out of the room. “Why?”

“The demons are coming. We need to hide.”

I ran on, dragging the confused child with me. Through the silent hospital, straight to the exit behind which light could be seen. Two pairs of dirty feet slapping against cold stone. Breathing hard, eyes set on the finish line. We made it. We reached the light.

We were in the little girl’s home. The living room looked clean, cozy, and warm—with an atmosphere that was anything but. Vague shapes argued with each other, tall people with red hair. I dragged the girl across the room, ducking under a slap or two, shielding the girl’s head when the figures turned on her. The kitchen. We had to make it into the kitchen. We hurried out of the living room, onto the terrifying corridor beyond which the kitchen lay, but one of the side doors was open just a crack and a voice could be heard from inside.

“It had to be done,” the girl’s father said to himself. “It had to be done, and I was the only one who could do it.”

The little girl stopped in her tracks, eyes wide with horror. I held her hand tighter, but she pulled away to peek inside her father’s room. Her other hand was clutching a toy shark, holding it close to her chest. I pulled on her arm, but she didn’t budge. The living room behind us exploded into screams. The girl paid it no mind.

“Come,” I said, pulling harder.

The walls began to shake. The girl resisted.

“Come!”

The demons were coming.

“Come, please come with me,” I begged, fear worming its way into my voice. “We need to—no, you! You. You need to defy them. You need to run. You’re the only one who can do it!”

The girl snapped her head around, looking at me with wide eyes, hanging on to my last sentence as if I had just changed her entire world—and then she ran, brushing past me, pulling me with her. Into the next room. We stumbled straight into the shades in my very own lovely, oh so very lovely, kitchen. I elbowed my way through the crowd, pushing the little girl deeper into my home. There, in the corner! I hurried to my trunk, my sturdy inescapable trunk, and opened it.

“In here!” I said, gesturing for the little girl. “Quick, hide!”

The little girl climbed into the trunk without hesitation and I slammed the lid shut over her. I let out a shuddering breath and slumped down onto the trunk. The shades looked at me as if the trunk might explode at any moment. The pressure of the demons chasing me vanished.

“I think it’s over,” I said. “We’re safe. But just in case two demons come knocking on the door … please tell them to leave.”

“Two demons?” Lee asked, taken aback. “Two? Roland, where have you been? What has happened?”

“I, uh, I’d rather not talk about it. Let’s just say that I’ve been properly humbled. I mean, you gotta admit that I was really on top of my game tonight, so—I might have gotten a bit overconfident in the end. I received a sharp reminder that I have, in fact, no idea about how this mental kung fu actually works.”

I braced myself to get a few jibes about being a silly mortal, but the shades just continued to stare at me in awkward silence.

“So,” Suit hesitantly spoke. “You won? You locked the demon’s taint in that trunk. The same trunk you held me in.”

“The same trunk, yes. Demon’s taint, no. She’s Del, a not-so-innocent little girl. She had a difficult life and now she’s hiding in there from her future. Please treat her with the respect she deserves.”

“Oh … sure.”

I blinked, then rubbed at my eyes. Odd. There was something odd about the shades. They were all meek and cautious and unsure what to say. Had something happened to them? Had they lost some of themselves during the battle with Del?

“As a matter of fact, we did,” Tamie said. “This isn’t about that, though. We … you see, we heard your thoughts during that fight. You considered waiting out the fight and let the demon’s shadow erase us.”

“Oh. Well, that’s awkward.”

“We also heard what you thought afterward.”

“Even more awkward.”

“We have to admit that we never considered you as a friend. We rarely do that with mortals. Anyway … all we’re trying to say is that we’re sorry. We’re also very grateful that you didn’t lock us into that trunk with Del.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “You think I’d be able to do that?”

“Yes, we do. We’re not beyond admitting it. If it weren’t for you, our existence may have very well ended tonight.”

“Hey, that almost sounded like a thank-you,” I said, breaking into a grin. It waned quickly as I noticed the shades’ somber mood. They even looked different now, I realized. Wolf looked less muscular, Tamie less feminine, Lee less aged. More than that, their presence felt small and not quite so significant anymore. Hardly the evil entities that terrorized my mind.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“We?” they spoke at once.

“Who else? Yes, you. I’m worried that you lost too much of yourselves in the fight.”

“Ah. It matters little, Roland. Shades change all the time, so we’re alright. We always are.”

“Well, your behavior worries me anyway. I haven’t yet heard a single boast about your eternal ass being so much cooler than my pitiful mortal existence.”

“That’s only because you wouldn’t be able to comprehend our greatness,” Lee said.

“Yeah!” Wolf said. “What, you thought that a brief tussle with demons would somehow make you worthier of our attention?”

“He is getting quite ahead of himself, doesn’t he?” Suit said. “Thinking that he’s so witty when all he did was run around all night. From one opponent to the next. Hardly a great achievement, is it?”

“See, Roland, everything’s fine,” Tamie said with a smirk. “Happy now?”

“You know what?” I said, “I’m not an emotional masochist, but—”

“You sure? Sarah begs to differ.”

“Ouch. Alright, Tamie, that was too much.”

“Sorry.”

“Anyway, I don’t mind if you’re mean from time to time. I don’t mind the banter. It shows off your character and your differing opinions, and I like that.”

My words must have sounded terrific because I had once again shocked the shades into an awkward silence. I sighed, then snapped my fingers and made the room larger with comfy seats all around. The shades sat down—each in a decidedly different posture, which made me smile. We rested there, sitting in a loose circle, allowing our minds to roam free. Turning the silence into a comfortable one, though of course the nature of it could be debated. Was it really silence, when our thoughts soared so much?

It was finally over. We won the day, or in any case, we kept our lives and our sanity. A bitter victory, but we were getting used to the taste of it. Wouldn’t have minded having something sweeter next time, but if bitter victories were all we could get then we weren’t about to complain. So long as we came out of it alive and sane.

There was just one last thing to do before we could afford to celebrate.

“Now then,” I said. “Let’s see if we can wake up, shall we?”

            

    
        Chapter 4.18

    
    
    
    
                I regretted waking up just about immediately.

My head was throbbing like never before. I groaned, or I would have if it hadn’t turned into a painful cough. My throat felt sore and my lungs hurt. I opened my eyes and saw nothing. I was seated in the dark. Why was it so dark, though? My glowing veins were not working. Lukewarm water lapped at my feet. I wiggled my toes and rolled my ankles—I could feel both of my feet! I had thought that I’d be a cripple for the rest of my life, but I was proven wrong. I kicked out with both legs, splashing around in the water and laughing. Then coughing. Damn, I was about to die.

A faint light shone from somewhere up and behind me. I turned around in my seat gingerly, but a wave of pain shot up to my shoulders and my neck anyway. It took me a while, blinking in the dark, but I finally realized what I was looking at. The escape pod had an opening in the back, through which I saw the dark night sky. The night sky of Nerilia, I supposed. The Inspector had said that she would send me back to the planet.

I slipped out of the seat and fell to my knees and into the water. I would have to climb to reach the exit, but almost my entire body was aching and hurting. Only my legs felt fine, and wasn’t that more than a little disturbing? Then I remembered Soul Eater. It didn’t hurt either! It hung from the dashboard like a bunch of soaked noodles, limp and misshapen. I reached out mentally, changing the material—and almost passing out from the pressure in my head. Orange light pulsed weakly beneath my skin. I grit my teeth and blinked the manly tears out of my eyes. Right; Soul Eater was sore too, I just happened to feel that in a different place.

Anyway, the exit wasn’t so high up that I had no chance to reach it. The escape pod was tilted at an angle; it must have crashed nose-first to the ground. I began to climb, groan, and cough some more. The more I moved my arms the less they hurt, however. I reached the exit and fell right out of it, sliding down the metal surface of the pod and landing in a pile of sand. A very large pile of sand.

I was in a desert.

My collar flashed with a notification, but I ignored it and looked up at the sky instead. The moon had already dipped below the horizon, but the sun had yet to rise above the mountains in the distance. There wasn’t much light to see by, but I could already tell that this place was nowhere near Fortram or Skyward. This desert wasn’t even remotely similar to any of the places I knew. Sand dunes dominated the landscape with absolutely no sign of life. I had no idea where I was.

“Seems like the Southern Desert to me,” Suit said, her voice rough and dry. “From the look of those mountains, we’re on its eastern side.”

“That’s … far?”

“Very.”

“Oh,” I said, looking down at my feet. At my legs. They were slender and pale and hairless. A feminine pair of legs that had once belonged to a demon. They were part of me now, however ill-fitting they seemed. My legs, contrary to the rest of my body, were full of energy. Would they carry me across this desert, though?

“What do you want to do?” I asked. Come to think of it, it was weird that the shades had waited while I got used to my new feet. They were usually much quicker to jump into action. Getting used to new body parts was what they did all the time.

“What do you want to do?” Lee asked. “Your turn’s next.”

“Sorry?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “So we’re taking turns now?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’m not going complain. We’ve overused our angel blood, so we don’t have much choice anyway.”

Silence.

“How long does my turn last?” I asked.

“We’ll see,” Suit replied. “Eight days or eighty years, it hardly matters from the perspective of immortals.”

“Huh. I had thought it would be more like eight hours.”

“Eight hours is nothing. You mortals have a skewed sense of time.”

“What, you don’t believe I can cross this desert in eight hours?”

Silence. They didn’t even laugh. Well, since we were sharing a body it would have looked like I was laughing at myself, so it was probably better that I didn’t laugh at all. That would have looked insane.

I stood around some more, looking left and right. It felt odd to make decisions again. Almost frightening. Sitting in the back, watching the shades pilot my body had freed me of responsibilities. Now, though, it was back in my hands. It was up to me to make mistakes and own up to them. I took a step forward.

“You should check your notifications first,” Wolf said. “They might be important.”

Oh, right. I was back in this stupid game. I activated my collar with a surprisingly pain-free mental command, and the air in front of me exploded into a multitude of windows. I stumbled back by instinct but the damn things chased after me. My eyes widened at the sight—this was a lot of text! Did I really need to read them all? I cursed some more, then started on the top.

Quest updated: Shades of the Moon+1 Feat
Congratulations, your level has increased!
Level 31 reached.

These notifications were about Tanaka’s death. Truthfully, I had almost forgotten; it felt like it happened a lifetime ago. Evidently, it had been a Feat-worthy deed to convince the other shadebound Player to commit suicide. Shocking as this was, the next notification was doubly so.

Achievement obtained: GodslayerYou’re the first Player to kill an Inspector.
+1 Feat
Congratulations, your legend has risen!
Legend 5 reached.

I didn’t like this one bit. Why were they acknowledging this so gracefully? On the moon, they had been doing their best to kill me—or more precisely to arrange my death in an exciting fashion. They had failed, and now that I had slipped the noose I got an achievement? Disturbing, no matter how I looked at it. Either they didn’t really care that an Inspector had died or it had been their plan all along. Was it really an Inspector I had killed or just a fake body? It had to be real. Suit had possessed him and acquired some of his memories. I stared at the text for a while, letting it sink in.

Achievement obtained: Godslayer

I hadn’t even known that there was an achievement system in place. Perhaps they made it up only after I killed the Inspector? They gave me a Feat and patted my back as if such things were perfectly acceptable. As if murdering an Inspector was fine by them. And what if it really was? I wondered how much these Inspectors liked each other. Could it be that my Inspector – the woman in charge of me – actually wanted to see this other Inspector dead? I had assumed that by staying in the back of my mind, I had hidden my intentions from her. What if she had always known what I was planning, but she had let me do it anyway? I remembered her cheerful tone in the escape pod. Had it been an act or was she truly pleased with me? I couldn’t tell.

One thing was certain, however: I remained a pawn. I had flipped the table and smashed the game board, but my Inspector had been ready with a spare. She had kept her cool even in the chaos I had created. She had outplayed me and perhaps her peers as well.

The final boss of this twisted game was a clever one.

I didn’t feel bitter about it. I didn’t feel angry and I didn’t feel sad. I didn’t despair. Perhaps I had yet to earn complete freedom, but I was still alive. So long as I drew a breath, I would try again. I knew it. My Inspector knew it. The Pheilett knew it. They would be twice as careful next time, and I would be twice as insidious.

But for now, I had more notifications to read.

Disability received: Abandoned by the gods
You’ve bitten the hand that fed you. You’re no longer allowed to enter World Seeds.

“What?!”

I gaped at the text. Usually, Players got these Disabilities if they didn’t do any Quests and didn’t go on any adventure. But I had been doing plenty of exciting stuff! I got a Disability simply because I murdered an Inspector and unleashed a demon on the moon? This was outrageous! Without the World Seed’s messenger function, I wouldn’t be able to message Devi that I was going to be late! She was going to think that I was never coming back…

“Sure,” Tamie said sourly, “but being locked out of the World Seed also means that we lost access to our Player Allowance. All that money that made us rich? Gone.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I said. “We’ve got plenty of assets in Fortram. But Devi—”

“Also,” Suit said, “we won’t be able to change our Abilities when we unlock more of them, because it’s done in the World Seed too. And we lost access to all of those log files.”

“I couldn’t care less, but—”

“Also,” Lee said, “your floating coin experiment and that hill of gold coins will be lost forever. Your efforts to mess with the World Seed were wasted.”

“Gods damn it!” I threw up my hands, then winced from the pain in my shoulders. “Now they’ve done it. These Inspectors have gone too far.”

“Yeah. But wait, there’s more!”

I let out a long sigh, then read the next entry.

Disability received: Forged by circumstanceYour fifth and final Ability has been chosen for you.

Devour, level 1
Description: Your bonded weapons are able to feast on demon blood, consuming it at an accelerated rate. Cooldown decreases by level. Rate of absorption increases by level.
Cost: ???
Cooldown: 30 secondsThis Ability comes with a gift. Would you like to receive it now?
[Yes / No]

I eyed the last line suspiciously. The last time I pressed Yes on a prompt like this, I got stabbed in the heart with Soul Eater. This Ability was the result of a random Disability. It was supposed to be a bad thing, wasn’t it? Or perhaps robbing me of the option to choose my fifth Ability was the real punishment, but the Ability itself wasn’t a bad one. Argh. My throbbing head wasn’t up to so much thinking. I pressed yes.

Two small items appeared in front of me and dropped down into the sand. Obsidian daggers with orange gemstones in them. It wasn’t difficult to guess what they were; they had once been Tanaka’s weapons, the ones that the late Inspector had almost bound to my body. The intention behind this Devour Ability was quite obvious now.

“Ah,” I stammered. “I’m sorry guys, but I don’t think I’m up to devouring these two. Two new shades … two new residents in my head … it would be too much right now.”

“No problem,” Suit said. “There’s no rush. We should get more comfortable with each other first.”

“Yeah,” Tamie said. “The last thing we need right now is two lethargic shades with suicidal tendencies. Don’t get me wrong, I want to free them—but not like this. They would be a liability.”

“Alright,” I said, sighing in relief. “Thanks. If we can, we’ll find another way to set them free.”

For the time being, I left the daggers in the sand and continued reading my notifications.

Achievement obtained: Demonic touchYou’re the first Player to be touched by a demon and retain their free will.
+1 Feat

Considering that demons were most likely not allowed to roam free on this planet, I supposed it wasn’t much of a surprise that I was the first.

Achievement obtained: Demonic mutationYou’re the first Player to transcend their mortal limits and own a demonic body part.
+1 Feat

I wasn’t sure what transcending my mortal limits entailed, but I wiggled my toes in the sand and they felt really good. I liked this achievement.

Achievement obtained: Demon tricksterYou’re the first Player to trick a demon and live to tell the tale.
+1 Feat

I wasn’t sure which part of the night this achievement was referring to, but it became painfully obvious that I was receiving all these Feats because they didn’t matter anymore. Feats were good for raising my legend, which unlocked new Abilities—but since I already had five Abilities and I wasn’t allowed to swap them out in the World Seed, the surplus didn’t actually matter.

Ugh. I was beginning to realize how much of the game I had been locked out of. I had never been very enthusiastic about being a good little obedient Player, so I had no right to complain … but if I was honest, I kinda liked the Abilities part of it. Teleporting to Soul Eater and teleporting it into my hand had become second nature to me. I still had that. I still had Seize too, so even if I was no longer able to change my current set of Abilities, I had the option to temporarily gain any one of them. So, yeah—the Pheilett punished me, but they didn’t take everything from me. Why did I feel so glad for it? I was such a hypocrite…

Quest received: Fallen off the Moon

This was the last bit of notification, and when I thought about reading the Quest in detail—

Fallen off the Moon
Description: You fled from the Moon and got stranded far from home. 
Objective: Find your way back to Fortram.
Rewards: 50000 credits to your Player Allowance, unlock the Fast Travel option in the World Seed menu

“Bastards,” I grumbled. “They just had to rub it in, huh? Well, what if I don’t intend to go back to Fortram at all? After reading this, I’m very tempted.”

I closed the holographic screens and gazed into the desert. The top half of the sun had already risen above the distant mountains, painting the sky orange and making the sand dunes cast long shadows. A warm breeze stirred, carrying the sand from one dune to the next. No trees, no tall structures, nothing to hide under once the sun climbed high up the sky. My naked body shivered at that thought.

“I’m going to get a sunburn,” I said, patting my own shoulders. “Goodbye, bruised skin. We’re about to part ways soon.”

I tried to find the bright side of this. In spite of my first impressions, there was some life out here. Some brownish crawling plants and some dry bushes, getting denser in the distance. Perhaps this place wasn’t so desolate—I just had to walk a bit. My Inspector surely didn’t send me into a death trap, right? I would eventually make my way out to the vast world beyond. I knew I would.

I had seen from the moon how enormous Nerilia was. Full of places to explore, and now I had a chance to visit them. All of those places. I hadn’t really bothered before, had I? I had just settled in the first city I came across and lived there, glad to find some measure of safety and calm behind Fortram’s tall walls … except it hadn’t really been all that calm. I should have explored more of the world before settling down. I hadn’t done so, but … I could do it now.

The necklace around my neck felt heavy all of a sudden. I lifted the chain and closed my hand around Devi’s horn. Was this a shackle that bound me? Perhaps, but it was also a promise to myself. A promise to do better, a promise to try my best. It didn’t have to be that way, of course. I was free to move on.

Fortram had many people waiting for me. Many familiar faces. Friends, even, though not very close ones. Stanley, Imaya, Erika, Tora … I hadn’t been a good friend to any of them. It would have been easy to blame the shades for not caring about those lowly mortals—but the truth was that even before they took absolute control over our body, I hadn’t really gone out of my way to be a good friend. I had done nothing to get to know my companions better. Indeed, the only relationship I had put any effort into was the one with Devi.

My hand tightened around her severed horn. Oh, she would be so pissed if she saw me hesitate right now! She was the real reason I wore these chains to Fortram. The shades cared about the city only as a stepping stone, and I wasn’t all that interested in ruling it either. I had tried to fix Fortram’s problems – many of which I had caused in the first place – but without Devi on my side, I wasn’t quite sure that I would have ever bothered. She was the one who had the drive to make things better. She was pulling me along, tugging at my heart, captivating me with her determination. I had let myself be seduced, and Sarah had already taught me how dangerous that was. I wasn’t very good at relationships, but I could take a good look at myself and see that I was repeating my past mistakes.

I let Devi’s horn drop back to my chest. I wasn’t just going to let her pull me, push me, prod me in whatever direction she wanted me to go. I had to think of myself. I had to think of my shades. I had to do what was best for us. Devi had been a great influence to keep me motivated, but it was time to do things for myself. I made up my mind.

“We’re going back to Fortram,” I said, taking a step forward.

I stumbled right away.

“Wait—what?”

“I’m going back to Devi and my friends.”

“…why?”

I shrugged. “This is what feels right.”

“What about exploring the wide world out there?”

“I’ll think about it after I reunited with Devi.”

I began to walk. I trudged through the sand in silence, straining my new legs. Going uphill was more difficult than I would have thought. After a while, the shades spoke again.

“Well, we are not against going back. All of our contacts and investments are in Fortram, so it’s a solid decision.”

“Right?” I grunted. “It feels right and it makes sense.”

“We aren’t quite sure how much sense it makes, considering your earlier thoughts. Haven’t you decided on taking an independent route? On trying to be this wholly new and better person who thinks for himself?”

“That would be great,” I said as I reached the top of the sand dune, “but something like that isn’t going to happen overnight. There’s no contradiction here, anyway. I can be independent with Devi as my partner.”

“…whatever you say, Roland. You’re in charge.”

“That’s right,” I said. “You said it’s my turn now, and I’ve made my decision. We’re going back to Fortram. Trust me, it will be epic.”

The sun rose higher, and I squinted my eyes against its light. Perhaps I was a different person, perhaps I wasn’t. Perhaps I had learned a lesson, perhaps I hadn’t. Whatever was the case, I had chosen my path. I had gone through a whole lot, and yet I wasn’t broken. I was back for more. Moving forward. Unstoppable.

I walked off into the sunrise.

“…uh.”

I stopped.

“What is it?” I asked.

“You’re walking to the east,” Suit said, “but Fortram is to the northwest from here.”

“Oh,” I said, changing course quickly. The sunlight hit me from the side now, which from an outside perspective looked a lot less epic. “Thanks for the correction.”

“Also, we’re in a desert,” Lee said. “The only source of water around here is in that crashed escape pod.”

I stopped. Licked my dry lips. Swallowed with my sore throat.

“You’re right,” I said, changing directions again. “That water is probably not the cleanest, but I should drink before I go.”

“You should reshape Soul Eater into a flask and bring some water with you,” Tamie said. “As much as you can carry.”

“Right—”

“And don’t forget the two extra daggers you got from that Quest,” Wolf said. “You almost left them behind!”

“Oh—”

“And you should take a closer look at the escape pod, see if we can salvage—”

“Now hold on a second!” I said, crossing my arms. “Who did you say was in charge here, you or me?”

“…you.”

“That’s right,” I said, nodding seriously. I then did absolutely everything they told me to do.

Thus began my new and independent life.

            

    
        Interlude 4

    
    
    
    
                Lead Scientist Jirinthoulganim felt anxious. He had already taken a spirit shot to calm himself and still he felt anxious. The emotion had set its roots too deeply—the curse of Pheilett biology. Fortunately, looking nervous wasn’t anything unusual in these trying times. Jirin didn’t look out of place because many others were jittery too. People were shaken and concerned, quite understandably.

The demon had escaped. Would it come back for revenge? Logic dictated that the chance of that was practically close to zero. Bloodthirsty as the demon was, it wasn’t stupid; it knew that countermeasures were taken should it ever try to come back. But logic and reason weren’t the only things that drove a Pheilett. No matter how unlikely it was for the demon to return, the possibility was always there—weighing on every survivor’s mind.

The vacations would begin soon. After what had happened, people were right to quit. To leave the Facility as far behind as possible. Jirin wished he could have done the same. The Facility had become a madhouse and the Leaders and the Managers were organizing one meeting after the other, trying to mitigate the disaster. They had many fires to quench. Vacations were one thing and security issues were another. The server outage had lasted only for a few seconds before the backup servers took over, but even those few seconds caused tremendous damage to Nerilia. Critical experiments in the Facility had to be aborted because of the demon, ramping up the losses even higher. People had died – or worse, become tainted – and the incident was all over the Uninet already.

Meanwhile, what was Jirin doing? He was attending this meeting, if only virtually, wishing to be elsewhere. The well-lit water chamber had full-bodied projections all around; more than two-thirds of the attendees had chosen to show up remotely. Under normal circumstances this would have been frowned upon, as having regular physical contact with each other was an important company incentive—but these weren’t normal circumstances. Looking at the grim faces around him, Jirin could tell that nobody cared all that much about company policies anymore. Their trust was shaken. They craved answers.

“Just to make it clear,” Leader Uthulgirhinor said, clearly reciting from a memory note, “this tragedy needed five coincidences to happen. First, a mere Test Subject somehow managed to kill Inspector Hartigulmathin. Second, the Test Subject was removed from the Game and brought up here for some reason. Third, the demon was recently relocated to a more easily accessible location. Fourth, the Test Subject found a tool to break through walls and safety measurements. Fifth, the Test Subject found the demon and managed to free it. Five coincidences. Do you see my problem here, Inspector Shiraksavalirin?”

Heads turned to Shiraksava, intent to hear her reply. Some of the attendees even swam closer to her, abandoning all pretenses of decorum. The tension was almost palpable in the water; everyone wanted someone to blame for what had happened, and Shiraksava was a prime candidate for it. Who else would be held accountable, if not the Inspector whose Test Subject instigated this disaster?

Jirin didn’t like Inspector Shiraksavalirin. Fame had gotten to her head and made her arrogant. She frequently challenged the lines set by her company, careful to never overstep but ruffling feathers all the same. She had more enemies than friends, that much was certain. In spite of this, her very appearance radiated smug defiance. She attended the meeting in person but wore her white Inspector’s suit. Underwater. There weren’t any company rules that forbade clothes in a water chamber, but why would anyone want to wear soaked fabric over their body? And yet Inspector Shiraksava was doing exactly that, floating in the water with her hands in her suit’s pockets. Only her plain white mask was missing—so that everyone could see her amused smile.

“I understand your problem very well,” the Inspector told the Leader, “but I fail to see what I am to be accused of. Have I not explained every single one of your coincidences already? I had nothing to do with Inspector Hartigulmathin’s secret projects; no one could have predicted that he had such a destructive weapon stashed away. I had nothing to do with the late Inspector’s death either. Even if I knew what Subject Randel was planning – which I could not know because our technology is incapable of fully discerning his layered thoughts – I had no obligation to tell Inspector Hartigulmathin how to do his job. He didn’t take the necessary precautions and he paid the ultimate price for it—it’s that simple. I had nothing to do with the demon’s relocation either. I have neither the permissions nor the time to handle Test Subjects up here; my purview is the experiments out on the field. Finally, your fifth coincidence is no coincidence at all; Subject Randel’s prototype was created from the demon’s blood, and so the demon was capable of luring him to herself.”

“This only proves that you didn’t meddle directly,” the Leader said, “and you have yet to explain letting the Test Subject loose in the very same Facility we all work in.”

“Because it should be obvious that I’m in no way responsible for that either. Removing the Test Subject from the Game in case of a major emergency is standard procedure. The death of an Inspector qualifies as such, wouldn’t you say? Subject Randel was brought here, and after we thoroughly inspected and analyzed him, the Committee decided to end his life in a spectacular manner. They wanted something exciting, something that would be satisfying for the Spectators to experience.”

“So the Committee should be held accountable for this unprecedently idiotic decision.”

“Who else?” Shiraksava asked. “They pressed me to reveal all I knew about Subject Randel. They were particularly interested in the plot thread that I had previously set up when I showed Subject Randel a room full of captive shades. A final, desperate rescue mission against hard odds. The Committee thought it would be the perfect end to Subject Randel’s tale. But I didn’t advise them to simply set him loose and expect that he goes for the shades. I didn’t advise them anything. Indeed, I fought against setting him loose at all.”

“Because it is your precious Test Subject. Your great success story. You’d be half as popular if you lost it.”

“There’s that, yes,” Shiraksava said, laughing pleasantly. “But I also take security concerns very seriously. I believe that bringing the Game of Ascension up here must be done with the utmost caution.”

“Bringing the Game up here? Just look at yourself, Inspector. One might say that by wearing that suit you’re doing just that. You’re so immersed in the Game that you can’t help but play it with your colleagues too. You’re fooling no one here, Inspector. Do you know what I think really happened? You created that plot with the captive shades as bait because you knew that the Committee would bite on it. You knew they would let the Test Subject loose just so their little puppet show would attract more Spectators.”

“Careful, Leader,” Shiraksava chided, “that almost sounded like an accusation based on your feelings. There’s no rational reason for what you claim I was doing. Why would I ever want to manipulate the Committee into letting Subject Randel roam free? It doesn’t benefit me at all. Indeed, it—”

“But you don’t deny that the Committee can be manipulated.”

Shiraksava tilted her head questioningly, her eyelids fluttering.

“No,” she said. “I’ve never implied that they can be manipulated. You speak lowly of the Committee, Leader Uthulgirhinor, but you forget that it’s full of smart and competent people—such as yourself! Just because they made a wrong decision today, I would never underestimate any of them. This puppet show that you berate so is the backbone of our finances, and it’s only because of our capable Committee—”

“Spare us the company tone, Inspector. We’re talking about you, not the Committee’s undoubtedly numerous virtues. I’m not accusing you of anything—yet. But I do believe that all the evidence needs to be laid out so that we get a better understanding of what actually happened.”

“Oh, my,” Shiraksava let out another amused laugh. “How diligent of you, Leader. It isn’t even your job to investigate, and yet you’re so determined to do it yourself. With our colleagues as witnesses, no less! Very well. Ask your questions—but please, do it quick. I’m a very busy woman these days, as you may well imagine.”

Leader Uthulgirhinor did not like her tone, that much was painfully obvious from his twisted expression. Even as a virtual attendee, Jirin could feel the tension in the room rising. Most who were present were not a fan of Inspector Shiraksavalirin, that much was clear—and yet, if this bothered the Inspector she showed none of it. Her body language practically radiated how unfazed and unapologetic she was. Jirin wished he could feel like that instead of the crippling anxiety that currently weighed on him. He didn’t want to listen to this argument anymore. He didn’t want to be in this meeting. But as Lead Scientist, he was expected to.

Leader Uthulgirhinor showed them some video footage next, taken from Randel’s escape pod. According to the Leader, it was solid evidence: Shiraksava was gloating on it about how everything went according to her plans. In response, Shiraksava chided the Leader once more by telling him that it was called acting, something that should be the mark of every good Inspector. Inspectors had to keep up appearances in front of the Test Subjects and their Spectators, after all. The Leader’s comment that the so-called acting looked a little too genuine earned him only a wide smile and a thank-you from the Inspector.

At that point, Leader Uthulgirhinor was losing too much face so one of his men stepped in, pointing out the conflict of interests between Inspector Shiraksava and the late Inspector Hartigul. Shiraksava was progressive and Hartigul was supposedly conservative—though his secret experiments with demonic power spoke otherwise. Nevertheless, the two Inspectors were known to have strong disagreements with each other and Hartigul had been quite vocal about his dislike of his colleague. This meant that Shiraksava actually had a motive for facilitating Hartigul’s death—

—which on the surface might have sounded like a compelling argument, but it amounted to nothing more than mud throwing. Inspector Shiraksava had disagreements with the vast majority of her peer Inspectors. She was too young and she had risen too fast, and her radical ideas often evoked stubborn resistance. People either envied or hated her. Saying that she had a hand in the late Inspector’s death just because they didn’t like each other held no substance. The same could be said for just about any Inspector. Hartigul was far from Shiraksava’s greatest rival.

On and on the verbal fencing went, and Jirin suffered it in silence. He didn’t like Inspector Shiraksavalirin, and yet he wished the Leader and his cronies would just leave her alone. It was becoming painfully obvious that no matter what they threw at her, nothing was going to stick. The Inspector played her Game perfectly. If Jirin were an Inspector, he would probably be in the camp of those who envied Shiraksava—but he was not an Inspector and he had no stakes in any of this, so he just wanted the meeting to be over.

Thankfully, Shiraksava hadn’t lied when she said that she was a busy woman; her presence was abruptly requested by the Director and so she left Leader Uthulgirhinor’s meeting to explain herself in yet another meeting. Jirin was one of the first to leave after her, logging out with shaking hands. He blinked in the dim light of his private chambers, flaring his gills in the cool water, feeling the soft currents on his bare skin. Loosening his limbs, trying to relax.

It didn’t help. He couldn’t calm down. A notification was flashing on the screen next to him.

“AR-X,” Jirin called out to his AI assistant, “shut down all communication networks. I want absolute silence.”

“Understood,” AR-X chimed within Jirin’s head. “Shutting down all external mental communication channels… Please wait… Shut down complete.”

“Perform a system scan for any trackers,” Jirin said. “Just in case.”

“Understood. Performing system scan… Please wait…”

Jirin’s heart sped up while he waited. He couldn’t keep still. His anxiety was now paired with another emotion: anticipation. Fear too, perhaps. Jirin wasn’t a security expert, and he wasn’t a hacker either. He knew that AR-X wasn’t the best tool for this job, but he didn’t trust anything else. He had no more time to spare besides. He had to act now, while the confusion in the demon’s wake lasted.

“Scan complete. No foreign entities found.”

“Good,” Jirin said, more to himself than to his assistant.

He eyed the blinking icon on his screen. A simple green triangle, the mark of completion. AR-X had finished Jirin’s task during the meeting. The question was whether it succeeded. The task seemed innocuous at first glance, but … it was basically hacking. Some pull on Jirin’s status as Lead Scientist and some ingenuity on AR-X’s part. Also some clever use of contingency channels. It was hacking, plain and simple.

Jirin opened the notification.

Read-write access granted

That was the first message and it filled Jirin with hope. The next message, however, made his hands shake even harder. His skin crawled in horror.

Scan complete. 51 matches found.

Fifty-one. Jirin had expected as much, but seeing that number in person chilled him to the bone. So many. The Facility had been built long ago and so the technology used around here wasn’t always cutting-edge, but whoever was responsible for monitoring the demon’s path did a good job. Hundreds of nanocams caught everything from every angle and then with AI assistance the recordings were quickly parsed. Nothing avoided the parser’s notice: it knew exactly who the demon touched and what the tainted people did afterward. The nanocams watched out for even the smallest particles that the demon had emitted from its body. Every tainted being had been either eliminated or quarantined, be it Pheilett or just a Test Subject. Everyone.

There was no cure for the demon’s taint. Those who were quarantined would remain so indefinitely—either until they chose to end their lives or until a cure was miraculously produced in the future. None of the tainted would be allowed to reenter society ever again, for the demon could twist their minds even centuries after having touched them. Keeping the tainted isolated from the Astral Plane was said to help a little, but never to the extent that would make them trustworthy ever again. They would forever be the demon’s agents, a ticking time bomb ready to sow discord and chaos.

Containing everyone who had become tainted was taken very seriously. The AI behind the nanocams made no mistakes; it did precisely what it was asked to do, which was to find everyone that the demon came in contact with. Everyone one of the survivors had already been quarantined. Everyone that the demon had come in contact with.

“AR-X, please play the footage for me.”

Jirin’s assistant complied, lining up fifty-one video recordings. The footages were made with different technologies, but they all showed the same room at the same time. Jirin watched as the Material World twisted out of shape and the ceiling collapsed, dropping a demon and one more person on top of a group of unlucky Pheilett. The demon landed at one end of the room, but the Jirin’s footage was focused on the other person. A vicious grin contorted Randel’s face as he fell. He hit a running man’s back with both feet, kicking him to the ground. He kicked Jirin to the ground.

Lead Scientist Jirinthoulganim watched the scene over and over, observing from fifty-one different angles as Randel’s bare feet slammed into his naked back, kicking him hard. Randel’s bare feet. His pale-white feminine feet with black nails. His demonic feet touching Jirin’s naked flesh. Jirin reached around and rubbed the spot on his back. The itch was just his imagination. Nothing more.

The AI behind the nanocams had done precisely what it was asked to do: it had found everyone that the demon came in contact with. The demon. Not Randel. Jirin had been overlooked; he had not been quarantined … yet. Not until someone happened to manually check the footage. But there were lots of recordings, and parsing all of them in person was tedious—that was why they had the AI do it. The chances were small that anyone would discover what happened. Small, but not zero.

“I can’t just delete this,” Jirin said, wringing his hands. It would be a glaring red flag if some of the recordings went missing. Perhaps he could make it look like the server outage had something to do with it, but—no. If something like that happened, it would definitely incite a manual inspection.

“AR-X, can you edit these footages to make it seem as if I wasn’t touched by Randel? As if I fell on my own.”

A tense silence followed, during which Jirin felt as if his heart was beating in his throat. His AI assistant’s little chimes while it worked did nothing to soothe his nerves.

“It can be done.”

“AR-X,” Jirin shakily asked, “would you be able to hide all signs that these files were tampered with?”

This time the reply was immediate.

“I can mask the activity on the files, but the server access and the traffic will be trackable.”

Trackable, but that didn’t mean anything. All sorts of people were accessing the files all the time. So, which was less likely: someone seeing the footage of Randel kicking Jirin, or someone noticing that Jirin touched a few files? No, that wasn’t even the right question. When Jirin was caught, which would be easier to explain away: getting touched by a demonic leg or unauthorized access to a few recordings? The answer was obvious.

“AR-X, one last question. Are you certain that Randel’s Transcension Device didn’t record anything in the demon’s vicinity?”

“I am not certain, but there are no such public records yet. It is speculated that the demon’s presence disturbed our technology. The footage released to the Spectators will most likely be limited and censored.”

Jirin closed all three of his eyes, shuddering. He was done for. Someone was going to notice. If the collar around Randel’s neck managed to record anything, Inspector Shiraksava was going to notice. What could Jirin do about it? Nothing. But he could at least make sure that he wasn’t discovered through the security cams.

Jirin took a moment to brace himself, then addressed his AI assistant.

“AR-X, do it. Locally alter the footage just as I asked! A-And then, show them to me. If I find them satisfactory, reconnect to the network and overwrite the originals while masking your activity. Do everything you can to make this unnoticeable. Y-You understand? Unnoticeable.”

“Understood. Modifying files… Please wait…”

Jirin felt sick. He couldn’t remember ever having done anything illegal. No, not just illegal—dangerous. Risking other people’s safety. But he could not allow himself to be quarantined. He was panicking just at the thought of being locked up. It would be unfair. He wasn’t tainted! The feet that touched him didn’t belong to the demon, but to Randel. The AI overlooked it, so it was probably nothing. Jirin was worrying for nothing … and yet, he couldn’t risk someone drawing the wrong conclusions. Not when it meant a lifetime in quarantine.

Besides, Randel was just a Human. Sort of. Jirin had no reason to worry about Him. Even if Randel somehow inherited the demon’s powers, there was no way He would know how to use them … right?

            

    
        Announcement

    
    
    
    
                Reflection on Act 4

So, that's it. Act 4 is finally done and with it the worst of the shade!Randel chapters are over. Overall, I'm satisfied with it—though I know it won't be everyone's favorite. The characters were perhaps less interesting to follow this time, the plot took quite a few abrupt turns and it might have even felt rushed at times, and the general tone was darker too. I also believe that some of the scenes could use a few more editing rounds and a bit more polish.

Act 4 was tough to write. I changed plans several times as I was working on it, all the while trying to keep some of the key moments (scenes that I've been planning for a long time) fit the structure. I can't claim that I've done a perfect job, but looking at Synergy as a whole I think this turned out to be a nice midpoint for the story. There were important pivots in Act 4, plot points around which the story can turn around, and I feel excited to continue Randel's journey in this new – but at the same time familiar – direction.

Feedback

So, what are your thoughts on Synergy so far? I'd like to urge you to leave a comment or even a review! I barely received any constructive feedback so far, and to be honest, I'm missing them a lot. Gone are the days when the story reached the Trending page (Rising Stars now) and all of my chapters were bombarded with criticism. Even if a lot of them weren't very constructive, they still gave me something to learn from.

But I know that the major reason for this is my reduced reader base. No surprise there. You are obviously the merry exception here, but the fact remains that I've lost many readers, especially in the wait between story arcs. Which needs to happen again, because I'm out of chapters to publish. Which brings me to my next point...

Motivation

I'll be honest with you, my motivation to write Synergy is far below compared to when I started it. I think it's understandable because it's been... how long since I started writing it? I started publishing Synergy on Royal Road 2 years ago, but I've been busy writing Act 1 and 2 for about a year before that. So you could say three years, but it still wouldn't be the entire truth because Synergy is a rewrite of Shades of the Moon. I shared the first chapter of Shades of my Moon with my friends in April 2017. You could say that I've been working on this story for over five years already.

Obviously, I'm not doing this full-time—mostly I'm just writing an hour or two per day. I took breaks from time to time too. Still, I think we can all agree that maintaining the same level of motivation over the years is impossible. And don't get me wrong; this here isn't me announcing that I'm dropping Synergy. I still have that strong, underlying desire to finish the story that I've dreamt up.

But you can call this burnout, I suppose. I don't particularly feel burned out, and I don't believe that I've ever felt complete burnout in the last five years, but it's still something. I have plans and ideas for how to continue the story in Act 5, but I certainly feel less motivated about putting effort into writing it. The why is a complex issue, with many reasons adding together; some IRL factors, some other story ideas contesting for my attention, and ... also the lack of feedback.

I've always claimed that I'm writing Synergy for myself, and it doesn't matter whether I have 10000 readers or just 10. I wish that it were still true, but I can't really deny that my motivation has also been greatly affected by all the interaction with my readers (or the lack thereof). Funny, because if I have never "made it big" (alright, Synergy has never really been that big, to be honest), I would have cared way less. But now that I've tasted what it's like to receive constant feedback on my work – the very reason why I'm publishing for free on RoyalRoad! – it's hard not to feel disappointed after seeing the difference. Oh, but please don't take this as an accusation; I'm thankful that there's anyone at all who is still keeping up with my story.

Future releases

And so, we arrived at the topic that you're probably the most interested in: when will Synergy continue?

The short (and disturbing) answer is that I don't know. Unlike before previous releases, I don't want to set a deadline here. I do have some plans, however:


	I'm going to take a short break to avoid complete burnout with this novel.

	When I return to publishing again, it's going to be with the complete first draft of Act 5 and Act 6 of Synergy.



From these you can safely assume that there won't be a new chapter anytime soon.

I don't yet know whether "taking a break" will mean completely refraining from writing or just writing something else. I do have lots of story ideas, and I'm confident that a new story would be much better because I learned a lot from my mistakes in Synergy ... but if I decide to write something else, I need to be careful not to be too ambitious in scope. A short story, at most.

As for why I'm waiting until I have both Act 5 and Act 6 finished – that is, the entire story completed – it's because I'm going to lose readers during the hiatus no matter what. Perhaps I'll lose fewer of you if there is no additional hiatus between Act 5 and Act 6. It would also serve the story better, I think, since Acts 5 and 6 are supposed to be read together as Book 3.

To be fair, I don't expect much improvement either way. It's obvious that the publishing method I'm using doesn't work, but it's the best I can do. I'm still not comfortable releasing chapters right after I write them—I need the buffer chapters for revisions. In hindsight, this web novel format is probably not for me; although the chapter-by-chapter feedback is nice, I'm certainly more comfortable writing Synergy like a book. But I started to publish on Royal Road like this, and I'm determined to see it through now.
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