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      Waking with a start, the archmage waved a hand, calling forth a pitcher of water from his bedside table. The liquid was cool upon his lips, kept in an enchanted container that ensured it always stayed just above freezing. After drinking his fill, he set the water aside, contemplating his dream.

      That it was from the gods, he had no doubt. Mages could manage all manner of tricks in the world of dreams, but there was something distinctive about a divine vision. If anyone had managed to counterfeit it, then they’d kept the skill a secret, and wisely so. Working on a magic like that was an excellent way to get the wrong kind of divine attention.

      What remained was the decision to be made. Gods rarely demanded, unless one was pledged to their direct service, which the archmage was very firmly not. Gods merely manipulated situations until doing what they wanted seemed like the only reasonable option. It was why he’d avoided dealing with them for the most part, happier to chase the fancy of magic itself than appease its stewards. Unfortunately, it seemed his student had gotten himself into something of a pickle.

      Rising from his bed, the archmage puttered over to his desk. Even away from the office, there was no escape from the work demanded of him; the second desk had been a necessity since gaining a seat on the Table of Mages. Across it were sprawled dozens of documents: forms and letters, requests for funding, incident reports about a noxious fog someone had created that turned frogs into falcons. Leaving would mean finding someone to cover his responsibilities, which would entail trading favors. On such short notice, he’d have little leverage; the deals would all be slanted against him. Plus, the work would only be half-done, just enough to keep the enchanted lights on, which meant he’d return to a huge backlog.

      So many good reasons to turn it down, yet the archmage reached past his desk and pulled out an enchanted bag. Packing would come first; then would be the time for making arrangements. Not much time to work in, which only made the challenge more fun.

      Once upon a time, before desks and forms, the archmage had been out in the world. He’d faced perils and monsters, enjoying the exponential growth in power that only adventuring could provide. It was how he’d grown strong enough to claim the title of archmage, and then his seat at the Table of Mages.

      Duty had shackled him to his luxurious quarters and office, and tonight, the gods offered a key.

      No matter how they might grouse about it, nobody would outright object to the archmage accepting a direct mission from a god. Such objections would be an excellent way to discover one’s luck suddenly turning to crap, a surefire path to finding many priests suddenly unwilling to offer so much as a minor mending for a scrape. Even if they couldn’t make direct demands, the gods were not above being petty to those who stood in their way.

      Tossing in some robes and a few spare pairs of comfortable boots, the archmage decided to add a dozen or so primers on introductory magic. Without knowing exactly how his student had developed since their last meeting, he couldn’t be sure where to focus his teaching, so he opted to bring a range of sources instead. It would be interesting to see how his student had grown; the man was a unique case, to say the least.

      To his knowledge, the archmage was the only person in his entire guild to ever have taken a half-orc as a wizarding apprentice.
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      “Somebody really went whole hog at the stationery store.” Cheri ran her finger along the embossed cardstock, noting how smooth the material was to the touch. Each printed letter was deeply etched and colored perfectly, the elegant script nearly too complex to read without quite crossing into illegibility. It resembled a movie prop more than something they’d actually get in the mail, especially sandwiched between bills for their mom and a flyer for a local pizza-parlor/car-wash.

      While his sister occupied herself with the physical aspects of the invitation, Russell Novak was more concerned with what those lovely letters actually said. It was initially confusing: the invitation straddled a line between fiction and reality—or what Russell considered reality, anyway. Thanks to playing the mysterious modules from Broken Bridge Publishing, the same company whose signature adorned the bottom of the invite, Russell had experienced actual magic. That was the sort of thing that made one reconsider their ideas of what was and wasn’t real, though said speculation had led to little in the way of answers.

      Their only hope in that vein lay with the strange modules, and despite constant searching, Russell had turned up no new rumors about fresh content since the last release. It had been quite a thrilling quest to enter the legendary city of Lumal, one that ultimately ended in horror as they learned the kingdom was under assault. Since then, the rest of his Spells, Swords, & Stealth party had been taking on small quests to search for information, while Russell had spent many sleepless nights scouring the web for any hints. It had entailed a great deal of effort and worry, all of which felt a tad pointless as he carefully read the invitation for a fifth time.

      Once one got past the striking presentation and the curious premise, there was actually quite a lot of straightforward information given. A time, location, even hints at what was to come—more than Russell had ever expected to receive in a single missive.

      If only the news it carried had been better.

      “Gorrian’s Eve… I know that, don’t I?” It seemed Cheri had finally finished poking the page and had moved on to processing what it told them. “The name itches some damn part of my brain.”

      “It’s one of the yearly events in the Spells, Swords, & Stealth world,” Russell reminded her. “We’ve played in a few games where it was used before. According to legend, it celebrates the moment a hero named Gorrian killed a monster that threatened the entire continent. Nobles have big galas and events, while the common folk will come together as a community for a feast.”

      Cheri chuckled, pointing to a section near the top. “Since they refer to you as ‘Aspiring Liege’ Russell Novak, guess they’re leaning hard into the noble angle.”

      She did have a point, one corroborated by everything else about the document, from the pageantry of its design to the fiction of its contents. The invitation was written as if sent to someone in the world of Spells, Swords, & Stealth, the role-playing game in which Russell and Cheri’s party had been playing the mysterious modules. It extended an offer of warmth and hospitality to him and his fellow adventurers, all of whom were listed by name. Except their real names weren’t printed. Nowhere was “Bert” on the invite; the name “Wimberly” was waiting instead of the muscular man’s true moniker. Same for Alexis, whose half-elf’s name—Gelthorn—was written right below. Timanuel’s name was the closest, since it had part of Tim’s actual name in it. Last was Chalara, the wizard played by Cheri.

      At no point in his dealing with Broken Bridge had Russell ever given over those names. They weren’t secret, per se, but there shouldn’t have been any way for the company to know them. Of course, once one has had magic reach inside and puppet their body, the bar for strangeness becomes substantially elevated. Russell barely paid the issue of name knowledge more than a few passing thoughts. It might have occupied more of his brain, were there not a more pressing problem to deal with.

      “Have you reached the schedule yet?”

      “Still trying to get my head around this ‘we invite you for a social event’ premise. The hell does that even mean for tabletop gaming?” A look of genuine horror flashed across Cheri’s face. “If they try to make us LARP, I swear I’ll burn that whole place to the ground.”

      “If we don’t figure something out, that might not even have a chance to be an issue.” Russell watched as his words jump-started Cheri’s curiosity, her eyes taking in the remainder of the invite far faster than before.

      As she reached the bottom, where a timetable was outlined, her expression pinched. “Shit on a sorcerer. This shindig runs over an entire weekend, and it’s several hours away.”

      “Exactly,” Russell concurred. Their lodgings would hopefully not be an issue, as the invitation clearly stated that accommodations and meals would be provided. No, they faced a far greater hurdle for this particular task. “Maybe we’re getting ahead of ourselves though. It’s possible not all of the others will want or be able to go.”

      Phone in hand, Cheri was already midway through a text that Russell could only presume would be going to the rest of their gaming group. “Bert’s been asking about any news once per week like clockwork—safe to say that dude is down. Alexis would be my biggest concern. I’m not sure how she’ll do around more people, but with Bert there, I’m betting she braves it. As for Tim… come on. Even if he didn’t love the game so much, he wants answers more than any of us.”

      Although Russell wasn’t entirely prepared to concede that last point, he could understand Cheri’s reasoning. Of them all, only Tim had encountered one of his own prior characters in the modules, a character he’d lost in their instance of magic at the table. It opened a tremendous number of uncertainties regarding the game and their interactions with it, to say nothing of the concept of identity itself.

      “My point is, those three are going to make it happen by hook or by crook, so we need to get our own shit together,” Cheri continued. “If it was just me, it would be fine, but the game literally can’t happen without you there too. And for a trip like this, there’s no way around it. She’s going to want to know why.”

      Cheri had hit square upon the root of their dilemma. In order to be away for an entire weekend, across state lines no less, Russell would need their mom’s permission.

      The trouble was, Marsha Novak refused to talk about anything to do with Spells, Swords, & Stealth.
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        * * *

      

      Gabrielle cut through another split-bear, her axe striking the midsection where both bear torsos grew out of shared legs. Between her undead strength and the sharpness of her blade, not even the spine offered much resistance. She spun from the twin sets of snapping jaws, leaving them to bleed out as a new split-bear moved into range.

      The others were nearby, weapons in hand, ready to jump in at a moment’s notice if needed. To the untrained eye, it might have appeared cruel for them to be standing around, leaving her to face the danger alone. Especially considering that two of the watchers, Timuscor and Thistle, were both clad in full sets of armor. It was befitting of their roles, considering both were paladins, though that was where the similarities diverged sharply. Even setting aside the origins of their paladin abilities, Timuscor was human, with the physique of one well-trained for battle and the use of sword and shield, whereas Thistle was a gnome who wielded both throwing daggers and an especially adept intellect.

      Standing next to the armored pair was a half-orc who looked imposing enough on his own; the charred staff with a hunk of bone sticking out only added to the effect. Of course, that was without considering the spells Grumph could cast, since he was in fact the party’s wizard.

      Unlike the others, Eric was circling around as Gabrielle fought, though he too was keeping a careful distance. Considering he was a rogue, finding the right angle of attack was critical if he wanted to be of help. Eric and Gabrielle had grown up together—she, the mayor’s daughter who constantly ended up kidnapped by goblins and he, her guard. Since shedding his cumbersome armor, Eric had certainly come into his own; every day he moved with more grace and less sound. The clumsy guard she’d known for so long seemed a lifetime away now.

      As Gabrielle’s blade cut through the third bear, taking off one of its heads in a slash she’d never have managed in her purely human days, her mind turned to her past self. It was hard to imagine the frustrated woman choked by the expectations of society and her role in it, especially compared to the axe-wielding barbarian clad in armor made from a slain demon. Then again, there were things she missed from her old life. Like, well… life.

      Thanks to an unfortunate combination of various combined magical forces and a whole lot of bodily injury, Gabrielle had been turned into a pseudo-lich. Part of her soul was bonded to the very axe she used to cleave through the third split-bear’s chest. It soon joined its beheaded brethren flopping on the ground. In fact, her pseudo-lich condition was why she alone fought the three monsters that had attacked them.

      While the others would be able to make a meal from the creature’s flesh, Gabrielle had come to believe that she could only be sustained by the life energy that came from killing. It fed her axe, which in turn kept her the magically-animated kind of corpse, as opposed to the normal sort. And unfortunately, as she felt the energy of three sizable beasts flowing into her weapon, Gabrielle’s suspicion was confirmed.

      She hadn’t mentioned anything to the others, not when there was already enough to worry about. The soul of Thistle’s wife, Madroria, had been stolen from her proper afterlife by Kalzidar, a god they’d managed to agitate several times over. While Madroria still carried some protection from her own god, the abduction weighed on Thistle visibly; who knew what horrors awaited should that divine defense falter.

      Compared to facing off with a vengeful god who’d stolen a loved one, Gabrielle felt her concern could wait. It wasn’t especially pressing, not when she could hunt so freely. There had been no shortage of monsters and wildlife on their trek to the kingdom of Thatchshire, meaning she and the axe were staying well-fed, especially as Gabrielle grew more accustomed to doing battle with her undead strengths.

      “Looks like that’s another fight in Gabby’s favor.” Eric sheathed his short sword—a curious weapon for a rogue, but she knew it was a keepsake inherited from his father. “I’m starting to feel a little useless out here.”

      “Funny, I’m starting to feel like a proper barbarian. There was a time we’d all have needed to pitch in for these, but now, I can handle them while you save your spells and tricks.” Scanning the forest edging up to the road, Gabrielle searched for more potential threats. She wasn’t expecting much. If anything was there, Eric would have called it out; he’d noticed the split-bears well down the road, at what seemed a near impossible distance at the time. It probably should have been for most people, but time as an adventurer was teaching them all just how flexible some limitations were, especially where magic was involved.

      There were no threats; however, Gabrielle did notice something. A feeling of slight unease, emanating from further down the road, something lurking past a dense patch of trees obscuring their view. She’d never felt anything quite like it, which turned out to be a helpful hint in understanding what was going on.

      “I think… I think the temple is just up ahead.” Gabrielle pointed in the direction of her bad feeling, the act adding an extra sour note to her stomach. Undead creatures generally avoided temples, and Gabrielle was quickly beginning to see why. It took actual willpower to move herself closer to that feeling, though thankfully, it didn’t immediately intensify. “Call it a gut hunch.”

      No one questioned her declaration. The others responded by getting back atop their mounts, while Gabrielle did the same. In little time, they were riding once more, Thistle out at the front. He made no mention of the time constraint, never spoke of his fears in hopes of hurrying them faster. Thistle bore all his burdens silently, yet it never slipped the others’ notice that he was always at the front of the formation, despite Eric’s keener senses. It wasn’t a need to snatch up the role as their lead: Thistle already had that, along with their trust. It was simply that he couldn’t bear to not be moving toward the temple, and therefore saving Madroria, as fast as possible.

      Grumph rode close behind Thistle, always near his side, even more so since the abduction. Sometimes, Gabrielle thought she saw Grumph staring at Thistle, like he was trying to suss out the workings of that gnomish mind. They were all worried about Thistle, though Grumph’s concern evidently manifested in a leering fashion.

      The two rounded the twist in the road before anyone else, and Gabrielle heard a voice ring out soon after. Someone was waiting for them? Even knowing they were supposed to meet allies, that felt a bit too convenient. Gabrielle urged her horse onward, thankful it wasn’t her own feet being forced to move her closer to what she still assumed was a temple. Or perhaps it was now that she hoped it to be a temple. Otherwise, she’d just urged her friends toward something that gave an undead body bad vibes, which couldn’t possibly bode well for the living.

      Bolting around the twist in the road, she quickly spotted the building, a mild shudder running through her bones at the sight. It was a temple, as suspected, a large symbol to Mithingow displayed on the front, along with the smaller crests of other gods, indicating that it was a space that could be used by followers of gods Mithingow had aligned with. No sooner had she taken in the scene than her eyes attempted to jerk away, an impulse she was happy to indulge.

      Her gaze soon landed on Grumph, who she was shocked to see already engaged in combat. The half-orc was off his horse, staff on the ground, locked in a hold with someone wearing robes. This close to a temple, that probably meant a magic user—evidently one who could hold their own with Grumph.

      Anger pounded in Gabrielle’s heart, trying to gather into the true fury that forced mana into her muscles and temporarily augmented her strength and endurance. She pushed back at the instinct, however. With Grumph so close, there was no room to be sloppy; precision mattered more than power until he was clear.

      Deciding to waste no time, Gabrielle leapt down from her horse in a single bound, legs jarring at the impact, yet continuing forward as she demanded. Her axe was already in hand, raised high overhead, when the unknown attacker released Grumph. A familiar face looked at Gabrielle, though it was one she couldn’t quite place. The man watched her advance for roughly five steps before making a quick motion with his hand.

      Suddenly, the world turned upside down as Gabrielle spun vertically, her feet turned to the sky and face crashing against the soft grass. She skidded to a halt, then scrambled up, embarrassment cutting through her worry for Grumph.

      “Gabrielle, it’s nice to see you again too.”

      Finally, she remembered where she’d seen that face before, and quickly realized why Grumph would be hugging this man—an embrace she’d mistaken for an attack. “Sorry about that, Dejy. It’s been a long trip with a lot of attacks. Might be a little on edge.”

      Eric and Timuscor were riding up behind, looking at the stranger with moderate concern, followed by Gabrielle’s now-riderless horse. Stepping forward, only partially motivated by embarrassment at her own reaction, Gabrielle called out: “It’s okay. Dejy’s a friend. He’s helped us before. In fact, Dejy is the one who worked with Grumph on his magic.”

      “And imagine his surprise when he got asked by the actual gods themselves to come offer more help,” Dejy chimed in. “These are matters best spoken of under a temple’s roof, however, where even the prying ears of other deities can’t listen. Come inside, we have quite a bit to talk about.”
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      Anyone in frequent contact with the foolhardy lot facing constant monsters and dungeons who called themselves adventurers became used to certain oddities. Their strange manner of speech, using words and slang that seemed to change with the passing seasons—which inevitably soaked into the local lexicons—as well as their apparent disregard for death, which manifested into bravery for many and recklessness for far more, were but a few. As Dejy looked over the party walking into the church behind him, he was reminded of another aspect of adventurers, or at least the newer ones: they had the capacity to grow quickly.

      In just the span of the seasons since Dejy had last looked upon Grumph and Gabrielle, both had changed substantially. Gabrielle’s alterations were more obvious: the new strength with which she’d leapt from her horse—to say nothing of the pale complexion and dark hair. Whereas Grumph, to the untrained eye, appeared much the same as when they’d last met. Dejy’s eyes were that of an archmage, however, and were far from untrained, even without the spells augmenting his sight. He could see the growth in Grumph’s mana capacity, as well as the overall amount flowing through his body. While the gods hadn’t been so kind as to fill him in on every detail, it was obvious this party had been through quite a bit in their time since Cadence Hollow.

      Stepping through the church’s doorway, Dejy moved aside, permitting himself an excellent view to examine the others as they followed. Thistle was instantly recognizable. For as stoic as Grumph was, several days spent drilling magic lessons had still produced some small talk, during which the half-orc spoke about his oldest friend. While the details had been sparse, there were only so many gnomes who wore full suits of armor; most relied on their size and agility in combat. A paladin certainly made for an exception, even one with a constant crackle of worry flashing in his eyes. Thistle’s situation had been explained to Dejy in his vision-dream, and he could only imagine his own terror and rage at such a predicament. Considering the burden he was under, Thistle was quite composed.

      Next came the man Dejy knew the least about, the one who was adorned in gleaming metal armor like Thistle before him. Timuscor had been mentioned in passing at most, and the gods had added little more. A knight, one who had apparently picked up a pet boar on his travels, which was dressed in a suit of armor matching the knight’s own. Dejy blinked in surprise at that last detail, looking over the animal once more to be certain.

      “His name is Mr. Peppers,” Timuscor supplied helpfully, clearing noticing Dejy’s stare at the pig.

      Glancing around, Dejy waited to see if any priests would come racing out, demanding the animal be removed from a sacred place. Like most mages, Dejy paid respect to Zalorn, god of magical harmony, though as a wizard, he spent more time in the temples of Merriweather, god of lore and study. Neither’s temple would object to animals being present, given the prevalence of familiars among mages, but every god had their own doctrines to follow. When no one came dashing out, Dejy presumed the creature had either gone unnoticed or was a non-issue; whatever the case, he had no desire to bring more attention to Mr. Peppers.

      Thankfully, the boar was soon out of the way, as Gabrielle entered with the last member of their party, a human who, by process of elimination, could only be Eric. The young man was quite unassuming, aside from his leather armor and the blade on his hip. However, Dejy noted the way mana flowed through his limbs as he moved, quieting his steps all the way down to the tissue of his muscles. It was nowhere near silent, but Dejy knew a rogue when he saw one.

      Just as he was about to begin introductions, Dejy realized that Eric had stepped through the temple’s threshold alone. Gabrielle lingered on the other side, brow furrowed as she rocked from side to side. “Are we sure it’s okay for me to go in a temple?”

      “As I understand it, Mithingow herself has invited you here,” Dejy assured her. “Whatever protections this ground has against the undead, they don’t apply when the god who fuels them decides to make an exception. If it helps, I am certain that were you not a special case, you couldn’t have even come this close to begin with.”

      He’d been expecting slightly more fretting, but Gabrielle surprised him by simply nodding and stepping forward. She did wince while stepping across the threshold; however, there was no sign of harm done, and her posture visibly relaxed after making it to the other side. “Hey, what do you know? My bad feeling went away. Guess I really am invited.”

      “Very much so. In fact, we have things to discuss regarding your situation.” Dejy took one last look around the church’s entrance, making sure there were no more surprise animals accompanying the group, then motioned for everyone to follow. “But we can talk about that soon.”

      The temple Mithingow had sent them to was in a remote region on the eastern edge of Thatchshire, arguably as much a waystation for travelers as a temple to the gods. At the moment, there was no one else present, save for the priests, but one never knew when a passing caravan would pause to rest and pray for safe journeys. Leading the others along, Dejy went down several flights of stairs, into the cellars, before entering a twisting series of hallways. With a snap of his fingers, the archmage called forth several glowing orbs that helped them see in the underground passages. Were he navigating on his own, Dejy would have been as hopelessly lost as many others who’d gone exploring in this small maze and ended up at the entrance. Thanks to the divine knowledge imparted in his dream, it was a relatively simple matter to navigate along until he reached the section of wall with a hidden doorway.

      His hand touched the secret panel like he’d done it a thousand times and knew the spot by heart. For as inconsiderate as gods could be when they came barging into dreams demanding favors, the tools they provided certainly worked well. A nearby corner of the hallway parted along its vertical seam, revealing a new source of light. Dejy walked in first, forcing himself to keep going rather than marvel at the ornate room he’d only seen in his dreams.

      Runes were worked into the floor and walls via a gleaming, silver-white metal fused to the natural stone. They shone delicately as they wound all the way up to the ceiling. A huge stone table sat in the center of the small cavern, surrounded by three times the number of seats the party would occupy, even including Mr. Peppers. Arranged around the room were various shelves and racks, most of which contained books and papers, though there were a few weapons and pieces of armor in the mix. None gave off the telltale gleam of enchantment to Dejy’s enhanced sight, nor had he expected otherwise. The information in the room was likely the real treasure being protected, and his hands ached to pore through the various tomes, learning who-knew-how-many secrets of the arcane.

      Knowing that he was in the heart of a god’s home, on a job from her, was a helpful aid to his willpower. Mithingow would certainly be watching and probably become none too happy if he slacked off on the task at hand to burrow into books. Dejy instead turned his focus to the others walking through the opening. As Grumph finished squeezing through, Dejy hit a far more obvious switch, causing the secret doorway to seal back up. When the wall rejoined, so too did the sections of metal runes embedded on it, causing them to flash briefly.

      “There we are, should be able to speak freely now.” Dejy made a practiced bow, one of the courtly gestures his position had left him far too experienced with. “As Gabrielle explained, my name is Dejy, and I am an archmage. In case any of you are unfamiliar with the title, an archmage is any spellcaster who has surpassed certain thresholds of power, meaning I’m quite the capable wizard. Additionally, as of an unexpected dream several nights ago, it seems I have been recruited by the gods to aid you in your situation with Kalzidar.”

      “We thank you for it,” Thistle said, his voice still calm despite the subject at hand. “Against a god, we’ll need any and all aid that can be managed. But I’ve forgotten my manners.” Mimicking Dejy’s bow as best he was able, Thistle added a dip of the head. “I am Thistle, paladin of Grumble, and these men are Eric and Timuscor. Grumph has spoken highly of you, and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “I’m quite happy for the chance to meet you all, as well, not to mention to catch up with a former student. Now, with greetings exchanged, let us dispense with the formality,” Dejy suggested. “It will only slow down our discussion, and there’s no one with a fancy title who can see us down here.”

      Thistle rose from the bow and lifted his head, marveling at the glowing metal surrounding them. “I presume this place can keep our conversation private?”

      “That, or Mithingow really wanted to show off.” Dejy took a seat at the table, and the others joined him.

      When Grumph and Thistle touched chairs, the objects suddenly warped in shape. Grumph’s expanded, becoming large enough to accommodate his muscular bulk, whereas Thistle’s slimmed down, while also adding a series of steps that permitted easier access. Not necessarily the flashiest of enchantments out there, but Dejy could appreciate the craftsmanship in a spell that performed so flawlessly.

      As the others settled in, Dejy resumed his speech. “I’ve been given a general idea of what’s happening, but I think it’s best if I hear your experiences as well. The gods can be… they don’t always think the same details are important as mortals.”

      So, one by one, the party began to recount their dealings with Kalzidar. It started with the part of the tale Dejy knew, where they’d found a piece of Kalzidar’s divinity near the town of Briarwillow and helped destroy it. Then they told of their adventures in Alcatham, where Eric received rogue training and they collectively took on a Grand Quest. That was where Gabrielle had been changed, prompting them to head for Lumal in search of information on her condition. When they took a detour into the town of Notch, a hidden village populated by former adventurers of incredible power, Kalzidar had taken the opportunity to pen them in, keeping the party occupied while he worked his plan to steal the soul of Madroria, Thistle’s wife. It was not an easy plan, and had required his priests to attack the Kingdom of Lumal, breaking into their vaults to access powerful artifacts. Unfortunately, the wicked god had been successful, which was why the party had traveled to a temple on the edge of Thatchshire.

      When the story reached the point where they rejoined Dejy, it came to a natural conclusion. The room fell into silence as everyone looked at him, visibly wondering what guidance the gods had imparted.

      Putting on his best serious face, the one he used when attending meetings with the Table of Mages, Dejy rose from his chair to address the room. “There is something you all need to understand before we move forward: we are not in this room to prevent only Kalzidar from overhearing. While he is the opponent, we can’t assume him to be a solitary one. Gods are nothing if not influential, and Kalzidar brokers directly in power and favors, even among other deities. Moving against him will bring forth opposition from unpredictable sources, meaning it’s best if your attacks are surprises as well. Outside this room, be careful what you say, and to whom. Even those worthy of trust may betray it without meaning to, and Kalzidar is more trickster than fighter in the first place.”

      “Is that why Mithingow didn’t send one of her own followers?” Eric asked. “Trying to keep from drawing too much attention, or just didn’t want her people swept up in a divine grudge match? As for me, I’m used to being hated by one god already; I’d happily take on a new one or two if it meant paying Kalzidar back in the process.”

      “Madroria was a friend. One god or one thousand, her abduction will not stand.” Grumph’s gaze flicked to Thistle, then over to Dejy himself. “But you need not incur such wrath.”

      With a well-honed smile that looked easygoing, Dejy waved off his concern. “I don’t plan on it. Officially speaking, I’m here, aiding you all in recovering Madroria, a quest none of the other gods have issue with, at least not publicly. Messing with another god’s afterlife is a big deal all around, not the sort of stance any deity can condone. It’s the part where we know Kalzidar will try to stop you that things get a bit sticky, but I’ve got solid deniability. None of the three gods helping us are the sort to sell out a loyal helper… although, I’ll probably seek out some additional protections, just to be safe.”

      Everyone in the room jumped as Gabrielle set her axe against the table, inadvertently causing a loud clang. “If you really get down to it, I’ve died already. Back in the dragon’s treasure room, my heart stopped beating and has never restarted. What time I have now is an unforeseen extra, a gift of magic and fortune. I can’t think of a better way to use that than in helping out my friend, and if the gods strike me down, who knows, maybe I’ll get back up again as something even stronger.”

      “A person is in need, and while it remains to be seen if we have the strength to save her, we have at least enough in us to try.” Timuscor laid one hand on the pommel of his sword and used the other to scratch under Mr. Peppers’ chin, who was seated at his side. “I will see this through to the end, whatever that should be.”

      All eyes drifted to Thistle, who was taking in the scene with sharp, steady eyes. “I thank you all, from the bottom of my heart. Much as I wish I could take on this burden alone, my rage hasn’t concealed my own shortcomings, which, against a divine opponent, are numerous. Dejy’s warning changes nothing for me; were he to tell me every god in existence stood against us, my path would remain the same. I will not rest until she is returned to her rightful heaven, even knowing I will likely have to go through Kalzidar to reach her.”

      A heavy silence threatened to overwhelm the room, cut short as Dejy produced a bag seemingly from nowhere, his hand loudly digging around inside. “Since everyone is determined to continue, I should probably start doling out some of that guidance I was tasked with.” Sending his arm deeper into the bag than it should have been able to accommodate, Dejy wrenched his fist out in triumph, a partially folded map clutched in his grip.

      “Although, I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting a task from the gods to be quite so literal.”
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      “This treads dangerously close to overstepping.” Zalorn had as many forms as a library had pages, yet her innate sense of authority remained constant. While none of the gods had enough strength to claim dominion over the others, as a god who served the balance of all things, Zalorn had the will of magic on her side. Magic could be temperamental, unexpected, obstinate, joyous—anything it wanted—and was quick to change without warning. Not even the gods knew where magic’s favor would fall, save for on the side of one who served it well.

      Today, she wore the shape of a fulxon, a species of magical bird that nested on the cliffs of mountains near high concentrations of magic. It made her already taciturn expressions even harder to read, a factor Grumble did not expect was mere coincidence.

      He and Mithingow stood below Zalorn and the other assembled gods, who were seated on thrones floating above them. Below his feet was stone older than most of the gods themselves, certainly all of those present; beyond them lay an endless expanse of sky that looked to be miles above the clouds themselves. Convening so many divine beings in their own domains was a complicated affair. Long before Grumble’s time, this place had been chosen as a meeting spot: a place for discussions, to deal with matters of concern before they could escalate to conflict, or even war. It was the highest point on the mortal plane, brushing against the base of the heavens themselves.

      Stepping forward, the kobold surveyed his peers, knowing how many would be offended that he thought of them as such. The god of the minions had no great temples or golden statues in his honor. The prayers he received were quick and desperate, the offerings meager from the scraps most of his people could spare. If not for Mithingow at his side, he doubted so many would have come forth, but the god of the gnomes commanded, and demanded, respect.

      “Close, perhaps, yet by your own words, our plans do not quite overstep. What we intend to offer is guidance, well within the ambit of what a god may bequeath unto their followers.”

      “Guidance is one thing. You’re talking about steering them toward some exceptionally dangerous information.” Adamus, god of the humans, was unsurprisingly human-shaped, albeit somewhat unique by inclusion of a perfect jaw and sculpted physique. Not that Grumble could judge too harshly. He’d lengthened the spines along his back and narrowed his snout upon gaining divine powers; vanity was a common curse, even among gods.

      This time, it was Mithingow who responded, her tone not nearly so appeasing as Grumble’s. “They seek to retake a soul abducted from a divine realm with one of our own working directly against them. If dangerous power were not needed for such a task, it would mean facing a god was not a considerable enough threat to warrant it.”

      A thud rang out, the gloved hand of Longinus slamming down onto the armrest of his throne. While he too was human, Longinus looked much the same as he had in his mortal days, only with fewer scars. “It is wrong to put such a task on mortals alone. Kalzidar has gone against the very foundations by which we reward our devoted souls. We should be taking up arms against him ourselves, not protesting over what help we can offer those set against such an impossible task.”

      Grumble gave the man a nod of appreciation; he hadn’t been quite sure where Longinus’s sentiments would fall, but as the god of heroics and valor, it was unsurprising that he wished to tackle the issue directly. Unfortunately, Grumble already knew that path would be blocked even before Zalorn’s feathered head began shaking.

      “Kalzidar too walked the edge, yet he did not step across. He accomplished his feat through mortal pawns and artifacts. His actions do call for retribution, but it must adhere to the same methods, and be sought by those wronged directly.”

      “Don’t suppose I could get a slice of that action, seeing as this endangers a soul I’m actively wooing?” Tristan was another god who enjoyed the fluid nature of their bodies, changing faces like outfits, though they were always handsome. It fit him, though; a god of the rogues was well served by being unrecognizable.

      Another stiff-necked head shake from Zalorn. “Neither you nor Grumble has gained the faith of his soul, therefore neither may claim him.”

      “That does get down to the issue at hand, doesn’t it?” This voice came from a woman who looked mostly elven, save for the pair of horns on her forehead. Unlike the rest of her body, these did not appear to have grown naturally; they looked as if they’d been ripped from another creature and crudely stitched in place. “Kalzidar played his game well, and as Zalorn said, this solely concerns Grumble and Mithingow. Yes, what they need is in those woods, but getting it will likely avail them to certain truths, ones that pertain to far more than just Kalzidar. Do we really want to let mortals near that, even passingly, for the sake of two gods, one of whom is Grumble?”

      Harsh as her words were, Ashael’s tone never came close to venomous, largely sounding as neutral as ever. Mortals often got the wrong idea about the god of blood and slaughter; she was not a hothead or mindless killer. Ashael loved killing: she savored it and was deeply thoughtful about the artform as a whole. She also spoke her mind truly and freely, which Grumble appreciated, even when it worked against him, like today.

      “You have misspoken.” The jerkiness of Zalorn’s avian neck added an extra punctuation to her words, like she was trying to glare Ashael down. “I did not claim the matter concerned solely Grumble and Mithingow. I stated that only those wronged could seek retribution.”

      “Which is only those two,” Ashael replied, eyes narrowing. Were Zalorn a mortal, or even a weaker god, she would have taken flight at that sight alone. “Grumble, for the soul and sake of his paladin. Mithingow, for the sanctity of her domain. As I said, only two gods.”

      A shadow fell across the stone platform and the thrones floating around it, yet there was no object to cast it. From within the darkness, a shape stepped forth, an avatar formed of magical energy, and poorly at that. Nebulous around the edges, the shadow person stepped forward, staring directly at Ashael.

      “Three. My domain was compromised as well, and I do not take it lightly. These two speak for we three because I do not have the time to sit around in some mockery of decision making.” The voice was as insubstantial as the form, like the wind had decided to attempt speech. “Now, are there any more objections? Some of us have work to do.”

      It should have been laughable, a mere magical projection glaring at a god in their true form. Yet Ashael said nothing, signaling her satisfaction. There was only one god who used such slapdash avatars in place of actual manifestation, only one who complained about their workload and showed no fear of any other deity.

      Now that those watching knew who Grumble and Mithingow had at their backs, the minor objections dried up swiftly. None of them had true claim to object, or Zalorn would have called it out from the start. Tossing up small complaints and protests was as much about throwing their weight around as it was keeping limits on Grumble and Mithingow’s plans. With the arrival of this third, however, such games lost their sport.

      Even among other deities, there were few who would risk ire from the god of death.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “There’s a reason this temple was chosen to host secret facilities like our current room.” Having spread the map out on the table, Dejy motioned to Mithingow’s symbol near a sketch of a forest and a line representing the road. “We’re near a junction where multiple roads and paths intersect, meaning you have straightforward travel to several different destinations. That’s important, because you’re going to need multiple objects from different locations.”

      It took effort for Thistle not to tighten his hand at that news. Every delay, every hurdle, he had to hide his frustration. Seconds, minutes, eating away at the time Mithingow’s power would continue to protect Madroria. Much as he wanted to leap up and screech at the news they’d be fetching multiple implements rather than one, it wouldn’t have changed the situation. Instead, he merely nodded, as if the task he’d expected hadn’t just tripled. If one set themselves against a god, it was only natural to expect obstacles.

      “One of them is fairly close. The others are a bit farther, but I’ve arranged for some expedited transportation,” Dejy continued. His hand tapped a gray area to their south, well past where the trees would have thinned out. “The Blight Stretch—actually, the reason this temple was originally built all the way out here. An area of deadlands where nothing natural grows and the very air is said to be poisonous.”

      His hand shifted over to the more-distant west, where a rough drawing of a book was waiting. “A repository of books, collected by scholars of Merriweather. Entry is merely a matter of coin, but I presume finding what you’re looking for will be a taller task.”

      Moving well north of the temple, his finger eventually settled on the sketch of a tree, which seemed redundant as it was in the middle of a massive forest. “The Wooden Glade. This one, I know nothing about. The gods gave me only a location, and the other guild mages had no record of anything here but trees, not that it’s been well explored by us. Little reported monster activity means not much call for anyone to go traipsing through it.”

      Leaning as far forward as his chair would safely allow, Thistle studied the map carefully. Unless Dejy’s method of transport was teleportation magic, they were going to be running up and down Thatchshire to reach all their targets. Sadly, the mere fact that the temple’s location mattered suggested that teleportation wouldn’t be used, as it would have rendered such concerns irrelevant. The most he could hope for was a means with magically augmented speed; there wasn’t much to be done about the kingdom’s geography.

      “Considering the layout, our best option would seem to be journeying to the Blight Stretch, then turning westward to visit the book repository before attempting the journey northward,” Thistle surmised. At the very least, he could ensure they were efficient in their movements, making up time wherever possible.

      The hint of tension in Dejy’s face was only there for a moment, but it prepared Thistle to receive even more bad news. “I hate having to say this, because I’ve known more than enough adventurers to expect your reaction will be an immediate no, so I’ll just ask that you try to hear me out. That route won’t be necessary, because your best option is to split up and take on all three at once.”

      Skepticism wore heavy on every face in the room; they all knew the danger in breaking apart. In Briarwillow and Cadence Hollow, it had been unavoidable: Thistle was literally trapped in place by his duty as a paladin. Knowingly separating their forces into not just two pieces, but three, was a hard proposition to swallow.

      “You surely have good reasons for this plan,” Grumph responded at last. “We would like to hear them.”

      “Better reactions than I expected.” Turning back to his map, Dejy began pointing once again. “Why shouldn’t everyone go from task to task? Simple: you wouldn’t all be able to help in the first place. Remember what I said about The Blight Stretch? Surviving that place takes powerful magic, or equally potent enchanted items, which none of you have. Gabrielle, however, won’t be affected, given that she’s undead. Now, the book repository could technically handle all of you, but considering the location, I wouldn’t anticipate too much danger. Which leaves The Wooden Glade.”

      Glancing up from the map, Dejy’s eyes fell on Timuscor, occasionally shifting over to Eric. “As little as the gods told me about this place, they were extremely clear about one point in particular: only the godless may enter.”

      While the phrasing could sound a tad harsh to those unfamiliar with such matters, Thistle knew the term referred to a soul that no god had claim over. “I see. That would explain why only Eric and Timuscor would be eligible.”

      “I don’t have a god I dedicatedly worship either,” Gabrielle pointed out.

      “Aye, yet I know that like most, you still toss out a prayer or an offering as needs demand. Most mortal souls have given some claim to the gods, through their actions if not their devotion. Eric is in a unique position of having two gods in contest for his faith, meaning neither can hold claim. As for Timuscor…” Not even Thistle was quite sure what to make of their unassuming ally, knowing the truth of what he was. “I suspect his choices have put him on a path all his own.”

      Tapping gently on the edge of his armrest, Eric surveyed the map once more. “I’m still not sure that splitting up is the safest move, but time is a factor, and I see the dilemma with our restrictions. Thistle, what do you think?”

      What Thistle thought was that splitting up would always be more dangerous, regardless of the circumstances. Even if they couldn’t enter the forest or deadlands together, having allies who could heal or lend support might make the difference between death and survival. But Thistle also understood that their decision was about more than just the danger of the moment. They were playing a game of gods, where pawns were expected to do as they were told. He trusted that Grumble and Mithingow were pointing them in helpful directions, but his goals and theirs were likely to eventually diverge. Still, for the moment, they had no better leads, and there was little sense in defying the wisdom of the gods without cause.

      Besides, considering he was a paladin of Grumble, Thistle probably owed his deity the benefit of the doubt. “I think perhaps Dejy should move on to the specifics of what, precisely, we’ll be needing from each location. It sounds as if we all have interesting trips awaiting us.”
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      Neither Russell nor Cheri could claim their mother was unfair in her feelings toward the Spells, Swords, & Stealth role-playing game. Setting aside her motivations for avoiding mention of it, which were impossible for either child to argue with, she still generally permitted her children to pursue their shared hobby, whatever her own inclinations. The only rule was that Marsha Novak had no desire to be in, around, or near any playing of the game, nor did she wish to discuss it.

      While much of their lives had eventually come back together after the accident, some memories were still too painful.

      It was a rule Cheri and Russell had both been sure to respect, scheduling their sessions for when their mother would be out of the house or otherwise occupied, yet now, they found themselves with little other choice in the matter. While he was in high school, Russell was still a minor. There was no chance he’d get permission for an out-of-state weekend trip without giving some sort of details on the reason. When Cheri had taken him for the other modules, they’d been day trips requiring little scrutiny, especially with his older sister to keep an eye out. This time, they had no such luck.

      Standing outside his mother’s home office, Russell listened in to make sure she wasn’t on a call with a client. After hearing only the constant clack of keys, he turned to Cheri, flashing a thumbs-up. Normally, that would have been all it took for her to go charging boldly into whatever situation they were up against; the differences between Cheri and Chalara were thin on even her best of days. Today, there was no such striding. Instead, Cheri was visibly working herself up for the task at hand.

      Feeling oddly out of place as the one in the lead, Russell knocked twice and opened the door, revealing the well-decorated home office of Marsha Novak. A law degree was framed on the wall over an antique desk cluttered by pictures of her family, a small microwave and mini-fridge were placed nearby for when she worked late into the night, and a bookshelf with a few knickknacks and keepsakes adorned the wall. It paled in comparison to her accommodations at the company’s physical headquarters, but having it allowed her to reduce the number of hours needed on commutes and increased that spent with her family.

      Spinning around in a high-backed chair, Marsha smiled at her children, taking off the headphones perched atop her head of dark hair. While Cheri had gotten their mother’s chin and nose, Russell bore the clearer resemblance to the woman, even more noticeable when both had been overworking themselves.

      “Not even nine on a Saturday and what do we have here? A teenage boy awake for the day, with his older sister already over from her dorm. I love the surprise, don’t get me wrong, but color me curious about the circumstances.”

      Growing up with someone who’d built their career around a sharp mind paired with keen observational skills had made for an interesting childhood. Neither Cheri nor Russell had ever been able to get away with much, though more than once, they’d thought a scheme or ploy successful, only to find that Marsha was playing along, waiting for the right moment to pounce. Cheri had once spent weeks plotting to fake sick: researching various ways to simulate different conditions, buying a trick thermometer to falsify a fever, even mashing oatmeal with various foods to create realistic fake vomit.

      At first, it seemed to have worked, and Cheri was granted her day off… until one by one, various “doctors” showed up to monitor her progress, explaining that her disparate symptoms were fascinating and warranted observation for safety. Should things persist, perhaps even blood samples would be drawn. To his sister’s credit, she’d been willing to deal with the needles rather than admit defeat, but eventually, Marsha emerged, Cheri’s schoolwork for the day in hand, revealing her deception.

      The strangest part of that incident, at least to Russell, was that after the dust had settled, Marsha had taken her daughter out for ice cream. The only explanation he’d ever gotten from his mother was that “she’d respected the hard work Cheri put in.” Russell might look more like Marsha, but he often thought it was Cheri who took after her.

      “We’re here because there’s an… event coming up. One that Cheri and I both want to attend.” Despite planning to open with the elephant in the room, Russell found his courage faltered, leaving it ambiguous for the moment. Thinking quickly, his brain justified it as a maneuver to get deeper into the conversation rather than risk being shut down right out of the gate. “It’s in a couple of weeks, plenty of time to prepare and check out the venue so you know we’ll be safe. But the thing is, it would run over the course of a few nights, and the event and hotel are out-of-state.”

      “Ahh, I see. That would indeed be a request warranting some special effort.” Tapping her hand against the edge of her headset a few times, Marsha’s mouth formed a warm smile. “Well, Cheri is an adult now, making her own choices, and while you’re still my little boy for a couple more years, that time is getting closer for you, too. Under the obvious condition that I will need to know a good deal more about the location, event, and people you’ll be attending with, in concept, I don’t object to you two attending. What is this event anyway, and does it have anything to do with why Cheri is being uncharacteristically silent?”

      A very optimistic, foolish piece of Russell had dared to hope he might somehow deftly maneuver the conversation in such a way that they’d be able to get the permission needed without having to touch on the taboo topic. With one blunt question, his mother had smashed that notion to oblivion. Steeling himself as best he was able, Russell forced his tongue into motion. “It’s a gaming event. Something special, invitation only, for a… famous role-playing… system.” Even though it was clear what they were discussing, Russell just couldn’t say the words in front of her.

      “Oh.” It wasn’t that her face fell; Marsha had far too much self-control for that. But the flare of an old, deep pain was impossible to miss, at least for her children. They’d seen the pain when it was fresh, and much as time had healed over, the telltale shift of her eyes and tightening in her neck muscles were unmistakable. “That’s… I’m sure it will be a fun time.” Blinking quickly, she reached over and grabbed a pad of paper from the top of her desk, along with a pen. “I take it to mean your friends will be going along too, then? Tim, for certain, but would this be with your new group, or with Mitch and his tagalongs?”

      Finally, after so much silence that Russell had nearly forgotten she was there, Cheri stepped forward and spoke up. “Mom, you don’t have to do this. I can handle checking things out and making sure Russell stays safe.”

      “Nuts to you, young lady,” Marsha shot back. She had already seemed to regain what little composure she’d lost, assuming one could trust what they saw on the surface. “I appreciate you both not involving me in that particular part of your lives, but I’m not so put off that I’d let it keep me from doing my duty as a mother, which absolutely includes knowing every bit about what’s going on. Especially since, if it’s your current group, that makes it a co-ed trip.”

      That aspect genuinely hadn’t even occurred to Russell; he enjoyed playing Spells, Swords, & Stealth with Alexis, but there had never been any sort of spark between them, not to mention most of their attention was frequently taken up by confronting the existence of magic. “Oh, um, with all respect to Alexis, you really don’t need to worry about that, Mom.”

      An inquisitive stare appeared on their mother’s face, which, despite being a mark of impending scrutiny, was still a striking improvement on her prior expression. “Russell, you said this was an event, correct? I take it to mean there’s more at work than just you and your friends driving out-of-state to play a game you could just as easily enjoy in our dining room.”

      “Sure, though we don’t know exactly what it entails. I’m sure it will be appropriate, though,” he tacked on quickly.

      “I’m sure.” Marsha certainly didn’t sound sure, nor did she linger on the point. “What I was driving at is that if this is an event, as you’ve so described, then you wouldn’t be the only ones attending. You’ll forgive me if before I let my sixteen-year-old son go to a hotel with other people potentially in his age group and likely sharing in his interests, I make sure there are appropriate supervisions and precautions in place. Excited as I will be for grandchildren, I don’t want them yet.”

      Russell’s whole face flushed instantly, and Cheri let out a soft chuckle. “Mom. That’s not what this is about, and you really don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Oh, that’s never what it’s about at first, but I was your age once too.” Putting the pad back on her desk, Marsha reached out with her other hand. “I assume you’ve got some information for me. Event name, hotel, and so on. How much is this going to cost, anyway? I know you save up from the yard mowing, but these rooms can be pricey.”

      From his back pocket, Russell handed over the sheet of information he knew his mother would demand, along with the invitation itself. He knew she’d expect to look it over eventually, especially as she started to realize how little was available about Broken Bridge Publishing online. He tried to keep the internal wince off his face at her question, aware that it would only make the situation more suspicious.

      “Actually, the room and everything is covered. Comes along with being invited guests.”

      “Isn’t that generous of them.” Accepting the documentation, Marsha gave it a brief scan, the precursor of a far more in-depth scouring to come. After learning that not only had this event specifically invited her children, it was also paying their way, she was going to be especially thorough in looking everything over—an act that would require burrowing through information on a topic she typically took care to avoid. “All right, you two, I have a little more work to finish up, then I’m free for the day. Since you’re both up early, maybe we go hit a brunch buffet?”

      “Sounds good,” Cheri replied.

      “Yeah, let us know when you’re ready.” On an impulse that was driven largely by guilt, a fact that Russell realized and felt even more guilty about, he leaned down and gave her a hug in the chair. It was awkward, not only because of the unnatural angle, but the sentiment behind the gesture still came through.

      Exiting together, Russell and Cheri paused to close the door behind them. After they left, music soon started playing, their mom no longer using her headphones. It was instrumental, the sort she said helped with thinking, and just loud enough to cover the sounds of her typing. Or any other sounds she might not want heard.

      “We had to do it, right? If we’d gone behind her back, she’d have caught us for sure, and been so much madder.” Cheri, like their mother, was adept at keeping discomfort and pain from showing on her face. It was a talent she’d learned at too young an age, when the family had sometimes needed a loud, courageous voice yelling at them to move forward.

      “We had to do it,” Russell agreed. “I still feel like an absolute piece of shit.”

      Roughly, Cheri’s arm slapped around his shoulder, pulling him into a side-hug. “Look on the bright side. Maybe she’ll discover this whole thing is a scam and we were somehow tricked into thinking magic was real.”

      “That’s a bright side?”

      “Compared to waking up after a nightmare, trying to tell myself it’s just a dream because magic and monsters aren’t real, only to realize, oh shit yes, they fucking are… yeah, I’d say there are undeniable bits of brightness to that side.”

      With a rough gulp, Russell realized that the example was a bit too specific to be random. He wasn’t typically a dreamer and would be making sure to avoid any foods that might induce such a state in the future. Given the sorts of concerns that had been on his mind of late, he wasn’t sure he wanted to see what images his unconscious mind would conjure.

      And he absolutely didn’t want to sit in a dark room afterward, reflecting on just how little he knew about what was and wasn’t actually real.
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      “The thing about almost all casters of magic, especially the more powerful they become, is that they are intolerant of life’s inconveniences. On the better side are the ones so invested in their studies and experiments that they have no patience for trivial matters drawing on their precious time, where the worse end of the spectrum have those who’ve spoiled themselves rotten thanks to snapping their fingers and solving most problems. That’s part of why we ultimately connected all the guild entrances to one central location; it was far more cost effective to maintain a single luxurious compound of accommodations than to pay for one in every major city or outpost.”

      Behind the temple of Mithingow, the others had found a pair of metal rings somehow rooted to the ground. None of the adventurers could discern the type of material in use: it was a blue-silver hue that twinkled softly in the daylight. One might have thought it as delicate as glass, if not for the way Dejy was roughly slapping the rings as he spoke, weaving his hands in constant arcane motions.

      “Anyway, part of that is a general disdain for travel. Even when we offer up flying carriages with full meal service, the turnout for optional assignments is lower than when we make use of the rings.”

      “Why not just use them for every mission, if they work so easily?” Eric asked. The party was watching the process with a mix of fascination and worry, the latter due to the fact that most of them would soon be walking through those curious circles.

      Dejy paused before replying, his hand running along the left hoop, conjuring a shower of sparks at his touch. “They’re really only viable when we have time to prepare. The corresponding ring must be taken to the location in advance, then prepared by casters with the correct knowledge and magics. Any who deal in spells can use one of these when properly instructed, but getting them set up is another matter.”

      With a final flick of his wrist, Dejy banged on the left hoop, then kicked the right. Both rings suddenly crackled with magic, flaring to life as a ripple of blue light washed through the centers of the circles, obscuring any view of the other side.

      “That should do it.” He patted the circle on the right, looking to Grumph and Thistle. “This will take you to a hidden storeroom in a tavern a few hours’ walk from the book repository.”

      “Aye, from which we are to find and return with a journal from one of Kalzidar’s former servants.” Thistle knew their job well, just as he’d memorized what little description of their target had been provided: small, made of red leather, branded with a crow.

      “Spot on,” Dejy concurred, turning his eyes to Eric, Timuscor, and Mr. Peppers. “Meanwhile, you three will arrive in a specially warded grove. Be careful not to disturb any of the runes when you enter or exit the area; we didn’t have a tavern owner to bribe, so those wards are your exit’s only protection from wandering wildlife.”

      “I appreciate the advice, though not as much as I’d appreciate a clearer idea of what it is we’re supposed to be getting.” Eric couldn’t help feeling as though, even for a mysterious mission from the inscrutable beings they called gods, his team was particularly lean on information. “The others at least got general descriptions. All we know is to go north to a place called The Wooden Glade.”

      With a shrug that had taken years of handling bureaucracy to perfect, Dejy dismissed the concern. “You’re in the right, but they’re gods, so I doubt that really matters much. I got the impression that once you saw what you were looking for, it would be clear; keep your eyes at the ready and hope for the best.”

      “At least you’re getting to use a magical teleportation gateway,” Gabrielle added. “Once you leave, I’m just off on a jog.”

      Since Gabrielle’s objective was the closest, there was no need for teleportation, not that Dejy could have sent mages into The Blight Stretch to establish a linked ring anyway. The area’s toxicity was the same reason Gabrielle wouldn’t be riding her horse, although that tactic also came with a side benefit. As an undead being, Gabrielle lacked many of the telltale traits that would mark her as prey to the various monsters and wildlife along the route. No heartbeat, no body heat—she even thought she smelled different since the change, though thankfully not with the stink of rot.

      “You have markers to look for, though, and a destination. That beats wandering around the woods,” Eric countered.

      “Yeah, I’m looking for a temple to the god of death, so I can get some tool that will let us interact with a deceased soul. No way for that to go terribly wrong, especially for someone with part of their own soul jammed inside an axe.”

      “You’re going there on invitation, meaning you should be fine once you arrive. It’s the getting there to worry about.” Dejy tapped each of the still-shimmering rings. “Speaking of, these things don’t run on conversation, and even an archmage can eventually run out of mana. Don’t forget to break the inscribed stones I gave you when you’re ready to come back; that’s how I’ll know to fire these back up.”

      Taking the not-so-subtle hint, everyone looked at one another, aware that this might be their final time seeing each other. Luck had been with them for much of the journey, but their recent battle in Notch and Kalzidar’s trickery had driven home just how dangerous the adventurer’s lifestyle could be. Silently, they exchanged a mix of hugs and handshakes.

      Each would hope to see the others again; some in the party might even pray. Though knowing they were already pawns in the game of the gods did make asking for their help an unreliable strategy, at best.
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        * * *

      

      For Thistle and Grumph, the trip began remarkably, if only for its lack of anything remarkable happening. Upon exiting the matching metal ring at their destination, the pair found themselves tucked away in a small room with a dusty cot. Opening the door, they discovered that said room was located behind a hidden door in a tavern basement. Upon exiting, the barkeep took note of their arrival from seemingly nowhere, and after a brief discussion, along with a handful of coins, they headed out, assured that the way back would be looked after until their return.

      After pausing only long enough to stock up on essential supplies, unsure of how long their search for the book would take, the duo chartered a carriage to take them down the road. It would have been an indulgence in their lives once, but time adventuring had already begun to warp their sense of monetary scale.

      Riding along in the back of the carriage, Grumph reflected on the silver coins their transportation had cost: how much it could have bought for his now burned-down tavern, and how little it represented compared to the money they had on hand, to say nothing of what they’d spent on equipment. The amount of coin available to adventurers was mind-boggling; if not for enchanted items to spend it on, they could be downright ruinous on a local economy. Were he able to stop adventuring that moment, Grumph could have lived a life of endless ease and luxury in Maplebark.

      But that was the catch about adventuring: getting that chance to stop, to settle down and enjoy one’s earnings, was the true challenge. Even the most powerful adventurers had been forced to carve a secret place for themselves, unable to attain peace while the world knew how to find them. Considering the forces aligned now against them, Grumph had little hope of such an ending for himself. All he hoped for was to save his friends before the inevitable came slicing down like a guillotine’s blade.

      In a way, saving Madroria was the easier task. On that front, they had allies, mortal and divine alike. Saving Thistle was a burden only Grumph could haul, however. The others didn’t know him well enough to realize the danger at hand. They saw a gnome in pain, mourning for his love, desperate to save her.

      Grumph understood there was so much more to the sweltering silence that even now lingered oppressively in the carriage air. It was not mere grief in his old friend’s eyes; the pain was matched, if not exceeded, by blinding fury. Thistle was simmering, stewing, brain working as he turned every option, idea, and advantage over and over, searching, probing for any weakness to exploit. It was the survival technique of one born into a harsh world with warped bones and a relentless mind. To Grumph, there was little doubt that Thistle would find a way to accomplish their goals. His role was to make sure that victory didn’t come at a cost that was too high. Madroria would never forgive Grumph if he allowed her husband to fall to a place from which there was no return. Nor would Grumph forgive himself.

      “How do you think the others are doing?” If there was one topic that could still rouse Thistle from his brooding, it was concern for the rest of their friends.

      “I hope well. I worry about the worst, but I suspect the truth will be somewhere in the middle.” Thistle didn’t turn from his seat staring out the carriage window, examining each hill they rolled past as if it might hold the secret to Madroria’s release. “While Gabrielle’s condition carries numerous liabilities and drawbacks, it also imparts her with a good deal of strength. Considering how easily she dispatched the monsters we encountered on our trip to the temple, the local wildlife would be wiser to avoid her than she it. Once she hits The Blight Stretch, there may be challenges, we’ll have to trust her to handle whatever she comes across.”

      Despite Thistle still facing out the window, Grumph caught the trace hints of a smile in the gnome’s reflection. “As for Eric and Timuscor, the former has been showing sounder judgment with each passing week, to say nothing of his talents as a rogue. Although Timuscor has yet to manage any magic, his already exceptional physical skills have compounded in strength. With him there to handle the bulk of combat, they should make a potent team. I have a hunch we’ve only seen the spear’s tip in terms of his capabilities.”

      Considering the amount of divine attention on them, Thistle was being careful, speaking around Timuscor’s recent breakthrough. They knew he’d become a paladin on his own, without the blessings from a god that were usually required. What they didn’t know was what that meant, precisely, in terms of his talents and abilities. Paladins like Thistle worked within a structure set forth by their gods, gaining gifts that followed along a set path. There were variances between paladins, just like the weapons they wielded and their own natural aptitudes, but Timuscor was something different altogether. They had no idea just what to expect from him, in any sense.

      Not that they hadn’t been trying to find out in the weeks since Notch. Despite constant effort, Timuscor was unable to bring forth mana outside his body, an absolute necessity for casting spells or healing. Everyone had done their best to tackle the issue with him, but they simply knew too little about free paladins. They evidently had their own way of wielding mana, one Timuscor would have to discover for himself.

      “What about our own chances?” Grumph probed. It was the most he’d gotten out of Thistle in days, helped perhaps by the fact that only the two of them were present.

      “In the short term, I can’t imagine we’ll have much trouble. This is, to the best of my conjecture, a needless errand, something to put you and I onto while the others carry out the essential tasks. I’m certain we will find the book we’re searching for, because otherwise, we’d think to question why our time had been wasted.”

      The notion had occurred to Grumph, as well. “They didn’t want us to kick up trouble about being left out.”

      “Aye. Based on the adventurers we’ve met, most of them would never accept sitting around, and it’s not as though I was keen to split our party. Still, neither of us are godless, nor can we survive The Blight Stretch, so I saw no gain in protesting the issue.”

      Thoughtlessly, Thistle rubbed the armguard of his inherited armor, a habit Grumph wasn’t sure the gnome had realized he was developing. “Long term is where our outlook gets more complicated. Kalzidar isn’t going to sit around and let us plan a rescue without interference. How things will go depends a lot on what the others find, and how well we prepare ourselves.”

      The benefit of a long friendship was a shared sense of understanding. Some might have thought Thistle intended to sway their path toward a mythical dungeon or legendary blacksmith, while Grumph knew they were already headed in precisely the right direction. A book repository was home to the tome they sought, yes; however, there would also be countless other pages to be perused. Thistle intended to pillage the halls of information for as long as their time allowed, under the guise of hunting for their assigned book.

      It wasn’t that they expected to find a secret book on the secret to toppling gods, more that one never knew where the right detail would come from. The secret to Kalzidar’s defeat might lie in a novel about fishing, or an agricultural instruction manual, or maybe they’d get a pleasant surprise and spot it in the very book they were looking for.

      Whatever the source, until they found it, Thistle would be unceasing, and Grumph would be at his side, forcing his old friend to take breaks for food and restroom uses.
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      Gabrielle didn’t wait around after the others left, checking the map and compass Dejy had provided briefly before beginning her sprint. The process itself was slightly bizarre, as was most intensive exercise since her change. She kept waiting for sensations that didn’t come: a weariness in the legs, aching in the lungs, some sort of sign that she was wearing down. Expectations of her human form lingering on, perhaps in hopes they might be needed again someday.

      It was somewhat of a relief to know that her body could at least grow tired from hunger or wielding mana, to experience small vulnerabilities that let her feel a little human. However, the longer she spent in her pseudo-lich body, the more she began to appreciate the trade-offs that came from being undead.

      Her endurance was certainly useful, be it for training, combat, or, as she was discovering on her trek, travel. Since her party all rode horses, which did need things like rest and actual food, Gabrielle had never found occasion to sprint non-stop as she was doing now. She veered away from potential threats as she noticed them, gone before most had time to properly react. A den of split-bears she raced past did give short-lived chase, their size and extra legs offering an advantage on speed.

      Gabrielle took the opportunity to use one of her other undead boons—her enhanced strength. Whether it was from the high amounts of mana flowing through their bodies to keep them moving or some other aspect of not being fully alive, members of the undead generally got a boost of raw physical power compared to their livelier days. Whipping out her axe, she sliced through small trees and low-hanging branches, creating a wake of debris to slow down her pursuers.

      At her touch, the axe felt as though it shifted slightly. Chopping down trees wasn’t the solution it would prefer, not when there were mounds of living flesh right behind them. It could drink deeply from their life force as it sprayed their blood along the ground. Although Gabrielle hadn’t heard the axe’s voice since they left Notch, she’d begun to pick up sensations from it, snippets of insights.

      Under different circumstance, she might have heeded the axe’s desires, since she needed that life energy to survive. Thanks to weeks of slow travel and surviving attacks, she was feeling topped off and more than a little motivated to hurry. The others had been magically teleported to their destinations, leading Gabrielle to suspect she had the longest route. Holding everyone up was the last thing she wanted, especially knowing how each delay was a twist of the knife to Thistle. She wouldn’t hold them back, even if it meant running for days straight.

      The split-bears broke off pursuit after a few miles, their bodies in need of rest to recover after so much running, while Gabrielle’s pace never slowed. On she went, following the map and compass, a streak of dark hair and red armor dashing through the countryside. It was unexpectedly one of the most peaceful journeys Gabrielle had taken since she began adventuring.

      With room to think, her mind drifted to Maplebark, the hometown where everything had started. The adventurers dying in Grumph’s bar and Thistle realizing the town was in danger—it all seemed so much longer ago than it was. She couldn’t help wondering about her parents and how they were holding up. Running away without telling them had been the right decision; they would have stopped her otherwise, even if it put everyone in danger. There was no way Elzaben and Klert would let their precious daughter go gallivanting into the dangerous world unprotected. They’d probably sent poor Hurmic all over the kingdom on her trail for weeks.

      For so many years, Gabrielle had felt suffocated by their worries and expectations: the constant dragging toward a life of social events and diplomatic intrigue, the never-ending instruction regarding tools for climbing the societal ladder. Yet after so long apart, she would have gladly sat down for a dress-fitting with her mother and listened to her father rant about various troubles with other local politicians and nobility.

      The forest was thinning out as Gabrielle progressed, along with the local wildlife. That alone told her she was getting closer, but she hadn’t left the living world behind just yet. Near the edge of a road, Gabrielle spotted a small collection of stones, one etched with words in a language she didn’t know. A grave marker, likely for a traveler or adventurer who fell too far from civilization. Rotting bodies could draw more monsters or scavengers, and there was no sense in honoring the dead by joining them. Sometimes, the proper resting place was where one’s companions could find soil soft enough to dig.

      She wondered if they’d held a funeral for her by now. Elzaben would have been the one who suggested it, and Klert would have resisted for a time—her father could be legendarily stubborn. But she hoped they’d eventually taken the step. It was better that they thought her dead, and not just because she partially was. Being an adventurer meant that at any time, Gabrielle could be the one with rocks piled atop her on the side of a near-forgotten old road. Even if she survived past their conflict with Kalzidar and somehow emerged without the wrath of the gods themselves against her, there was no going home. The young woman she’d been died before Gabrielle’s hair had turned pitch-black, had been dead since the moment she swung her first axe in the midst of mind-numbing fury. If she had a grave in her hometown, it was all the more fitting.

      The road ended well before the forest. The trees continued growing leaner and thinner; fewer and fewer animals could be seen or heard. Not even birds flew in the same direction as Gabrielle ran, turning wide and swinging back around if they drew too close to some unseen boundary. Thick trunks had shriveled down until they were little more than upright twigs, branches like splinters jutting out from the side. As the scenery stretched on, Gabrielle suspected she might have reached The Blight Stretch, a delusion that was cut down as soon as she arrived at the region’s true border.

      Cresting a small hill, Gabrielle was treated to an elevated view of the next section of her journey, one that allowed her to take a long look at the vast expanse of nothingness that awaited her. For as barren as the last leg of her journey had been, there had still been some life to be seen: tufts of grass surrounded by weeds, the sickly thin trees, signs of the natural order. From her perch, Gabrielle could see the edge of The Blight Stretch, like a line had been carved onto the ground and everything beyond it wiped away.

      No grass or weeds, certainly no trees. Even the dirt was silty and gray, almost a monochromatic desert. If not for the rising wisps of gray mist , Gabrielle felt like she could have seen across the entire region, there was so little in the way. That mist was presumably what made the air toxic. Gabrielle took a scrap of cloth that had once been part of a dress from her bag and wrapped it around her face. For all she knew, the mist was acidic and a threat of its own. With no one else around, Gabrielle couldn’t afford to make sloppy mistakes. Even if her party had been right behind her, after she crossed that divide, no one with a pulse would be able to follow.

      Moving at a far more cautious pace, Gabrielle made her way to the edge of The Blight Stretch, pausing only for a moment before stepping forward onto the eroded gray dirt. No immediate pain or discomfort struck, nor was her skin burned by the mist that wafted across. Nice as it might have been to sigh in relief, Gabrielle drew her axe instead. From this point on, she didn’t know what to expect, and being undead wouldn’t necessarily deter anything else in here that decided to attack.

      With a map in one hand and her weapon in the other, Gabrielle strode forward, deeper into the land where only dead things survived.
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      Eric, Timuscor, and Mr. Peppers’ journey also began peacefully, albeit at a far slower pace. Emerging in the warded grove that Dejy had described, the two men and the boar took great care in exiting, making certain not to disturb so much as a tree branch for fear of muddling up the magical barrier. From there, travel was a relatively simple matter, largely because of how little they knew. The only direction they’d been given was to go north, so that was what they did, trudging through a forest that wasn’t nearly so dense as what they’d dealt with in Thatchshire.

      Hours and hours passed, all of it peaceful. Neither man nor boar let their guards down, however; they’d been traveling through the wilds for so long, it was practically second nature to scan for shifting branches and listen for rustling leaves. Plenty of predators used the serene setting to lure their prey into false security. A quick enough strike, and almost any foe could be bested. When they camped, rest came in shifts, with Mr. Peppers often helping keep whoever was awake company.

      After a long while, they came to a stream flowing south. They followed along the bank as best they could, taking drinks from the handy source when necessary. Both men had waterskins on their person, but that was a limited resource. Time on the road had taught Eric it was better to use what was at hand first, leaving backup reserves for an emergency. Although that might be thinking a bit more long-term than would be needed, the fact that they didn’t have any clue about their destination made Eric lean on the side of caution. There was no telling how long it would take to find what they were looking for, or how the terrain might change on their travels.

      Sounds of animals rose as they continued on—largely those of birds and rodents—though Timuscor spotted a deer in the distance, and they later saw a fox go shooting from the brush at the sight of Mr. Peppers. Nothing dangerous approached, and there were no signs of monsters in the area, let alone near at hand. Eric found that detail curious; usually there were more monsters the farther one got from towns or cities. Either they were in an area somehow isolated from wandering creatures, or there was a force at work keeping the peace.

      It was the trees that gave away the change. One moment, Eric was stepping between errant limbs and climbing over thick roots. The next, he was staring at what seemed like a painting of a forest conjured into reality. For one thing, the color of the bark was different than the trees they’d been passing—a warm, golden brown rather than the hues of dirt and speckled grey they’d seen up to that point. The leaves were the same: too green, outside the shades true foliage conjured. Even the spacing was off, branches weaving around one another in a pattern as opposed to the tangled mess that Eric had just been powering through.

      Yet that wasn’t even the strangest part. As Eric’s vision focused, he noticed something about those too-green leaves: they had a grain to them. The leaves were made of wood, as was the grass, now that Eric looked closer, and two rocks that he could see. All of it was crafted; someone had made a fake forest and plopped it down in the middle of a real one.

      “The Wooden Glade,” Timuscor murmured. “I found the name confusing at first. Now, it seems an excellent choice.”

      “Guess I can’t fault Dejy or the gods on one thing: we definitely knew it when we saw it.” Checking the sun overhead, faster than digging out a compass for orientation purposes, Eric nodded to the pseudo-forest. “Keep going north?”

      “It has served us well thus far.”

      While neither man drew their weapon just yet, both walked cautiously as they continued forward. Even Mr. Peppers took light steps, hoofs sinking into the soft wooden blades of grass. The artificial spacing of the trees made progress easier, while also managing to keep their view of what lay ahead constantly blocked. No matter how they twisted or turned, there was always a line of trees up ahead cutting off their line of sight. Sounds of animal movement continued to reach their ears as they trekked forward. Eric took it as a good sign: if the wildlife wasn’t afraid of this area, the dangers should be limited.

      That optimism lasted until a bird flitted into view, flying around their heads once before settling on Timuscor’s shoulder like he was a big shiny statue. Eric did an actual double-take as he noticed the animal land, and then realized what he was seeing. It wasn’t that the small blue avian posed visible danger, rather that it too was made entirely of wood: wooden legs that hopped around Timuscor’s pauldrons, a wooden beak that chirped, wooden wings that took it back into the air, where it circled their heads once more before vanishing amongst the trees.

      “Was… do you think that thing is alive?” Ridiculous as the notion might sound, they’d both seen magic accomplish far more mystifying feats. Eric imagined it could be some sort of automaton like they’d seen in Notch, but the bird had acted so naturally.

      Timuscor’s shrugs were quite loud affairs, thanks to all his armor. “Until we know otherwise, best to proceed as if that’s the case.”

      Eric nodded, but his attention was already elsewhere. Unless he was mistaken, there was more noise from the northwest, roughly in the same direction where the bird had flown. Cursing inwardly, Eric realized too late that a wooden bird animated by magic might be entirely capable of relaying information, perhaps even used as a tool for scrying.

      “Brace yourself. We—” Eric’s instruction was cut off as the ground below him heaved without warning, sending the rogue tumbling back through the air. Despite his brain being caught by surprise, his body had been trained hard by his rogue mentor, Elora, for just these sorts of moments. He rolled with the momentum, landing in a crouch before he’d fully processed what had happened.

      The picturesque trees turned out to have equally lovely roots in the ground, a huge number of which had rent themselves free, sending Eric hurtling back in the process. Checking around, Eric spotted Timuscor and Mr. Peppers a short distance away, the weight of their armor making both tough to toss. Unfortunately, between Eric and his friends were over a dozen wooden roots twisting and groping through the air.

      Carefully controlling his breath, Eric watched the dirt-covered appendages wiggle wildly. While the roots had arrived in quite a display, he soon realized the trees had a major disadvantage for attacking at range: they couldn’t see. Most likely, the roots had sensed the pressure of his weight—that’s how they’d known to spring. Without eyes, the trees would have to wait until a target blundered into range.

      Once more, Eric’s optimism was dispelled by a bird—the same bird, in fact, as it flew back into view. Letting out a high-pitched trill, the bird landed on one of the trees with its roots waggling about in the air. After a few more chirps, the errant wiggling came to a halt, as all of the roots, especially their sharp end-points, twisted around to point in Eric’s direction.

      “Is there any chance I can apologize for trespassing and we can talk this over?”

      He wasn’t sure if the bird understood or not. Either way, it let out a short chirp of response. That was the only warning before the roots whipped in his direction with enough skewers to leave him more hole than rogue.
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      The animated roots struck forcefully, tearing through the dirt where Eric had been standing moments prior. As for the rogue himself, he was already several feet away; with so much lead-up to the attack, he’d had more than ample warning about the need to dodge. More branches followed the first strike, blitzing toward him. They weren’t terribly fast, as one might expect from parts of a tree, but based on the grooves torn into the dirt, they hit with substantial power. Anything more direct than a glancing blow and Eric could expect injury, if not worse.

      He slipped out of the way of the first two roots, nearly tripping over Mr. Peppers, who was making his own escape, only to find himself penned in between them as the third root came crashing down. Rather than rip apart his bare flesh, it instead crashed against the metal shield held in Timuscor’s hand. Just as Eric’s instincts were to dodge, Timuscor’s demanded he throw himself between impending danger and a nearby ally. Whipping his sword around, Timuscor slashed at the root, carving a chunk from the side.

      There was no crackling glow that emanated from the blade, meaning the magical tree wasn’t considered evil or powerful enough to be a true enemy of a paladin. Had the sword grown alight, its power would have increased substantially, but it also would have meant they were facing something far more dangerous than it appeared. Of the choices, Eric was glad to see Timuscor swinging what appeared to be a normal blade, if an unnaturally sharp one.

      Adding his own weapon to the fight, Eric drew his short sword, dashing out from behind Timuscor to slash at the nearest root before slipping back behind the safety of the paladin. The root didn’t cut easy, and Eric couldn’t hope to match Timuscor’s strength. The fighting style of a rogue involved hitting wisely, targeting weak spots to diminish an opponent with every blow: not a method easily applied to moving trees. While small slices in the bark proved he was thankfully having some impact, he and Timuscor could only endure for so long.

      That reality sank in even harder moments later, helped along by a pair of claws chopping into Eric’s thigh where his armor fastened. He glanced down to find what looked like a squirrel, one that had been carved from wood. Its small brown claws were stained red from leaving the fresh wounds on his leg, and its mouth opened to reveal rows of wooden teeth, each fastidiously painted. Before it could chomp down, Eric brought his short sword around, carving halfway through the squirrel and knocking it from its perch. He kicked the wooden creature away, lest it strike again, noticing movement amongst the wooden bushes as he did. Mr. Peppers followed up with a hearty stomp of his hooves, shattering the creature to splinters.

      More animals were appearing: wooden squirrels, birds, foxes, even a few wooden bears. Silently, they surrounded Eric, Mr. Peppers, and Timuscor, who was still blocking the roots as best he could, swinging his blade at any that presented an opportunity to hit back. Many of the roots were missing chunks from their centers, yet more were already bursting up from nearby trees.

      Pressing his back to Timuscor’s, Eric scanned around them, hunting for a potential escape route. Winning was out; they were surrounded on all sides and in all senses. The environment itself was actively working against them, to say nothing of the wooden wildlife horde gathering en masse. Based on what he’d seen, Eric surmised their best shot at survival was to find a weak point in the animal circle and try to break past. The trees swung slowly and had to free their roots first, while the animals were quicker without the advantage of powerful attacks. If they could manage to outrun the animals, Eric felt good about their odds of dodging roots until they were back in the normal forest.

      “Why have you come here?”

      The voice was everywhere, coming from every tree, animal, maybe even the wooden blades of grass. When sound emanated from every direction, identifying individual sources was a complicated task. There was one mercy in that the sound of clanging metal had halted, the roots pausing their assault as the question rang forth.

      “We seek aid rescuing a soul in need. One stolen from her rightful place in the afterlife.”

      Animals stared at him, their wooden gazes more unnerving with each passing second. “You believe your words to be true, but they lack merit. There is no magic here for such a task. A cruel joke has been played upon you.”

      “We were sent by directions from the gods themselves,” Eric protested.

      “Then gods and their twisted humor have changed little since my imprisonment.” Moving as one, the animals in front of Eric parted, shifting their bodies to open a way toward freedom. “There is neither purpose nor justice in killing unwitting trespassers, even less for those who have been made into pawns. Begone from my woods, and never return. Next time, you will not have ignorance to protect you from my disdain for intruders.”

      Before he’d even thought about it, Eric’s left boot was stepping forward through the air, more than ready to take the chance to escape, regroup, and come up with a better tactic than stumbling through blindly. It wasn’t until Timuscor spoke up that Eric realized his miscalculation. He’d still been thinking of Timuscor as a knight, but that was no longer the case. Timuscor was now a paladin, and they were not the sort to run, even from overwhelming odds, when there was someone who needed to be saved.

      “I am sorry. We cannot go yet.” Looking to the animals, Timuscor kept his blade pointed down while his shield stayed at the ready. “Please, listen to our story. There is a reason we’ve been sent here. I know it. This is not about the gods who directed us. It is about the soul of an innocent gnome who has been torn from her place in Mithingow’s afterlife. She is no deity. Only a mere mortal, whose hopes for rescue depend on us.”

      “If the gods are involved, then it is always about them; they wouldn’t be able to stand any other way.” Slowly, the animals moved back into their prior positions, cutting off the path to escape that Timuscor had rejected. “This gnome must mean a great deal to you.”

      Timuscor shook his head. “We’ve never met, though she is loved fervently by her husband, who is a good friend. Regardless, she is in need of aid, and I have the capability to help. I can’t turn away, knowing that the key to her salvation might be in our grasp.”

      It might have been Eric’s imagination, but he thought the eyes of several wooden animals narrowed when Timuscor spoke. They were examining him closely, like there was something they were looking for.

      “You do not have the aura of one in service to a deity, yet the gods themselves sent you. Curious. Even more so as I listen to you talk. From the way you speak… do you aspire to be a paladin?”

      “I do not,” Timuscor swiftly replied. For a moment, Eric thought Timuscor was taking a crafty angle, as his words were technically true. That theory fizzled quickly as his reply continued. “I already am a paladin, so I now aspire to be a better one.”

      Rustling came from all around them. The trees, the animals—all of it seemed to stir at the declaration. “A paladin with no god. Quite the boast indeed. Tell me then, as one who claims that title, what is a paladin’s greatest weapon?”

      Timuscor’s brow furrowed, his gaze drifting down to his sword. A longsword was a classic for many of that occupation; however, there were legends of paladins wielding hammers, maces, bows, even a few who focused on magic. One type could not be the answer, unless there was somehow a superior choice he’d failed to consider.

      Eric met Timuscor’s uncertain gaze, turning the question around in his own head, as well. The former knight was more suited for combat than riddles, which fell closer to Eric’s domain. Yet this didn’t seem quite like a puzzle to be solved; the words were actually familiar to him. As he replayed them over in his head, the sound changed, shifted, until it was no longer the voice of The Wooden Glade posing the query.

      It was Eric’s own mother. The voice came from his childhood, long before he’d found and accepted his own talents, when he’d had dreams of following his father’s footsteps. They were out in their neighbor’s fields, sweat falling from Eric’s brow as he swung the wooden sword over and over. She was telling him that no, training wasn’t done, because the most important practice of all remained. The one that a paladin had to be capable of at any time, in any state. Injured, exhausted, there was no excuse. To drive it home, she would repeat one of his father’s favorite phrases.

      “A paladin’s greatest weapon isn’t a weapon, because they are protectors first, slayers second. The answer is a shield.”

      At Eric’s words, Timuscor’s expression relaxed, and his eyes turned to his own metal shield with new respect. Mr. Peppers let forth a snort that could be interpreted as approving.

      As for the wooden animals, they continued to stare for what felt like a full minute before finally, movement. From a thinning of the crowd, a humanoid figure stepped into view. He was a dwarf, or at least had been once. Like everything else in this part of the forest, he was made entirely of wood, not a speck of flesh to be seen. One look in his eyes and the difference was obvious, though. They sparkled with intelligence, lacking the deadness in the stares of all the surrounding fauna.

      “Right answer out of the wrong mouth.” The voice came only from the dwarf now, no longer surrounding them on all sides. The two men and a boar were just as surrounded as they had been before, but the fact wasn’t being actively emphasized by posturing and attacks. He turned to Timuscor, his hand stroking his long wooden beard. “I see now. You’re new to it. More interesting is that you exist in the first place. Perhaps it’s worth hearing your story, after all.”

      With a wave of the dwarf’s hand, animals and trees alike parted, creating a path for the adventurers to easily walk down. Together, the two men and a boar followed their guide deeper into the heart of The Wooden Glade.
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        * * *

      

      Overall, The Blight Stretch lived up to its name. Nothing to see, nothing to encounter, just endless gray dirt and drifting mist. Were it not for her compass, Gabrielle would have been lost immediately. The barren emptiness made for easy travel, but left her feeling steadily more nervous. Part of her was expecting a surprise attack at any moment, caught by some sort of undead scavenger that was waiting for an easy meal to tromp by. As time wore on and no sudden strike came, it only put her further on edge. Places this creepy were never easy to travel through; every instinct she’d gained as an adventurer told her danger must be lurking just out of sight.

      It was likely because of her high tension that when Gabrielle heard a sound, she whipped her axe forward, slicing cleanly through the mist while doing little to hurt the strings of music reaching her ear. Someone was playing a stringed instrument, like a lute with a somewhat tinnier sound. Double-checking her compass, Gabrielle confirmed that the noise was coming from the same direction she was heading. Given how little else she’d seen so far, that came as little surprise. For all she knew, her destination was the only actual place within The Blight Stretch, the rest merely more empty dirt.

      Drawing closer, Gabrielle started to make out bits of words drifting in along with the music.

      “Lookin’ at the mist again,

      wish I had a better view.

      Livin’ in the blighted lands,

      got nothing much to do.

      Need a trip or break,

      got to get away,

      Have to… damn, what was I going to rhyme there?”

      As the song broke off, Gabrielle finally saw a building come into view, rising through the mist. It was squat and gray, perfectly blending in with the sand around it. Bigger than most roadside temples she’d seen, closer to the size of a tavern, the simple gray square did have a small, elevated section near the front. A chair rested upon the porch area; seated atop it was a pale man holding an instrument quite unlike Gabrielle had ever seen. Someone had begun with a lute, then made substantial modifications, the purpose of which escaped her, but which clearly impacted the sound.

      “Oh ho now. This is a pleasant surprise. Welcome to you, my traveling undead friend. If you were seeking a temple of Cythllia, then you have arrived. If this is happenstance, then I invite you in to sit, relax, and pray, should the inclination strike you.”

      After untold hours of running and spending the last part of her journey wound tight, ready for an attack, Gabrielle needed a moment to mentally reposition herself. Especially considering how far this scene fell from what she’d been imagining for a temple to the god of death.

      “Thank you for the hospitality. Are you the priest?”

      “No, no. Cythllia doesn’t go in for priests. Death, as a concept, doesn’t need a lot of prodding. People are terrified enough to drop plenty of prayers any time they feel in danger. She’ll allow for caretakers of her temples at most, offering undead like myself a safe place to live in exchange for keeping everything tidy.” Getting up from his chair, the caretaker set aside his odd instrument and offered his hand. “Name is Frimbur.”

      “Gabrielle,” she said as they shook. Tempting as it was to ask more about the strange fellow, she kept herself on task and got down to business. “I was sent here by guidance from the gods, in search of a tool for interacting with souls. Would you know anything about that?”

      Frimbur finished the handshake, then tilted a finger back toward the temple entrance. “In a way. There’s nothing like that inside—I’d have found it after the first century of residence—but you could still get what you’re looking for here. This area is special, so soaked in death that it pushes against Cythllia’s very domain, permitting a small overlap. You can speak with her, appeal directly, and with barriers so thin, she might be able to just manifest what it is you’re after.”

      “That would certainly beat wandering all over the kingdoms hunting it down. What’s the catch?” Gabrielle said the words as if they were a joke, but part of her already suspected better.

      “The catch is that you must step into the overlap of our world and hers, partially enter the domain of death itself,” Frimbur explained, as if he’d been expecting this to come up. “Even for our kind, that journey does not always come with a promise of return. Yet the greatest of gifts require the boldest of chances. No one can be forced to enter; only you know whether the risk is worth the reward.”

      Having lived as an adventurer, Gabrielle had faced danger many times over: bandits, monsters, golems made of treasure. But this was a new sort of threat. The swings of her axe wouldn’t be of help against a god, and there would be no aid coming from her friends. Stepping forward would mean truly plunging into the unknown.

      Steadily, one foot after another, Gabrielle walked up to the front door of the temple, pausing only long enough to gesture for Frimbur to follow.

      “Show me how to meet with the god of death. Looks like we’ve got some shit to talk about.”
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      After a brief walk through an entrance chamber and along several short halls, Frimbur led Gabrielle into the communing chamber. She’d been braced for chains, racks, and stains of blood all along the walls. Instead, there were several plush chairs, some of the nicest she’d seen even in brief glimpses at higher society.

      Frimbur motioned to them, then walked over to a small shelf lined with multi-colored candles. “Take whatever seat you like. There are multiples in case we have more than one pilgrim needing guidance at the same time.” Selecting a candle with a soft blue hue, Frimbur walked to a lantern hanging from the ceiling and slipped the wick through a small hole in the side, where it caught quickly.

      “The scent of a jaspleberry is helpful for focus, especially when one seeks to commune with the god of death,” he explained, setting it down on a table near the center of the room.

      Gabrielle looked her chair options over, finding them largely identical, and chose the nearest one. Getting comfortable took some finagling as she worked her axe through several positions, finally settling with it atop her lap. “Some sort of magical reason, I’m assuming?”

      “Only that Cythllia enjoys the scent. Though I suppose the whims of a god are largely indistinguishable from magic for us mortals.”

      Frimbur had more of a point than he knew; after all, a god’s vengeful whim was what prompted their rescue mission in the first place. He puttered around the room after he spoke. More lanterns hung down, reachable if he stretched, but not in head-smacking danger from any but the tallest of undead. Most were ignored, though occasionally, Frimbur would adjust the angle of a lamp slightly, creating either no effect or one Gabrielle couldn’t perceive.

      “Is there a trick to this I need? Spell, incantation, anything like that?”

      “Generally, one starts the act of communing with a god by prayer,” Frimbur suggested, evidently done with his lamps as he moved toward the door. “If that is unfamiliar to you, then clear your mind and try to listen. Once you find the voice, everything will flow from there.”

      The door opened and shut briefly, then Gabrielle was alone.

      Suitably cryptic for instructions on communicating with a divine being, yet with some actual advice sprinkled in as well. Gabrielle could respect Cythllia’s recruiting instincts for her caretakers; Frimbur helped ease a lot of the intimidation new visitors might have about talking with the god of death. Then again, Gabrielle was expected; it was possible not everyone got such a warm reception.

      Or the whole thing could be a trap to get her off guard.

      That notion worried her briefly, before Gabrielle considered that if the god of death wanted her snuffed out, this was vastly more effort than would be required. Deciding to stop stalling and get down to it, Gabrielle pushed the errant thoughts aside, working to clear out her mind. Prayer was not a new concept for her by any means; from requests for bounty aimed at the god of harvests, to safe journeys from the god of travel, it was common practice to ask the gods for help. They rarely listened to pleas from the masses, but rarely wasn’t the same as never, and it didn’t hurt to stay in their good graces.

      A few quick honorifics, followed by what she needed, didn’t seem like it would be enough for this occasion. Deciding to stick with the tried and true, Gabrielle filled her mind with a sense of respect for the idea of death: fear for its dangers, awe of its power, and reverence for one with the wisdom to wield such a fundamental force. Given all she’d seen on her journey, the task was not an especially trying one. After how much blood she’d spilled—her own mixed among the rivers of red—Gabrielle very much had a respect for death, even if she’d never thought to transfer that sentiment to the god ruling over it.

      Digging into her past, Gabrielle conjured forth images of death: the demons they’d slain in the goblin camp; bandits waiting for her on the road to Cadence Hollow; monsters and beasts, one after the other in Alcatham; the priestess burned out from the inside after their battle in Notch. Gabrielle even called forth flashes of her own death, what little she could recall. Holding her axe, charging toward the magical column, a swing… then darkness.

      “Ugh. Disgusting.”

      There was no sense of shifting or change, no whooshing away of the world or crumbling of the walls around her. One moment, Gabrielle was in the communing chamber. The next, her chair had been moved to what certainly looked like an office. The space was both massive and tightly packed with stacks upon stacks of neatly-sorted pages and scores of bookshelves lined with untold numbers of tomes, each meticulously labeled.

      Gabrielle sat across from a huge desk piled high with even more papers, behind which was a being in the shape of a human woman with a mound of frizzy, unkempt hair, her quill moving furiously as she scratched marks onto the page before her. There was little distinct about this woman: her clothing was simple traveling attire in blacks and browns, her build was average in every sense of the word, and she had no vast wings of shadow or bladed appendages poking out of her back. Yet there was no doubt in Gabrielle’s mind as to who she was looking at.

      Cythllia, the god of death, finished marking her page and flicked it into the air, where it sailed upward before landing on the pile at the left end of her desk. “Nobody pictures vomit or urine when trying to summon Rodicawl, but if you’ve been to a tavern, then you know those elements go right along with drinks and revelry.”

      Gabrielle had attempted to prepare for this meeting as best she could with so little warning; however, nothing could have readied her for such an opening. “I’m… sorry?”

      “It’s not your fault, in the sense of you, specifically. It is your fault in the sense that you are a mortal and part of propagating such associations, even without taking into account your particularly visceral form of sending souls over.” Cythllia jammed the quill behind her ear, where it shifted until it appeared more accessory than easy storage location. “The larger point is that just because gore is often a part of the dying process doesn’t mean there’s anything intrinsic about it. You can have death without dismemberment as easily as a drunken song without throwing up. The sorts of images you were drawing forth might fit with the death you’ve personally experienced, but from a divine perspective, they were arguably closer to Ashael’s territory than mine. Not that it matters, given where your body was at the time.”

      Had her heart been beating, Gabrielle was sure that revelation would have caused it to pause. Calling forth attention from a god of slaughter was precarious at the best of times and certainly not something she wanted to do by accident. “My apologies, your holy—”

      “Ugh. No.” Cythllia cut her off quickly, eyes darting to the substantial stack of pages resting on the right side of her desk. “The other gods might love their honorifics, but they also have vastly more time to waste. Skip the knee-scraping. We’ve already got enough to get through. Just… next time try picturing images of peaceful passing over. Much less disgusting for me to sort through.”

      Standing up, Cythllia revealed that she was shorter than Gabrielle. That shouldn’t have been surprising; Gabrielle’s height had put her above most of her peers even before adventuring. The surprise simply came from the fact that a god would allow themselves to be shorter; she’d always assumed them to be vainer. Then again, given Cythllia had also disposed of other formalities with immediacy, she might not be the norm among deities.

      “First, we tend to the vital issues. Let’s take a gander and see what we’re working with.” Cythllia patted her desk, which was lost in a blur of shadow and motion. When the furniture was visible once more, it had changed to a large table, upon which rested a ring of arcane symbols.

      “Is there something you want me to put on there?” Gabrielle was still holding her axe. Not that she expected it would do anything against a god in their own realm—especially a god of death—but perhaps it needed to be examined.

      “Not something. Someone. You.”

      Innocuous as Cythllia and her temple had been thus far, the table made of black stone with a ring of magic set off more than a few of Gabrielle’s instincts for danger. “Is this a sort of sacrifice, or exchange?”

      “Oh, for the love of… they didn’t tell you… maybe because of the others around… still a poor excuse, those lazy…” Cythllia paced around for several seconds, scowling and muttering to herself before throwing up her hands and running them through her frizzy hair. At least that habit explained why it was so unkempt. “The trouble with communicating through messengers and mortals is that things get lost along the way, especially when it comes to things others don’t want to deal with. You’d be better served by someone with more time and talent for decorum—unfortunately, what you get is me.”

      Halting her walk, Cythllia faced Gabrielle fully, making sure she knew the god’s attention was hers alone. “This form of yours, it’s unstable. You’re a soul that’s partly fused to a magical weapon, kept alive by its capacity for drawing in magical energies. Creating that sort of entity on purpose would take multiple archmages and still carry a high chance of failure, and your version was created by happenstance, not design.”

      It was a fear Gabrielle had carried since she first awoke in her new form, one spurred on by her recent discovery during their travels. “Is that why I’ve been needing to kill more and more to feel sustained?” Keeping it from the others had been easy enough, under the guise of training and a need to stay fed, but Gabrielle could tell the rate was increasing.

      “Precisely. Since the bond is unstable, it requires a rising amount of power to sustain, especially as your own strength grows.” Again, Cythllia patted her table, only there was no change this time. “Hence why I deemed examining you to be our most vital task.”

      Her body started forward before Gabrielle paused. “I have to ask, why do you need a magical table? You’re a god, and we’re in your realm. I thought it would just be a snap of the fingers.”

      “Just because you have the power to cut a split-bear in half doesn’t mean you’d enjoy eating soup without a spoon,” Cythllia countered. “Power is nice, but the right tool for the right task ensures an optimum result. There’s also the element of your choice in the equation. You getting onto the table represents you choosing to allow my examination. Costs me far less effort and time to work with a willing subject.”

      Still a bit unsure, Gabrielle carefully slid herself onto the table. If she walked away from this opportunity, there was no telling what would happen with her undead condition. Dropping dead was one of the more hopeful options, but she could also lose her mind or morals and attack the very people she’d fought so hard to protect. Even then, at least her friends could flee or fight back. If Gabrielle lost her self-control in the middle of a city, there was no telling how many people she could cut through.

      For her part, Cythllia made no show about the process, motioning for Gabrielle to lean back, then touching a few of the runes in sequence. The only part that might have been showmanship was when Cythllia snapped her fingers to activate the magic, a series of glowing lights flashing up and down Gabrielle’s body.

      “Oh my. The structure of your manaflow is quite something. There are all the signs of one training as a barbarian, but the accident left quite a few pathways gnarled and altered. Fortunately, the physical aspect of that particular mana invocation meshes well with your new undead nature, though the mental channels are severely warped.”

      “Not to be difficult while I’m stuck on a table defenseless, but I understood none of that.”

      “Unsurprising. You haven’t been at this long, and didn’t start out through the usual avenues.” Cythllia continued to tap her table as she explained. “The structure of a manaflow is what you think of as adventuring professions or classes. How you train, use, and wield your connection to the magic of the world shapes what you can do with it. What you call a rogue is someone who has structured the flow of their mana to supplement dexterity, senses, reflexes, and mind. A barbarian sends more mana to the body, hence their sturdier natures, while a wizard devotes a substantial portion to the brain, permitting such detailed recollection of spells. Every being only has access to so much mana at a time, so they have to choose, usually without realizing, how that power will be portioned out. The names of classes are just terms for most common structures of manaflow your people have observed.”

      Thinking back to their training in Notch, Gabrielle allowed that the god’s explanation lined up with what the older adventurer had taught them. Mana was more than just the fuel for a sorcerer’s spells. It was the name for magic that accumulated inside a person or thing, magic that could be used in all manner of different ways. In Notch, they’d been focusing on learning to sense the mana they were unconsciously using; it seemed there was still a great deal more to grasp on the subject.

      “I see. I’d guess that means a mana invocation is what we think of as our particular talents. Me getting angry and strong, Grumph forming a spell, Eric silently darting through shadows… am I on the right track?”

      “The idea encompasses a wider array of options than what you have in mind. That said, conceptually, you’ve got the heart of it,” Cythllia confirmed. “When you were changed into a pseudo-lich, the exposure to such potent magical energies was more than your body could take. However, thanks to the connection with your axe and its particular properties, there was an anchor point for your soul. Something that’s allowed you to remain connected. But it was never designed for such a task. Hence the progressive need for more energy to stabilize everything.”

      For the first time since she’d arrived in the domain of a god, Gabrielle’s words bordered on a prayer. “Unless you can fix me.”

      “That was the hope,” Cythllia said, making no attempt to hide the past tense in her phrase. “Looking now, I see it was an overly optimistic one. While I am capable of returning the undead to life in certain circumstances, yours are not among them. The damage is too great and woven too complexly between the pair of you. Any attempt at undoing it would likely end in your true demise.”

      There was barely enough time for Gabrielle’s heart to sink before Cythllia continued, even now too hurried to bother with a properly suspenseful moment. “On the bright side, it’s not as if we have no options. I cannot return you to life, Gabrielle; however, there is another way. Rather than returning to life, you could forge deeper into the world of the dead.”

      Permitting herself one brief dramatic pause, Cythllia looked deep into Gabrielle’s eyes, adding a touch of her godly authority to the gaze. “Tell me, what do you know of reapers?”
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      Not since Thistle had left the city of Wesslevant, and his lowly position in the temple of Mithingow, had he seen so many gnomes. He’d expected as much, once learning of their destination. Other cultures thought of gnomes as predisposed to being mages, wielding magic with the power of their minds. In truth, that was merely a byproduct of gnomish culture’s heavy emphasis on knowledge. As the dwarves had their stone and elves had their plants, gnomes surrounded themselves with information. They stewed in it, soaked their minds constantly, each new volume consumed a step toward true understanding.

      Of course, living in a culture with such emphasis on learning rather than doing meant that there were fewer gnome adventurers compared to the other races. The act of adventuring wasn’t frowned upon by any means; ancient tomes of lost knowledge had to be discovered by someone, to say nothing of dealing with occasional monsters. Few gnomes chose to pursue it, though, especially outside their own kingdom, preferring time spent on more scholarly endeavors.

      Working in places such as the book repository he and Grumph had arrived at was one such common occupation. It allowed gnomes to see more of the world and access fresh sources of knowledge without the bother of monsters and fighting. The mere sight of a fellow gnome clad in full armor caused whispers to drift along the abundant shelves.

      From what Thistle had observed as they rode in, the repository was circular, a huge stone building with multiple gates and a tremendous number of magical defenses. Thistle could even sense a divine ward protecting the facility; likely, there was a shrine to Merriweather somewhere on site. Although the god of lore and study was not himself a gnome, he had no shortage of followers amongst their kind.

      Once they’d made it inside, Thistle could see the bookshelves were arranged in concentric circles, creating halls between shelves that allowed the wares to be perused. Understanding the systems of filing would come later; first, Thistle had to get a sense of the layout, to discern where they’d most likely find their prize. The space was vast, however; after a full ten minutes of walking, he and Grumph had yet to reach the center. A lot to search, yet not as bad as Thistle had feared. From the number of defenses present and the remote location, he’d expected to see more. Nothing along the lines of Mithingow’s Study or The Halls of Merriweather, yet the amount of effort being expended to protect the number of books seemed out of proportion.

      Thistle’s working theory was that this place held items of great power alongside the plethora of books, and the defenses were really for those items, the repository being nothing more than a front. The most effective vault was one nobody knew existed in the first place. Were that the case, though, he would have expected more security inside. From what he could see, the various patrons and workers scampering about lacked any telltale signs of physical strength; he and Grumph were easily the most armed people present.

      It was another five minutes with both of them cutting a brisk pace before the true situation became clear. Such movements would have been impossible for Thistle before gaining additional strength from his paladin abilities. The twisted bones in his legs would never permit him to match the speeds of other gnomes, to say nothing of the races with substantially longer legs, but he was no longer nearly as slow as in his younger days. Briefly, part of him wondered if any in Wesslevant would recognize him, but thinking of that place only conjured Madroria’s face.

      Redoubling his efforts, Thistle picked up speed, matched wordlessly by Grumph. Together, they passed more and more shelves, until they arrived at what had appeared to be a black wall. Only upon drawing close did their mistake become clear: the wall was in fact made of enchanted glass. It appeared to be black because it looked out onto darkness, until one drew close enough to look straight through, at which point the true nature of the repository’s structure became clear.

      Directly across the chasm was the other side of their ring, circles of shelves wrapping all the way between. Below that was a remarkably identical sight, another ring filled with rows and rows of books, then another ring below that, and another, and so on. Thistle counted roughly thirty rings down, guessing there were more he’d be able to see from a better angle.

      At least thirty rings, one of which had taken he and Grumph nearly fifteen minutes just to walk halfway across. For all that he’d learned during his years adventuring, it was his older knowledge that Thistle found himself straining for. Life in a society centered around information had meant getting used to sorting through documents at an early age, a skill spurred on by his years working in Mithingow’s temple, which hosted quite a collection of literature itself.

      Perhaps their errand wasn’t quite as much of a toss-off as Thistle had presumed. Just as some of them could enter godless lands and one had the ability to walk through tainted air, this was a task uniquely suited to Thistle.

      Spinning around, Thistle re-examined the layout of the building, now that he understood this was merely a piece to a great whole. Precise cataloging was almost certainly a bust; there were too many visitors coming in and out, perusing the shelves casually. There were magics to make every book sort itself, but Thistle had seen none of the directing enchantments necessary to sustain them. No, based on what he could see, Thistle guessed the sorting would be by category. Even that would only give them a starting point. Presuming the repository had a section for journals, there would be sub-categories, anything from sources to the colors of the ink used. If they were fortunate, one of the workers might be researching the field and offer guidance, though Thistle wasn’t putting too much hope on that option.

      Most likely, he was going to have to narrow down their search parameters as much as possible, then the pair would power through until they found their target. And if, in the process of discovering the journal’s probable location, Thistle happened to locate any other tomes that looked useful… well, that was simply him being thorough.
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      The trouble with instinct was that it was ineffable. Were there evidence, something concrete to point at, then it would be suspicion, which could be justified. Instinct was when everything appeared to line up, yet something in the gut would insist otherwise. And Marsha Novak’s gut was particularly insistent. In her work, it served as a compass, pointing her down avenues of exploration she might not have otherwise attempted. Not every hunch was correct, but the benefit of quietly exploring ideas was that no one had to see the dead ends, only the times when her instinct led to something tangible.

      Unfortunately, Marsha doubted she was going to uncover whatever was bothering her about Broken Bridge Publishing before the point would be moot. There was technically nothing wrong; some business having a lackluster online presence wasn’t exactly a crime, even if it was peculiar. Everything about the trip itself was precisely what she would have hoped for: ample hotel staff acting as chaperones, security on-site—they even offered complimentary accommodations for any parents who wanted to attend. The emails she’d sent asking for additional details were answered promptly and fully. She couldn’t raise a single objection.

      That might be what was setting off her instincts, in fact. Experience had taught Marsha that nothing was ever perfect unless it was an illusion. Real people made errors, experienced slip-ups, had issues they failed to consider. This had the polish of someone who wanted it to appear beyond reproach, which only made her want to reproach it all the more.

      On its own, that might have been enough for her to turn down Cheri and Russell’s request. The trouble was that damned ineffability of instinct. Other factors could just as easily sneak in unseen, like personal bias. It was entirely possible that Marsha was seeing issues in the event because she wanted to find them. Deep down, perhaps part of her still wanted to push that game away so forcefully that it was corrupting her instincts.

      It really did feel like there was something going on, though.

      Adjusting her monitor, Marsha looked over the trip information yet again. If she said no, they wouldn’t push it. Her kids were good-hearted, and they understood how delicate this topic was. The mere fact that Russell had asked at all spoke to how important the event must be. That was why she couldn’t dismiss it out of hand, not based solely on instincts she didn’t entirely trust.

      Looking over the itinerary once more, Marsha mapped out a mental schedule. The players were going to be in their game for most of the days, but there would be meal breaks where parents could join in and catch up, assuming their kid was willing. For a brief, wonderful moment, Marsha imagined herself and Emmitt sitting with Russell and Cheri, her husband eagerly digging for any scraps of information on how the session had gone, visibly envious that he couldn’t play as well.

      Pleasant as the daydream was, the sob that tried to rise from her chest on its heels was less welcome. That was the trouble with fantasy: reality was always waiting to drag you back into its clutches. Marsha didn’t generally permit such indulgences. It only made moving on all the harder. Try as she might though, Marsha couldn’t get Emmitt’s big grin out of her head.

      “You would have already been packing, wouldn’t you?” After so many years, the home was no longer littered with photos of Emmitt on every wall. There were still several in prominent positions, just not so many that there was no room for the family’s new memories. One such photo remained on Marsha’s desk, though she’d angled it slightly off, so that looking at him straight on required minor adjustment. The two of them in their dating years, mid-laugh, a brick wall behind them. She still remembered that day, right down to the pop of the balloon and the spray of water that had them so amused.

      It wasn’t fair that Emmitt couldn’t be here to take Russell and Cheri. He would have been overjoyed at seeing them so enchanted by the hobby. Without a good reason to point at, instinct alone was too thin a reason to justify denying her kids the chance to attend the event entirely. However, that didn’t mean Marsha was certain her hunch was wrong. Something did still feel strange about all this, enough that she wasn’t comfortable letting them go alone.

      Turning her picture back to its prior angle, Marsha opened up yet another email to Broken Bridge Publishing, though this time, it was not with questions to ask. No, this missive would be informing the company that she was taking them up on the offer to house the parents of players at their event. Avoiding Spells, Swords, & Stealth in general was one thing; allowing it to start impacting her decision-making was an entirely different matter. She had no intention of allowing the issue to take deeper root, meaning this was an opportunity to handle multiple tasks at once. She would keep an eye on Russell and Cheri, while also getting over her avoidance impulse where a simple game was concerned.

      And if it turned out her instincts weren’t being unduly influenced by her own biases, Marsha would perhaps make time to see exactly what was going on with Broken Bridge Publishing. That would all come later, though. First, she had to break the news to her kids that while they were getting to attend their out-of-state event, it would be with their mother tagging along.
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      After half an hour of walking, there was still no sign of any change. Every tree, branch, leaf, blade of grass, and animal: all of it was made of what appeared to be incredibly detailed, animated wood. The verdant greens of the canopy overhead could easily be mistaken for the real thing until one drew close enough to spot the truth. For any creature flying overhead, Eric couldn’t imagine this area was in any way distinguishable from the rest of the sprawling forest. It was a crafter’s hidden hamlet, and the deeper in they went, the more they’d have to fight past to escape.

      Timuscor still had his shield at the ready, while his blade rested in its sheath. Much as Eric might have preferred to move with weapons drawn, he didn’t expect it would make much difference given how surrounded they were. That didn’t keep his own hand from staying within unsheathing distance of his short sword, however. Even if it was a pointless fight, were they ambushed, Eric intended to struggle for his life all the same.

      That fear was abated as they pushed through a curtain of moss hanging between two trees that proved to be just as wooden as everything else when Eric moved it aside. Behind it lay something almost like a home: a large table, chairs, a bed, a wooden anvil and hammer, to say nothing of the other furniture and knickknacks scattered around the clearing.

      At his side, Timuscor momentarily tensed, and Mr. Peppers let out several loud snorts. They’d picked up on something Eric had missed. Continuing to scan, Eric spotted four figures seated at the far end of the table. He grew worried for a short spell, before realizing that these people were also wooden, just as everything else in these woods. Then his worry swiftly returned as he looked at the dwarf, a sharp reminder that wooden and inanimate were not the same terms in this strange forest.

      Moving at the same steady pace he had since the start of their trek, the dwarf pulled out a seat from the table opposite his unstirring guests, motioning for Eric and Timuscor to do the same. While the rogue lingered by the entrance, Timuscor walked over instantly, pulling out his chair and clanking down loudly, thanks to his armor. Eric followed, though he sat lightly, ready to spring up at the slightest of provocations. They had enough working against them as it was; giving their potential opponent the advantage of surprise would be more than they could afford.

      “Tell me your story, Paladin.”

      Part of Eric almost expected Timuscor to go all the way back to the beginning, to when they’d used a piece of the Bridge on their first meeting to free his mind. However, the former knight kept things relevant and concise, delving into the past only long enough to explain their quarrel with Kalzidar and his aspirations toward being a paladin, along with the hurdles that had prevented him from taking up the mantle. Hurdles he’d overcome during a life-and-death struggle with one of Kalzidar’s loyal followers.

      Throughout the tale, the dwarf remained stoic, his face unmoving as he listened to the revelation that Kalzidar had kidnapped Madroria from her own god’s heaven. Only when Timuscor’s voice faded, having reached the point in the tale where they’d left for The Wooden Glade, did his form grow animated once more.

      “I see now. Both the obfuscation and the truth.” With a wave of the dwarf’s hand, the table began to change. Its surface rippled like a pond in a soft breeze, spooling off in a thin layer until it had taken on the appearance of a scroll, albeit stiffer. Pressing the page flat against the once-more solid table, the dwarf muttered a few words, arcane symbols that meant nothing to Eric forming and placing themselves through the scroll. When it was finished, the dwarf rolled up his creation, plucking a wooden tube that had appeared from the ground and placing it inside. That done, he set the package within easy reach of Eric and Timuscor.

      “There is the excuse. A spell I suspect was long ago lost to the world at large. Even when we quested, it took years to find a working copy. With the right components, it is possible to create a gate between the realm of a god and our plane. Though we obtained this spell for another purpose, it could indeed be used by those looking to invade a god’s territory. Of course, once there, you would be under their total power, thus why the reverse application is preferred.”

      Timuscor leaned forward, curiosity naked in his gaze. “What is the reverse application?”

      The dwarf’s reply was slow and somber, turning his head to better look the human in the eyes. “That is a dangerous question—for you more than most—yet it is one I think you would do well to hear the answer to. Will you hear my story, Paladin? I warn you now, there are truths others would prefer to remain lost. Though we are barred from the eyes of the gods whilst here, even knowing my tale may bring danger upon you.”

      “A paladin does not fear the truth,” Timuscor replied without hesitation.

      Eric had expected to be fully removed from the conversation, but the eyes of the dwarf turned to him as well, waiting. He wasn’t sure what would happen if he turned down the offer at this point, seeing as Timuscor was already game to listen. Rather than ask, he simply nodded. Better to know about this mysterious danger than be caught unaware.

      “The reverse application is bringing a god fully to our realm, rendering them truly flesh so that flesh might be cut in twain.” Standing from the table, the dwarf moved several feet to the three wooden figures sitting still. “My name is Rogglin, True Master of Stone, Grand Enchanter, and so many other titles I’ve forgotten over the ages. They meant so much to me once, yet now, I find them nothing more than words that grow harder to hold onto with every passing year.

      “I was a dwarf of ambition, born with no clan, determined to prove my merit beyond reproach. Then, one day, there was an attack from a monster deep within the earth, a rock-lurker. A band of adventurers came to help. They needed the aid of one who knew the tunnels and could swing a hammer in a fight. That was our first adventure together, the beginning of countless battles along our travels. In abandoning my ambitions, I found the warmth of acceptance that I had been so fruitlessly chasing.”

      Nice as the story was, Eric waited for the turn. Seeing how Rogglin had ended up, it was plain this tale couldn’t be resolved with a happy ending. Such was the fate of most adventurers, a fact Eric was having to work harder and harder to avoid dwelling on.

      “We were a rare mix of lucky and skilled, surviving one scrape after another, growing stronger all the while. Slowly, the dangers turned less challenging, and we realized how powerful we’d become. In time, perhaps we would have settled down, wielded our might in new ways. But that was when the Vreskor came. A monster unlike any other, a creature beyond the skill of even the greatest adventurers to slay. A proper challenge for a party who’d thought they were past such things.”

      Reaching forward, Rogglin laid a hand on one of the wooden figures, whose faces were obscured by the dark hoods of their cloaks. “The best spellbow I ever met, let alone worked alongside; by the end, she could take a dragon in the eye from a near mile off. You’d hear the magic on that arrow exploding towns away.” Stepping along, Rogglin tapped another of the wooden statues. “The gentle man burdened by being our unstoppable berserker, whose unchained fury could set mountains to trembling.” He moved to the next figure, patting its back. “A druid like the world had never seen before, or since, I suspect. Never met a creature he didn’t want to understand, nor one that could stand in his way when riled up.” Rogglin arrived at the final figure, though this one, he didn’t touch. “Our leader was a paladin—a true paladin, one who served the calling rather than racing around at the beck and call of some god. He was the greatest of us. With this team, nothing seemed impossible. So we set out to defeat a monster no one else could stop.”

      Eric glanced over to Timuscor, finding the man’s gaze drawn to the fourth mysterious figure. Given that neither of them had known becoming a paladin without a god’s help was even possible until Timuscor did it, he could only imagine the number of questions the new paladin would have liked to ask his predecessor. Since that figure wasn’t moving, let alone talking, Eric decided to voice a speculation of his own. “Would I be wrong to assume it went poorly?”

      “If only.” Rogglin’s tone hadn’t quite been lacking emotion, but he’d kept his voice largely steady. In those two words, a crack appeared, nearly permitting untold amounts of suffering to break through. “Would that we had been cut down as so many others were, moving on to realms of the after. But no, we were determined, experienced, and strong. We took our time, gathered the necessary tools, such as the spell before you. When the moment came, we struck, using a blade forged for that singular purpose. The battle was beyond anything we’d ever faced before, driving us to and past our limits. In the end, however, we were triumphant. The Vreskor was slain, the world made safe—or safer—once more. We thought it the grand final adventure to end our careers. Then came the consequences.”

      “Consequences?” Timuscor tore his eyes from the unmoving figure and turned them back to Rogglin. “What consequences would befall you for protecting the world from a monster?”

      Wordlessly, Rogglin reached out and knocked his hand against the table, producing an unexpectedly harmonious noise. Then he knocked again, this time upon the hooded figure of the spellbow. Once more, on a nearby tree. Lastly, with an unchanging expression, Rogglin rapped on his own skull. Each time, the noise was the same: wood hitting wood.

      “The Vreskor was a monster, but not just a monster. It was a god of monsters, a divine being just as any you worship now, only fueled by the howls of the wilds rather than the prayers of its supplicants. That was why it seemed impossible to slay, and the reason we required such special measures to defeat it. Yet even after all we went through, such divine power cannot simply be unmade. The power remained, despite the beast lying dead, unknown to all of us save for our sixth.”

      It only took a moment of tabulation to realize a figure was missing from the scene. Four wooden figures, plus Rogglin, made five.

      “A scribe, sent to chronicle our adventure. An annoyance more often than not, one we had to save many times. But we grew accustomed to him and enjoyed the idea of fame that would come should we succeed. Every night, he would go off to record the day’s events on a magic scroll that copied the words to a twin at the scribe’s guild. So the night of our victory, none of us thought it strange when he vanished as usual. By the time our spellbow noticed the magic at work, it was already too late. He’d stolen the Vreskor’s divine energy for himself, ascending to godhood. And his first act upon obtaining such power was to turn on us, the very people who’d enabled the achievement.”

      The sound of Timuscor’s armored hand hitting the table rang through the forest, seeming to startle several wooden squirrels in a nearby tree. “That is… not acceptable.”

      Of all things, Eric had not been anticipating a smile on Rogglin’s face when he looked back, yet there it was, nestled among the thick wooden beard for a fleeting moment. “My paladin was the same way, quick to get worked up at the slightest whiff of injustice.” The smile faded fast as Rogglin continued. “But hard as we fought, you can see how it ended. Deities make declarations, not requests. Upon death, I was not permitted to pass on; instead, my soul was bound into the Vreskor’s horn. Worse, I was cursed, unable to ever work with the sacred stones and metals to which I had devoted myself, damned only to influence this profane material. Existing in this state means bearing constant pain, yet it is the loss of my art that wounds me more. For a True Master of Stone, it is akin to ripping the wings off a dragon, damning them to a life of crawling when they are meant to soar.”

      “What of the others?” Timuscor asked.

      “I do not know. That, too, is part of my torment. The gods are quite thorough, as can be seen in the fate of the paladins. In those early days, when I was little more than a spirit, these woods saw frequent travelers, enough for me to hear of their fate. I doubt it a coincidence that after we slayed the Vreskor, the true nature of paladins was purged from the land, replaced with the versions that can be easily controlled. Their power was the only one we found capable of standing against a god; not even deities are greater than magic itself, and a paladin can draw on that force directly. Once it was known, the gods would not tolerate such a threat to exist.”

      It was thanks to practice on controlling expressions that Eric kept his eyes from bulging at that revelation like Timuscor’s were, though he very much felt the inclination. They’d known Timuscor was tapping into potent power when he’d first shown off his new paladin abilities, but the power to fight, even beat, a god… that was something else altogether.

      Thankfully, Rogglin kept talking, not waiting for either of their slackened tongues to regain movement. “As for our deed itself, the truth was buried away beneath a new story. Over time, the Vreskor became remembered as nothing more than a tremendous monster, not a god who had been slain. Most of us were wiped from history, but one was repurposed. Even now, I expect there are parties being planned, all to raise a glass to a man in honor of deeds so much less than he truly accomplished.”

      This time, it was Eric who stared at the figure of the paladin in wonderment. Knowing the season, there was only one event upcoming, and it indeed celebrated the triumph of a hero over a terrible monster. “Do you mean… was your paladin named Gorrian?”

      “I see his false legend persists,” Rogglin replied. “In life or death, even as nothing more than a tale, there is simply no stopping that man.” The dwarf stepped away from the table, motioning for them to follow once more. “Come. Now that I have a sense of you both, it’s time to show you my shackle, the object that keeps my soul trapped here.”

      Timuscor and Mr. Peppers took their time rising from the table, while Eric hesitated to move at all. Rogglin had already told them where his soul had been bound, meaning they were about to look at the corpse of a very powerful monster. A god of monsters. A dead one, granted, but the barbarian they traveled with had proven a chilling truth:

      Dead didn’t always mean done.
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      “I know about the stories, tales of those on death’s door seeing shadowy figures wielding large blades. Never heard of anyone actually encountering them, though; only the old legends.”

      Cythllia nodded at Gabrielle’s response. This was apparently what she’d been expecting. “Reapers were an experiment by one of my prior incarnations, a god who sought to tame the endless workload that comes with this domain through delegation. It was theorized that by creating helpers to oversee key deaths, they could assume some of the burden. While it did work in some ways, the extra effort of having to coordinate and deal with the souls filling those roles ultimately canceled out any surplus spare time created by the project. Still, on occasion, when I have need of it, the reaper is a handy tool for creating assets among mortals.”

      Gabrielle could easily infer where the conversation was heading, though she opted to double-check, just to be safe. Better to ask a seemingly obvious question than make a decision without full understanding of what it entailed. “That’s what you want to turn me into?”

      “It’s less about my wants than it is your survival,” Cythllia corrected. “As I said, your manaflow is in chaos, and the damage wrought cannot be easily undone, even by a god. There is no going back to how you were, not within my means to offer. What I can do is turn that twisted structure into something functional. Considering that your mana is partially tainted by the domain of death and wound into your weapon, you’re already on the reaper’s path.”

      “Definitely on board with anything that keeps me ali—wait. You said my mana is wound into my weapon?” Gabrielle looked at her axe anew. She’d already been aware that part of her soul was fused with the enchanted equipment, but hearing that the very flow of magic was connecting them somehow struck her as even odder.

      With a single wave of Cythllia’s hand, threads appeared all over Gabrielle. No, rather, the threads were inside Gabrielle, and only now had they become visible. They twinkled as her angle changed, always glowing slightly. In different areas of her body, Gabrielle could see thicker threads, specifically around her leg and arm muscles, and probably her back as well if she’d been able to see it. There were also threads of different colors, though far fewer than the ones that merely glowed. Red threads ran around her heart before zipping off down her arm, along her fingers, interweaving with the axe they were holding. Letting go and lifting back a few inches, Gabrielle saw that the threads remained connected; however, there was a growing strain the further she pulled away.

      “That energy the axe is absorbing and transferring has to travel along something. Sadly, your connection is tenuous. As it grows less efficient, you’ll need more and more kills to make up for what’s being lost. It’s part of why becoming a reaper will help stabilize you; they are deeply bonded to their weapons, far more powerfully than what can be offered by a few interwoven strands of mana. Of course, considering your weapon is intelligent, that will also cause certain hurdles in the process. One step at a time, though. First off, we must deal with the crux of the matter: is this a path you would like to go down?”

      Gabrielle could still see the threads in her body, eyes no longer captured by the red ones. Now, she noticed the threads that looked charred, like blackened strings, seemingly connecting to nothing, ending in gnarled stubs. Some did rejoin the colorless mana threads, causing a gray hue that persisted for a short distance, yet those were dwarfed by the ones that simply ended. She had no idea how to heal something like that, couldn’t even see them without divine aid.

      If there was any hope of continuing, it seemed as if the god of death was her only option. “What will happen to me if I refuse?”

      “I’ll give you some guidance for your rescue mission, you depart here unharmed, and eventually, you’ll lose all stability and capacity to feed. At that point, your body may drop dead, or it could stay animated while your mind and soul are lost. Best case, you fall over during a harmless situation and everyone gets some proper goodbyes. Worse situation, you drop during a battle, when allies are counting on you. Worst outcome, your mindless husk turns on the people you care about, attempting to cut them down. Possibly even succeeding.”

      Essentially, all the fears Gabrielle had been holding onto since the change, which was about what she’d expected. “And what does being a reaper entail? I mean, what happens to me?”

      “For now, I reinforce the connection between you and your weapon, lessening your energy needs temporarily. Then I can modify your manaflow structure, shaping it into that of a reaper, or close enough, anyway. You’ll be more attuned to death, allowing me to reconfigure the broken pathways into something that can be used. The work you’ve done as a barbarian is already etched in you; this would alter your growth moving forward.”

      It all sounded good, assuming Gabrielle ignored the bit about being more attuned to death. Given how many of their encounters already ended with her coated in blood, she wasn’t certain that connection would be wise, but it certainly was consistent.

      Still, Gabrielle had seen enough of those who dealt with gods to be sure she asked the most pertinent question:

      “What about the catch?”

      “You’re expecting only one? Such an optimist.” As Cythllia chuckled, a new stack of pages appeared, neatly adding themselves to the pile floating in the air where the right side of her desk had been. Her mirth cut off swiftly, replaced by a deep sigh. “Yes, yes, I know. Always more to do. As to your question, there are a few catches to make this work. Foremost is that you will have to become one of my followers.”

      That was a condition Gabrielle hadn’t anticipated; nothing about the god of death spoke to much need for reverence. Her expression spoke plainly to her surprise, and Cythllia addressed it before the time for questions could be wasted. “Reworking a mortal’s manaflow structure is no small endeavor, and not something we are capable of without their permission. It’s the same process used for making paladins, which is a degree of influence we are only capable of exerting on mortals who give themselves over to us.”

      “So it’s less about you caring who I worship, more about satisfying the requirements,” Gabrielle surmised.

      Surprisingly, Cythllia responded with a sharp shake of her head. “Oh no, being one of my followers would be a condition even if it weren’t necessary. Holding the title of reaper means you are connected to me, to my realm, to my authority. I’m not going to let someone walk the world and speak in my name without having some means to keep them in check. Especially considering what a reaper grows to be capable of.”

      Dealing with deities, there was always a trade-off. Gaining certainty that she wouldn’t murder her friends was worth bowing her head to the god of death, all the more so if it came with more power to help protect them. Besides, Gabrielle appreciated the no-nonsense nature of Cythllia. If she had to pledge herself to a god, one who got right down to business fit her style perfectly.

      “I’m in. What’s required? Do I need to swear an oath or offer blood?”

      “We’ll get to that,” Cythllia replied, notably not dismissing the blood bit as quickly as Gabrielle had hoped she would. “As I said, that was only the first caveat, and I don’t make deals in bad faith. You have to hear everything before you can decide.”

      It was frustrating, gathering her nerve to take the plunge only to be denied. Still, it was certainly better to know the stakes in a bargain, particularly when it would be divinely enforced. Choking down her own eagerness, Gabrielle nodded for the god of death to continue.

      “The next thing you must understand is that I can only begin the process for now. There are two major blocks that currently keep you from becoming a reaper, the most immediate of which is your axe.” Cythllia reached out and tapped the head of Gabrielle’s weapon, causing a dark ripple of movement across the blade. “Forgive the expression, but your situation is double-edged. The power of this item is what helped anchor your soul, yet its disruptive nature makes creating lasting connections difficult.”

      “And since it has that chunk of my soul, we can’t change it out for something easier to work with,” Gabrielle surmised.

      “Even if we could, it would be a poor bargain, casting aside such a potent weapon for the sake of convenience. Your axe is far more than just a means of slicing, and to become a reaper, you will need to grasp that. The only way I can see to form a more stable channel between the two of you is if the weapon adds its support. The axe has its own mind, one that you will have to win over.”

      Stepping away from the table, Cythllia reached out her hand, and moments later a scythe manifested in her palm. “The weapon of a reaper is a special thing, bound deeply to them so that it might be capable of channeling their magic. When I begin the process, you will find the ability to communicate with your axe grows substantially. Use that connection well; by the time you fulfill the final condition, it must be willing to bind with you.”

      With a casual flick, Cythllia moved her blade and took a burning sconce off the wall, its metal cut cleanly through. After a few moments, dark flames manifested across the blade, then inky water; next, crackling charges of black lightning, before finally icicles that looked like frozen shadows. An impressive display, and one that Gabrielle didn’t expect she’d be matching anytime soon.

      “I suppose I should ask about the next condition, then.”

      A quick twirl of her hand, and Cythllia’s weapon vanished. She looked up at the sconces and narrowed her eyes. As if it were too terrified to stay broken, the metal from the broken one hopped up from the ground and fused itself together, flames shooting out moments later, higher than any others in the room. Almost like it had something to prove.

      “The last condition is going to be hardest, because it has to be.” Cythllia walked over and sat on the table next to Gabrielle. “The power of a reaper is no small gift to offer. I’m able to do this much because it’s in service to a slight against my domain, but there are limits. Magic has a balance to it, like life and death itself, one you should not attempt to skirt. I can put you on the path of the reaper. However, to claim that power, you must fulfill a quest. Something to earn the title while proving you deserve it.”

      “Given your domain and the name of the class, would I be off in assuming that the quest is to kill someone, or is this me picturing gore to summon you all over again?”

      The weary look on Cythllia’s face suddenly vanished, replaced by something old and terrifying. Gabrielle nearly shrank back on instinct before realizing that the sentiment wasn’t aimed in her direction. “You are very much correct, my potential follower. Not just ‘someone,’ though. It would need to be a powerful foe, one worthy of reaping. All the better if they have slighted your god directly, that she might gain retribution through your hand. Since Kalzidar saw fit to trifle with the realm of death so freely, I plan to rip away his pawns until my anger is satisfied. As my servant and a budding reaper, you’ll make the perfect vessel to begin delivering such a message.”

      Meeting Cythllia’s eyes, Gabrielle suddenly felt the divine weight of the god’s willpower, a staggering sea of fury roaring just below the forcefully controlled surface. “If you wish to inherit the title of reaper and gain a chance at survival, then the task is a simple one. Kill one of the High Priests of Kalzidar.”
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      In hours, Thistle had narrowed down their area of search, a task that would have demanded weeks for one who lacked an understanding of gnomish cataloging protocol. If this was indeed divine busy-work as they expected, then at least the gods had selected a task he felt well suited for. Grumph too fit the need well, his thick arms, which allowed him to haul stacks of books at a time, paired with a wizard’s mind to peruse the words inside.

      Ostensibly, were Grumble to ask, Thistle had the ready-to-go excuse that while these obviously weren’t the precise book they were hunting for, reading them offered greater clarity on the shelving peculiarities of that unique section. The more such subtleties were learned, the easier it became to navigate the rows and rows of books surrounding them. Should some of the books happen to center around histories of gods or tomes exploring various divine theorems, well, he could hardly help the way these books were smashed together.

      Setting aside another book, he paused only long enough to stretch his arms before taking the next off the pile. There was no way within the repository to tell how long they’d been reading; being underground meant windows would only show dirt or the things that crawled through it, not to mention opening up several structural weaknesses. With no sky overhead and magical lights along the walls, Thistle didn’t even have the melting of a candle to pace the hours with. All he had were the creaks in his bones, which spoke to the hours he’d been spent hunched over his current desk.

      Pausing his perusal, Thistle pulled out a hunk of jerky from his bag, washing it down with a guzzle from his waterskin. Soon, he’d need to sleep—an academic’s nap, if nothing else. Short bursts of rest weren’t as good as true slumber, but Thistle knew from experience that they could sustain one for days on end if needed. Hunger was a more persistent pest; an empty belly would cause all manner of distraction. Better to keep it soothed.

      As he bit down on more jerky, Thistle’s eyes scanned the seemingly endless expanse of books around him. A thought he’d had many times since losing his wife rose up: Madroria would have loved this. She was always the curious sort, not uncommon among gnomes, though her inquisitiveness was born more of genuine interest in the wonders of the world rather than a desire to pin everything down under a sheet of glass for examination. Were she with them, Madroria would no doubt be lost amidst the shelves, only to be found later under a self-created pile of books.

      Images of his wife stirred up the simmering miasma of emotion inside, forcing Thistle to mentally tamp it back down. He wasn’t like Gabrielle, able to let his emotions funnel directly into raw strength. Being overwhelmed by such sentiment would only cloud his mind and muddy his tactics. Anger felt good in the moment, yet it offered little true benefit for one who depended on quick, clear thinking. Instead, the rage drove him, anchored him, gave him fuel for the seemingly impossible task before them. The power of Mithingow was protecting Madroria, but it wouldn’t last forever. Sitting around fuming was a self-indulgence Thistle had no time for.

      Turning his attention back to the current tome, Thistle scanned through, looking for any tidbits or details. He wasn’t expecting to find a single page with all they’d need; if such a book had existed, the gods would have long ago scorched it from every plane. Rather, he was hunting for patterns, information that turned up consistently from various sources. As things stood, most of his information on gods came from the churches serving those very deities—hardly what one could call an objective source. The first step in preparing for any fight, be it against person, monster, or god, was understanding one’s opponent. Thistle needed to separate the truth from the teachings, get a grasp on what a god’s actual weaknesses would be.

      Personal accounts from various clergy and students of the divine might not offer world-shaking revelations, but learning that Rodicawl would manifest once per year to toast and feast with his followers told Thistle that gods still ate while on the mortal plane. Another account spoke of Cecily stopping by one of her many roadside temples, so unexpectedly impressed with the caretaker’s upkeep that she offered him a blessing to keep the wheels from falling off any carriages he rode in. If she could be surprised, then there was a limit to how much a god was able to know at once, even regarding their temples. Conjecture and supposition, yet from these slippery foundations true understanding would take root. The more he read, the more he’d see whether the accounts were backed up or contradicted by other observers, hypotheses adapted and discarded until functioning theories remained.

      His current book was not from a priest, but a mage who’d endeavored to study the divine. The researcher had theorized that gods were not a different type of being, as some churches believed, but rather people who had obtained access to a higher tier of magic. Their enhanced capabilities could be likened to the disparity of skill between those with experience using mana versus people who lived more mundane lives. Thistle actually blinked in surprise when he saw Grumble’s name alongside Longinus within the researcher’s notes. They were two of the few gods whose dogma included mortal origins, adding evidence to the theory that mortals and deities were not quite so far apart.

      While Thistle could understand the overall idea, he wasn’t certain how it would be relevant from a practical standpoint. Whether the gods were born as unstoppable beings of raw might or shaped into that from wielding stronger magic, the fact of their power remained. Still, Thistle mentally filed it away alongside countless other half-cooked suppositions. If the dots were easily connected, someone would have managed it already. The more information he had, the better his chance of figuring out something that would be useful.

      As he moved on to the next reading selection, Thistle paused long enough to take another bite of jerky and swig of water. If he made it a habit while changing books, he wouldn’t have to take an outright break again. Mouth chewing while his hand turned the page, Thistle dug right back in, so absorbed in his research he didn’t notice the concerned half-orc stare that lingered on him for several minutes.
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      “I’m actually glad your mom is going with us. It made my parents feel way better about everything.” Tim looked eager as ever, character sheet in hand and dice lined up neatly along the table. As the party’s human paladin, Timanuel, he was brave and resolute. As Tim the person, he was an honest and loyal friend that Russell was thankful to have along on this crazy ride.

      Bert nodded in agreement. “Doesn’t bother me. Might be nice to have another witness if strange stuff starts happening again.” There was quite a disparity between Bert’s muscular frame and that of Wimberly, the gnome gadgeteer he played. Where they overlapped was in the mental faculties; Bert’s analytical mind and interest in various systems had led to him pursuing an engineering degree, whereas those same traits led to Wimberly building mechanical rats that spit acid.

      “She seems nice,” Alexis added softly. When out of character, Alexis was easy to think of as Bert’s shy friend. That impression would be quickly dispelled by Gelthorn, the elven forest warrior with a brash tongue, a bold nature, and bow skills to back it all up. Even after so many gaming sessions, sometimes Russell still jumped a bit at the tonal shift when Alexis got into character.

      Cheri’s sigh was much too loud and drawn out to have been anything but theatre. “The issue isn’t that she’s not nice. Just a little stifling to have Mom breathing over our shoulders. What if I find a fellow player that’s also a hottie? There’s bound to be a few Berts in the bunch.”

      It was one of the few times Russell had seen Bert looked surprised, as well as uncertain about how to react to the sudden compliment. “Oh, um, thank you?”

      “Really? Come on, man. Nobody puts in the kind of hours you must at the gym without knowing how they look,” Cheri replied.

      That only served to make Bert look more uncomfortable. “I mostly just work out for health reasons. Regular exercise leads to a longer lifespan, so it was the sensible choice.”

      “Right, see, I want the muscles without that kind of egghead reasoning. And that’s the sort of opportunity that Mom might block me on by hanging out in the wings.” Cheri punctuated her statement by grumpily picking up the character sheet for Chalara and flipping through it, no doubt searching for the most destructive spells available.

      “There’s nothing to be done. If I want to go, then Mom is making the trip with us,” Russell said. “Even though I really wish we could keep her away from all of this.”

      Tim reached over and patted his friend gently on the back. “Don’t worry. The games are still supposed to be just us players, so if any weird magic happens, your mother shouldn’t get caught up in it.”

      That was, in truth, only a small part of Russell’s concern. Far greater was the guilt he felt over getting her involved in this at all, knowing how she felt about Spells, Swords, & Stealth. It was too late to have regrets now, especially as his gaming group had moved on to discussing the logistics of their trip. They were going to the event, so Russell resolved to make sure and give his mother as much buffer between herself and gaming as possible.

      “I’m more nervous about the other players than the magic,” Alexis admitted. “What will they be like? How much do they know? Will they think we’re crazy if we talk about the magic?”

      Bert offered up a wide-shouldered shrug. “I doubt they’d think we were crazy. If they’re going through this much trouble just to play a module, then I have to expect the other players have experienced something of interest.”

      “Or they have very empty social calendars,” Cheri countered.

      Sheepishly, Tim spoke up. “I’d probably still go, even without the magic. I like gaming with you all, and the chance to play alongside even more people sounds fun.”

      Deciding that speculation had probably run its course of usefulness for the time being, Russell pulled out his GM screen with more spectacle than was necessary, a hint that the game was about to begin. They didn’t have long left until the event, and there were still current tasks to wrap up. He expected the characters would soon finish hunting the wither-vines infesting the dryad’s grove, then continue on their journey to Venmoore.

      It wasn’t a terribly large city, but Venmoore was known for its wealth, thanks to a variety of nobles who’d chosen to build homes there. Few took the route on foot, preferring to travel by more magical, and expensive, means. Ever since receiving an email from Broken Bridge Publishing hinting that there was a contact in Venmoore who could provide more information, the party had been slowly working their way toward it, taking on quests and grinding for experience as they traveled.

      As he checked notes from prior games against a map of the area, Russell was struck by a sudden suspicion. Yanking his phone from his pocket, he opened up a calendar app while checking the route remaining between his players and Venmoore. Sure enough, the timing lined up almost perfectly. Assuming they didn’t roll any random encounters, which Russell already suspected the dice wouldn’t permit, the party would arrive at Venmoore roughly one session prior to when they’d be headed out for the big event.

      The reasonable part of his mind instantly protested that it was a coincidence. There was no way for Broken Bridge Publishing to be aware of their gaming schedule or the characters’ progress in their journey, let alone coordinate an entire event with other groups all starting right as they arrived in Venmoore. Unfortunately, that chunk of brain was defeated by the piece that reminded Russell that they were dealing with magic: the rules of what was and wasn’t possible were suggestions at best.

      Those were concerns for future sessions, however. Before any of that, the players had to deal with those wither-vines. They would have to earn their way to Venmoore, and Russell would ensure everything was done by the rules. Even outside of basic morality and an enjoyment for the game, the last thing Russell wanted to do was piss off whatever magic was in play by cheating.
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      This time, the walk was a short one, although Eric noticed Timuscor slowing on occasion, looking around as if there was something pulling on his attention. While there was no shortage of sounds coming from the wooden fauna, none of them gave Eric particular concern. He kept scanning the area just to be safe, but already suspected it wasn’t a matter of his senses failing.

      Thanks to the additional attention, though, Eric did catch a view of their destination through the trees. The sight before them was strikingly mundane, yet with how much it stood out amidst the surroundings, it may as well have been a blazing thirty-foot-high tower of singing flame. Stone: gray, craggy, unmistakable-for-the-real-thing stone. It was the first non-wooden surface they’d seen for hours.

      Drawing nearer, Eric saw that there wasn’t much of it—merely a small mound of rock formed together into a lopsided dome, almost mistakable for a natural formation. Rogglin strode up to the side of the rock pile, while Timuscor paused for several seconds and rubbed the side of his head before advancing, Mr. Peppers matching the paladin step for step. Only when they were all near enough to touch the stones did Rogglin explain.

      “In his mastery of petty torments, our betrayer saw fit to enshrine the Vreskor’s corpse in its former lair, a cave of stone below the earth. Not only is it forever beyond my reach, but I’m left with an ever-present reminder of my art. Past here, I cannot follow. You two may go forth, though I warn you, do not draw too close.”

      “Is it protected?” Timuscor asked.

      “Not as such. But even dead, the body of a god holds potent magics. The Vreskor was already a beast of destruction; death has long since infused its remains. More than one adventurer sought to pillage the corpse for materials, but all passed away after a single touch. Even drawing near will cause feelings of illness—a warning to retreat, for it will grow worse otherwise.”

      A slight smile tweaked at the edge of Rogglin’s wooden face. “In that way, I suspect the newly turned god made an error. He did not anticipate the remains to shift so potently, or so fast. Followers have come in the centuries since, seeking the Vreskor’s body, but the effect is far more pronounced on those connected to deities. To them, even stepping into my glade brings pain and weakness. The energy of a fallen god is unique, and undeniable.”

      That detail caught Eric’s notice. “Why wouldn’t the god just come handle it himself?”

      “Because he can no longer take such direct actions. That is the price of ascension,” Rogglin responded. “The influence of gods upon our plane is limited, which is why they work through followers.”

      The more Rogglin spoke, the clearer it became to Eric that the dwarf’s speculation held merit. Wasn’t that what Grumble was doing, guiding his followers toward the tools they’d need to save Madroria? Then again, Eric had no idea how much of that was from the deity’s own desires versus giving his paladin the help that had been requested.

      “You said this corpse binds you.” Timuscor was looking the mound over, searching for an entrance. “If we were to purge or cleanse it, would that release you from your imprisonment?”

      “Were you able to, then yes, I would be freed. However, you would have to sunder through the Vreskor’s own residual magic, break through the incredibly tough material, and have a means to extricate my soul from within, all without dying from being too near the corpse. Not impossible, but exceedingly difficult.”

      While Timuscor continued to look over the mound, Eric put a hand to the surface and pushed gently. The seemingly solid array of rocks gave way at the touch, shifting to easily allow his arm to move through. After a few inches, his fingers felt the tickle of air once more. The mound was more camouflage than defense, and in truth, Eric suspected he’d have never looked twice at it among different surroundings. The only person who could be kept out by the barrier was Rogglin, if he truly was unable to interact with stone. True as the story rang, Eric wasn’t inclined to take everything on faith quite that easily.

      “Perhaps we can obtain an enchanted item to aid us,” Timuscor suggested. “Pieces to offer protection or assist in the capturing of a soul. Certainly such creations exist.”

      “I’m afraid you would have to find them first. I have no idea of such tools, or anything else about the outside world. Visitors grew scarce a long time ago.” Rogglin shook his head. “There is no escape for me, just as there will be no justice for our band of adventurers. Only an eternity of these woods, punctuated by small moments such as this. At the very least, I can still share one piece of my art with the few who wander through. The rest have certainly been long since destroyed or lost by now.”

      The mound of rocks could be a trap quite easily. With no idea what was inside, or even the dimensions of the space they’d be entering, it would be a simple matter to have certain death lying in wait. Eric’s best counter to that concern was the needlessness of such a setup. Considering the power Rogglin had displayed upon their meeting, and the amount of his crafted woods around them, killing his three guests would be a relatively simple matter. Perhaps Timuscor and his new paladin gifts could make a respectable stand, but the outcome was unlikely to change.

      Past that, Eric didn’t sense any deceptive feelings from Rogglin; like most dwarves, he was straightforward by nature. While it could be an act, at a certain point, Eric had to trust something if they wanted to make progress, so his own abilities to gauge character seemed like a reasonable start. Hoping he wasn’t about to die in a very obvious trap, sure that Elora would find a way to scold his ghost if he did, Eric stuck his head through the mound’s barriers, peering inside.

      He’d expected to have to jam a lantern in next, but the chamber was already lit. A soft, blue-white light emanated from below a sloped incline leading deeper into the ground. Just as Eric was about to pull back and call for Timuscor, the paladin’s arm burst into view, followed soon by Mr. Peppers’ snout. Since it seemed they were committed, Eric shoved his way inside as well, determined to at least take the lead and scan for traps.

      By the time he’d finished brushing errant dirt from his dark leather armor, Timuscor and Mr. Peppers had finished making their entrance. Pausing only long enough to draw his blade, Timuscor nodded at Eric to continue. Together, the three crept down the slope into the waiting cavern below, nerves tense as they searched for any movement hiding in the shadows.

      For as much as Eric strained his eyes, though, there was nothing to find. Step after step echoed off the walls. The only change was the brightening of the light, now coming from behind a slight curve in the cavern’s formation. Bracing for an attack, Eric peeked his head around the corner, gaze finally falling upon the source of light.

      It was dazzling, almost literally: a sphere of what looked like some manner of crystal, engraved with runes across the glittering surface. Light shone out from every direction, brighter at the runes, yet never fading entirely. Thanks to that ever-present shine, it took a few moments for Eric’s eyes to adjust, long enough for Timuscor to join him at the corner.

      As his sight cleared, more of the cavern came into view, and with it came a growing sense of dread. Huge bones were scattered against the wall and floor, having smashed through almost everything else present in an unseen scuffle. Dozens of shattered orbs like the one still shining littered the ground, twinkling as they reflected the soft blue light. Tracing the shadowy curves of the creature’s bones, Eric finally found his way to its skull and the sinister horn extending from it.

      A long, flat skull—evidently, the Vreskor had more serpentine elements than Eric would have guessed. Considering the size of some bones, it must have stretched on for a good distance. Its maw looked like it could bite Timuscor in half with a good chomp. Thistle could probably be gobbled in a single bite, whereas Grumph would take three. Eric knew it was a morose speculation, yet he couldn’t stop himself as he stared at those horrendous jaws. They drew him in, insisting that his natural place was being crushed between them.

      The spell was broken as, without warning, Timuscor started forward, eyes locked on the skull, or perhaps the horn atop it. “What… what is that?” Hand at his head, the paladin didn’t even seem to be paying attention to where he was setting those clanking feet.

      Eric grabbed his friend by the shoulder, trying to hold him back. “Remember, we have to stay back.”

      The words may as well have been spoken in gobleck for as much as they seemed to register with Timuscor. He continued forward, unbothered by Eric’s efforts to slow him down. Hand extended, he reached for the deadly remains that loomed closer with every step.

      “It’s calling. It wants to be freed. It needs help.” Timuscor moved faster, and Eric darted forward to intercept him. Thanks to his faster footwork, Eric was able to block Timuscor before he’d moved within touching distance of the body.

      Unfortunately, it turned out the paladin had already gotten close enough. From within the horn, a pulse of shadow bloomed, attempting to break its way out. The effort lasted only a few seconds before a massive blast of energy tore forth from the body. It dissolved the rebellious shadows instantly, leaving the horn pristine once more. Neither Eric, Timuscor, nor Mr. Peppers could see it, however.

      They were all lying on the ground, struck by the same wave of energy that had kept the shadow contained, small wisps of smoke gently drifting up their still-breathing bodies.
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        * * *

      

      “Killing a High Priest of Kalzidar.” Not a small task, nor was it meant to be. Kalzidar’s servants were quite varied, but they all desired power, power that the god was happy to provide to his faithful. A High Priest would be stronger than any of his followers they’d faced thus far—probably trickier, as well. Still, knowing what her party was planning, the chances were good they’d eventually have to deal with one of Kalzidar’s High Priests anyway. No sense in turning down a chance to stabilize her condition in the process. “I think I can get behind a quest like that one.”

      “Glad to hear it. Whether you succeed or not is another matter, but that never comes without the willingness to take that initial step forward. Personally, I’m rooting for you, and not just because I had to take time out of my day to hold this meeting in the first place.” Cythllia’s eyes darted toward her stack of documents, which Gabrielle noted had increased in size yet again.

      “You do seem busy,” the barbarian said.

      “Busy is an understatement of beyond mythical proportions. Do you have any idea how many things die in a given day? A given hour? A given minute? Horses, humans, elves, elementals—all with souls or energy that has to be properly sorted and reallocated into the eternal cycle of rebirth.” Cythllia’s gaze turned far off, staring into the distance. Then the god shuddered. “Last time two kingdoms went to war, I worked for a month straight without ever looking up from my desk.”

      Gabrielle barely repressed a grimace of her own. That sounded like a calculated hell, especially to an adventurer. “Guess we should get to it, then.”

      “One of us should.” Cythllia turned her attention back to Gabrielle, clearly waiting.

      After a few moments, realization clicked. The terms for accepting Cythllia’s offer had been stated, and the first step was one Gabrielle had to initiate. She suddenly felt self-conscious, having never imagined praying to someone standing mere feet away. Lowering her head, Gabrielle only half-closed her eyes, but she did press her hands together.

      “Cythllia, god of death, I wish to serve you. To follow your guidance and trust in your aid. To work your will upon the world, so long as my strength endures.”

      Slowly, Gabrielle lifted her head, unsure if that was enough.

      The face waiting inches from her own nearly caused Gabrielle to jump back, only her own shock helping to keep her rooted in place. “Be certain of your words, mortal. To walk the path of death is a lonely journey. It is the one force feared by all, from the highest of gods to the smallest of bugs. Follow me and be forever marked by my power. Your soul is currently injured, not lost. Die, and avenues to a normal afterlife await. Enter my service, and know that some roads will be forever closed, even as others are opened.”

      “I’ve felt out of place most of my life. Too wild for my family, too civilized for the goblins. Trapped by the town I was too afraid to leave. It’s only recently that I was starting to understand what it was to just be me, and then the undead stuff had to muck everything up, making me different yet again. I’m not afraid of whatever stigma might come from serving you. I am afraid of losing control, or falling short when my friends need me, so it’s no contest. I am sure of my words. I offer to serve, if you will have me.”

      Cythllia nodded, evidently satisfied by the answer. “With open eyes do you enter. With open arms are you embraced. Welcome, my newest follower.” Reaching up, she tapped Gabrielle lightly on the forehead. Just like that, the barbarian’s entire body went rigid, unable to move, save only for her head. “And now that I can work directly upon you, let us see if we can’t do something about that manaflow structure. There is one issue to warn you about, though I expect you’ve already figured it out by now.”

      “This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”

      “Very much so,” Cythllia confirmed. “Hence the binding. This work is already delicate, so I can’t have you lashing about. The good news is that I can move your consciousness out of your body for the worst of it. Think of this as a chance to get to know one another, and make good use of it. Remember, you need to be united before you kill a High Priest of Kalzidar, else even I am not fully sure what will happen.”

      That was all the warning Gabrielle got before Cythllia tapped her head once more, this time plunging the barbarian into darkness.
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      For a time, Gabrielle believed she was unconscious. It was the lucidity that clued her in to the truth. Even in her sharpest of dreams, she couldn’t recall thinking so clearly, being so aware of her own descent into what was supposed to be slumber. The sensation was similar to being asleep: no physical form or sensory input, like she was drifting in an endless sea of nothing. Odd as it was, Gabrielle found the experience somewhat soothing. She hadn’t truly relaxed in some while, always slightly afraid of what might happen should her control lessen.

      Nice as it might have been to simply drift while Cythllia worked, Gabrielle didn’t imagine it was wise to ignore guidance from the god of death. Figuring out how to speak took some effort; without vocal cords to manipulate the act, it was more akin to thinking with intent, projecting the words out into the emptiness.

      “Hello out there… axe.” There was no echo, because there was no sound. The words simply existed, in all places at all points, and then were gone. “Just realized I have no idea whether or not you’ve got a name… we haven’t had many chances to chat.”

      As with her own words, the response came from everywhere at once, albeit with noticeably greater intensity.

      —I was called many titles when wielded by my master, yet my only true name was the one spoken by him upon my creation. A pledge, a vow, a purpose with which I was filled. I am Ovrium.—

      “It’s nice to properly meet you after all this time, Ovrium. My name is Gabrielle.”

      —Your name is known to me, as is your purpose for being here. You seek to bind us deeper, drawing further upon my strength to sustain your flailing life force. A concern I have no reason to share.—

      “That might be true to a point,” Gabrielle admitted. “But not entirely. Cythllia is trying to fix the magical knot we’re tangled in as best she can. Right now, we don’t know what will happen when my body gives out; I might stop being your problem, or I could end up stuck right here until the axe is destroyed. Do you fancy having an eternal roommate?”

      Somehow, the emptiness felt a bit sullen at that point.

      —You seek to bind us deeper. You aim to wield me truly. Then you must learn to use me properly. Killing in defense is acceptable, for hunger allowed, yet none are the purpose for which I was named.—

      Gabrielle racked her mind, reaching for any time she’d heard the name Ovrium used before. It was utterly unfamiliar, offering no clue as to what the axe was hinting toward. “With apologies, I don’t know the meaning of your name.”

      —You need offer no contrition. The Loraskan language was lost with its people. That you know it not only honors my master’s accomplishments.—

      Had she possessed a body, Gabrielle suspected it would have been sweating. She resisted the urge to gulp in terror. “If the language being gone honors your master, that would imply he was the one to wipe it out.”

      —A lifetime of injustice, pain, and hatred was poured into my creation. A single desire, focused sharp as the edge of my blades. There is no true translation in your language for the depth of sentiment in my name, yet the concept persists in a lesser form. Were I named in the tongue of your people, you would call me Vengeance.—

      Much as Gabrielle hoped to have misunderstood what the axe was hinting at, that spelled it out in undeniable clarity. It had been used in widespread slaughter, the scale of which she could only guess at. That knowledge left her terrified… as well as intrigued. If her weapon was capable of such acts, there might be more to it than what she’d tapped into so far. With a literal god as their enemy, she wasn’t inclined to turn away from such a powerful ally, even if it did come with a bloody history.

      By this point in her journey, the same could be said for Gabrielle herself.

      “So you’d prefer to be used as a tool of revenge.”

      —I seek a master of combat who can wield me properly. Fury and hate in their heart, blood upon my blade: that is the path to my true capabilities. One who will return me to my place of glory and terror. It is my only reason left to endure. Even if denying you caused my own destruction, I would choose it rather than pledge myself to an unworthy wielder.—

      Under different circumstances, Gabrielle would have set the whole idea aside. What the axe wanted from her sounded like a dangerous path, especially for a warrior who fought using their anger. In that fugue state, it was already difficult to think clearly; who knew what sorts of influence a magical weapon with a penchant for bloodshed would have? Sadly, there were no other weapons to choose from. Her soul was stuck in this axe, so she had to win it over.

      “I never knew of your nature or desires. Only now do I understand what you are, and what you seek. I offer a bargain, Ovrium. Let me show you that you have been heard. Give me the opportunity to demonstrate my capabilities as a wielder who understands her weapon. And if I can satisfy your standards while also completing Cythllia’s quest, join with me. Become the weapon of the first reaper in generations. You say you want glory. That seems like an excellent place to start.”

      The response didn’t come quickly this time, silence filling the endless void as best it could manage, until at last, Ovrium spoke again.

      —Your ambition exceeds your skills. You work toward goals most would dismiss as impossible. It is a trait you share with my master. One that led to many interesting battles. Very well. I accept your bargain. Satisfy my standards, and I shall become the weapon of a reaper. Fail, and I will rebuke the joining with all I have.—

      Not the warmest of partnerships, but Gabrielle felt a spark of hope suffuse her, oddly accompanied by a fleeting sensation of actual warmth. She’d be glad to leave this place when Cythllia was done, hoping dearly that an unexpected death wouldn’t trap her in this nothingness forever. It was all the more motivation to win the weapon over as soon as possible.

      She just had to figure out how to satisfy a magical weapon focused on revenge, when the only being who’d recently wronged her was a literal god.
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      Eric awoke in Grumph’s tavern, except that wasn’t true. Familiar as the setting seemed, the real tavern had been lost at the start of their journey, torched by its builder’s own hand. Eric suspected his condition to be the exact opposite of awake. Based on his last few jumbled memories, his body was most likely passed out in the hidden cavern with Timuscor and Mr. Peppers. It was possible the wave had killed him outright, though Eric suspected the pain of death would be far worse than what had washed over him.

      Sitting up slowly, waiting for a rush of blood that never came, the rogue was pained by the sudden stab of homesickness in his heart. The tavern felt so real. Eric imagined he could easily walk out the front door and into Maplebark, the town where he’d spent all his life, until their adventure started. A place he could never return to, thanks to a divine bargain. While he didn’t regret the choice, that didn’t mean he wasn’t pained by the loss.

      Had Eric been able to walk outside, it wouldn’t be much of a trek to Gabrielle’s manor, and then, slightly farther up the road, to his mother’s house. A simple abode, the newest part was a room added for Eric when he’d been cusping on adulthood, before he’d made his own place in the world. He wondered about his mother, how she was doing without her son around and only a gravestone for a husband. There was little to cause worry; his mother had always been capable of caring for herself, and her talent as a seamstress meant income was always steady. Yet all the same, worry Eric did, for his journey had shown him how dangerous the world could be. Perhaps there was a way to send over some of the gold he’d accumulated, enough to ensure comfort and safety for the remainder of her days.

      The clacking of claws against wooden boards announced the divine arrival before Eric spotted the orange hues of Grumble, god of the minions, stepping into view from behind a table. He looked the establishment over with a keen eye before nodding. “The more times I conjure forth this place from one of your memories, the more I wish I’d been able to visit. Seems a fine place to tilt a tankard.”

      “I imagine it would be well within the powers of a god to restore a mere building.” Eric climbed to his feet as he spoke. Sitting made him feel complacent, which was not a wise mindset for one talking with a deity.

      “Wouldn’t be the same,” Grumble sighed. “There’s a difference in something conjured by magic and something crafted with real care. Be it food, drink, or a building, even mortal senses can appreciate the difference all that effort makes. I don’t mean that as a slight, mind you. Mortals just have fewer senses than gods.”

      Tempting as it was to go down that particular line of inquiry, Eric suspected they were here for less abstract topics. “Though I enjoy the peek at my past, may I ask what brought about this meeting? Given where my body is, this is the last moment I’d expect to receive divine guidance.”

      “Your body’s position is the main reason I chose this moment,” Grumble replied. “The residual energy of that tomb keeps more than just the corpse in place. It also disrupts most forms of magic. Scrying, teleportation—none of it works within those woods, even with divine power. This trick is a little bit cheating, but since I have a partial claim on your soul, I was able to touch your sleeping mind through the realm of dreams.”

      “You want to hide the conversation from other gods?” Eric wondered just what sorts of schemes Grumble was cooking up. Already set against one divine opponent, the last thing they needed was to pick more fights.

      Thankfully, the orange spines on Grumble’s head waved as he shook it. “Not plural, just one. Tristan, god of the rogues. He’s been tossing out gifts for a while now: allowing you to Detect Attention early, going through training with Elora—none of it was by accident. That is Tristan making his pitch to woo you over, trying to win you to his worship.”

      In all the madness of their situation with Kalzidar, the contention over Eric had largely drifted from his mind, outside its practical applications, such as entering The Wooden Glade. He hadn’t stopped to contemplate the actual implications of the predicament in a good while, too often overwhelmed by more immediate threats on his life.

      “That is Tristan’s pitch in its essence,” Grumble continued. “Serve me well, and I shall reward you with gifts. Not a bad system, especially for those with roguish ambitions, and it is no mere hollow offer. Tristan’s favorites are never lacking in perks or power; he knows the way to keep their hearts. I will not offer you such boons. My way is different than Tristan’s, and if his calls to your soul, then it is in his service you belong.”

      Stepping away from Eric, Grumble raised a clawed hand. Suddenly, another Eric appeared in front of the kobold, followed by a second, and finally, a third. They were perfect copies, right down to his current expression, which was a tad embarrassing given his nearly slack-jawed stare. Fleetingly, Eric wondered if he was about to have to fight them all, only to realize his sword wasn’t at his side. Given that he was in a constructed realm made by a god, it was unlikely to make a difference, yet his fingers grasped in annoyance all the same.

      “My offer is one of freedom, the capacity to choose your own path forward.” Grumble made a wave with his claw, and the first Eric stepped forward. As he did, the Eric changed, bearing newer weapons and clothing, a sharp look in his eyes, more visible grace in each movement. “The first choice is the one you are currently on. Continue as you are, growing directly in your skills as a rogue.”

      Wordlessly, the first Eric copy retreated, while the second moved forward. Again, there was a change; however, this one was more pronounced. The outfit was sleeker, the weapons shorter. An air of darkness seemed to linger near the second Eric’s entire body.

      “As adventurers improve, there are times when their manaflow reaches a complexity where it is capable of growth in previously impossible ways. You, Eric, are cusping on one such point. With proper guidance—a large part of which you have already received from Elora—it would be possible to follow in your teacher’s footsteps and become a shadow rogue. They can manage feats of stealth that few others can match, yet it does come at the cost of lessening the growth of their other talents.”

      There was an immediate temptation to be more like Elora; he’d envied her talent for seeming to vanish without warning since first experiencing it. Still, Eric waited, curious to see what the final version of himself would present.

      When Eric the Second moved back, the third Eric copy stepped into motion, his shape already shifting. This Eric had a strange twinkle in his eye, and his equipment bore more arcane runes than he would have expected. It wasn’t until this new Eric held out a hand and a small orb of fire formed over it that understanding set into place.

      “I can use magic?” Of all the things he might have guessed, that would never have been on the list. Magic was the domain of the mage disciplines, or those who served the gods directly. Even glancing through Grumph’s spellbook on occasion gave Eric headaches; he couldn’t imagine trying to hold the complex spell patterns in his mind mid-combat.

      “The mystic rogue: a rare offshoot, one with some fairly specific requirements to attain. Their spellcasting ability is limited, but the right magic at the right time can make a potent tool,” Grumble explained. “I can’t tell you why you qualify for this option, only that you do.”

      Staring at three potential versions of himself, Eric felt the pressure of the crossroads keenly. Each choice represented very different capabilities, and would mean losing other options in the sacrifice. If he wanted to play it safe, continuing as a standard rogue would keep him well-balanced and able to handle his role. Shadow rogue would make him far more effective at stealth, though there were only so many situations where that came into play with a party like his. Mystic rogue was tantalizing; however, he had no idea what sorts of spells he’d be able to cast, meaning it might make a terrible trade-off.

      “How long do I have to decide?”

      “Decide?” Grumble laughed, a far more sincere mirth than Eric might have expected from most gods. “It’s not that easy, I’m afraid. As I said, you are on the cusp of being able to take this step, though you are not quite there yet. Beyond that, it is not a matter of simply giving you the powers. These are not the gifts of a paladin. You must be the one to change your manaflow. What I will offer is guidance to follow the path you desire.”

      Eric felt both disappointed and reassured; he didn’t trust anything that came too easily, all the more so when there were gods involved. “So this is about giving me a chance to consider which option I’ll want when the moment does arrive.”

      “That, and offering you time to prepare,” Grumble added. “As I said, there are specific requirements for two of them. To become a shadow rogue, you will need to seek out Elora. She can best guide you through the process. To become a mystic rogue, you will need to understand why you are qualified to take on the power in the first place.”

      A slight rumble shook the tavern, causing Grumble to rush his words. “Seems our time is nearly over. I expect you’ll be waking soon. Consider what I told you and put some thought to your choices. I give the guidance freely, as Tristan offered his boons, but once you have received both gods’ offerings, the time of deciding will draw nigh.”

      Eric felt the tavern fading away to nothingness before he could call out. He cursed his slow tongue. If he’d been thinking more speedily, he would have grabbed some of Grumph’s ale before everything broke apart. Dreams like this left him dearly in need of a drink.
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      The book before him was small, covered in leather that was certainly red, and boasted the image of a crow etched into the front. Part of him had expected the task to take longer, to face some secret challenge waiting despite the seeming serenity of the book depository. Then again, were he any of the others, he’d likely still be trying to ascertain which was the correct floor. It could be a case of the right person for the right job, yet Thistle wasn’t sure his fortunes were ever so blessed.

      Grumph was in another section of the repository, hauling over various tomes, while Thistle had been hunting for new books of note. He hadn’t expected to encounter their target so soon, even with the progress they were making. And from what he’d discerned so far, the current section was an odd fit for a personal journal. All of it seemed off, even if the bait was too tempting to ignore.

      It was the doubt that kept him cautious, even while doing something as mundane as reaching for a book on a shelf. Thanks to his hesitation, Thistle noticed the slight wobble in the book before his hand made contact, offering just enough time to jerk his arm back. A dark blade flashed through the space where his fingers would have been, swiping through the air once before slithering back into the book’s depths.

      “Defensive magic.” Thistle’s mutterings echoed around him, breaking the silence of the room. “They would have scanned for any enchantments before letting this in, though, and certainly would have noticed when trying to shelve it.”

      He moved closer to the book’s shelf, careful to keep a controlled distance. Clangs rose up, reminding Thistle that he was clad in armor. Being the magical sort, it was far more comfortable than if he’d been trying to hang around in the normal stuff, but did still bang about on stone floors. Perhaps the book was reacting to his armor and weapons, considering him a combatant as opposed to the staff, whose academic garb tripped no such wards. Then again, if Thistle were choosing elements to trigger the book, his service to Grumble was also a strong candidate. The enmity between Grumble and Kalzidar went back far longer than their scuffle over Thistle’s party. Perhaps the book was enchanted to make sure those in Grumble’s service never saw its words.

      Whatever the cause, it was a problem that couldn’t be ignored. Even if the gods hadn’t already sent him after this book, the mere fact that it didn’t want him perusing its pages was more than enough reason to read it. Anything Kalzidar wished to hide, Thistle knew he needed to see. Drawing his longest dagger, then pausing to make sure his armor’s gauntlets were properly in place, Thistle lunged forward, swinging the flat of the blade toward the book. His goal was to knock it from the shelf, getting a better sense of just what it could do.

      The dark blade whipped out once more, colliding with Thistle’s dagger. Sharp as the slices were, the book was still a book, contesting with an opponent of greater size and strength. Thistle pressed the attack through, slamming into the book and sending it spinning out into the air.

      Rather than simply landing, however, the book flapped open, dozens of dark legs firing out from the pages. By the time it hit the ground, the red tome resembled a strange insect with a literary-themed shell. It scuttled around shortly before focusing on Thistle. Pages ruffled in a sound that seemed to be imitating a roar.

      Keeping his distance, Thistle pulled another dagger, holding one in each hand, ready to be thrown at the first hint of danger. Of course, there was the inherent drawback of attacking a page-based enemy with slashing implements: he risked damaging the content it held. Were Gabrielle around, he’d have asked her to smash the thing with the flat of her axe until it was subdued; even Grumph’s punches would be better suited to the task. What he needed was big, heavy, and blunt—none of which described his daggers.

      Shifting his stance, Thistle once again drew scraping noises from the floor. A quick smile revealed his teeth as realization struck. His hand whipped forward, sending a dagger sailing toward his opponent. The dark blades extended out to intercept the attack, even though it was coming in slightly wide. Watching it happen from farther out, Thistle understood where the limbs and blades were coming from.

      Ink. The book was utilizing the ink in its pages to attack and defend. That was troubling, both because it offered the tome combat versatility and lowered how much Thistle could trust anything he did manage to read within it. If the ink was that malleable, it could just as easily be used to form different words than what had been written, spreading misinformation instead of fact depending on who held the tome. Subduing it wouldn’t be enough—Thistle was going to have to find a way around its defenses entirely.

      One step at a time. Thistle moved slightly closer to his enemy, drawing rustles from the pages. He summoned his first dagger, then threw it once more, only to see it knocked away. Four times, he tossed the dagger, exploring different angles. Finally satisfied he had a sense of the book’s timing, Thistle attacked once more, this time in earnest.

      Just as it had before, his first dagger flew toward the book at a slightly off angle, drawing inky blades to intercept. Right behind it, however, was a second dagger. This one set a direct course for the book’s spine, thrown hard enough to gouge deep. Whipping more ink forward, the book hurriedly parried the second dagger, only to see two more moving in perfect tandem.

      Thistle had well more than just two daggers, after all, even if he’d only been showing off the pair.

      Whipping its ink around as fast as it could, reducing the number of legs holding it up for more blades, the book just barely managed to block the pair of airborne daggers, knocking them away mere inches from contact. In all the distraction, however, the book didn’t register the secondary threat that had been moving closer. Not until it was directly overhead.

      Utilizing the bulk his armor offered, Thistle had elected to turn himself into the blunt instrument he required. Both feet came crashing down onto the top of the book. A gnome was hardly a heavy creature, but the heft of a gnome equipped in a full suit of armor was far more than the spindly legs could hope to support. The book collapsed, hitting the ground with a wet splat as splashes of ink shot out from the sides, much like Thistle had just squished a bug.

      Rather than remain mounted, Thistle quickly hopped away. Seconds later, blades from the ink oozing out of the book’s edges shot forth, cleaving through the air where he’d been standing.

      “Playing dead is a nice trick, but I know it’s never that easy.” Despite the sneak attack, Thistle felt encouraged by the exchange. Hitting the book caused an effect, which suggested it could be worn down. The hard part would be fighting something attempting to kill him when he couldn’t risk damaging it, though he did have the advantage of size, strength, and equipment.

      The rustling of paper was downright furious as the book reformed its legs, raising itself back up once more. Thistle tossed two daggers, noting that this time, the legs scurried out of the way of one blade while deflecting the other. It was being more careful, putting emphasis on evasion. Thistle couldn’t help wondering just what sort of magic was at work in protecting this journal. What he’d initially taken to be little more than an enchantment for defense was proving to be far more complex.

      More daggers led to more dodging and deflecting, the two opponents seeming to reach a stalemate. No matter how many attacks Thistle threw, the book wasn’t leaving a big enough opening for him to run over and jump on it again. In a shoddier library, Thistle might have been able to yank one of the shelves over, crushing the book under the weight of its brethren. Sadly, the construction here was too sound; not even Grumph would be able to muscle the shelves into tipping. With no backup and only blades as his weapon, Thistle decided he was going to have to risk being more aggressive.

      Increasing his speed, he began to pull more daggers, falling into a routine of throwing, grabbing the next blade, and summoning those that had already been tossed. At first, the book had little trouble keeping up its defenses. As time wore on, however, Thistle’s pacing improved. Using this tactic was all about falling into a rhythm. From the throw, to the pull, to the summons—the smoother it went, the less downtime between each action, the faster it all flowed.

      There weren’t many occasions where an opponent was willing to stand still and let Thistle find such a rhythm, obviously, which was why the technique rarely achieved its full potential in a real fight. For this bout, though, it was a perfect match. As the time between attacks narrowed, so too did the book’s success at dodging and deflection. It was barely beating back the blades, skittering to and fro as it fought, working desperately to stay undamaged.

      Eventually, the toll was too much. Between blocking one dagger and scrambling away from another, the book wasn’t quite fast enough. One of Thistle’s blades sliced along the top, gouging a deep cut into the front cover.

      He was already rearing back with the next dagger in hand when the gnome noticed how his adversary reacted. Rather than continue to scurry, the inky appendages flowed up to the cover, oozing around the gash that had just been made. To Thistle’s shock, the book collapsed, pages shuddering softly as it slid onto the ground.

      For a second, Thistle believed he’d killed it outright—except that it was still moving. The pages continued their soft shudder, small dribbles of ink leaking out from between them and dripping onto the floor. He stared for almost an entire minute, mind unwilling to accept the deduction that his brain had cobbled together.

      It was crying. The book was upset that he’d gouged a chunk from its cover. Momentarily setting aside the ludicrousness of the whole situation, Thistle considered the implications if he was right. Vanity and sadness were emotions, things associated with sentient beings. Knocking out a defensive enchantment was one thing, but this book was far too complex for that. Whatever was afoot, if he truly wanted whatever secrets the journal held, then bludgeoning the book into submission wasn’t an option. Tempting as it was to get a candle and threaten it into compliance, he didn’t imagine Grumble smiling on such actions from a paladin. Besides, in that situation, the book could create whatever entries it pleased, and he’d never know they were fakes.

      Sheathing his blades, Thistle hunkered down, getting closer to the book’s level while keeping a healthy distance between them. “Before I took up this lifestyle, I spent many a year in the service of a temple devoted to Mithingow. I’m sure the staff here have all the materials needed to patch you up. If they carry any enchanted oils, we might be able to heal that cut with no mark left at all.”

      Legs popped out from the book once more, and its rustling went from sad to angry as it inclined its spine toward Thistle. Still, for all the bluster, he noted that it didn’t run.

      “Be mad if you like, but you’re the one who attacked first,” Thistle replied. “You can hold a grudge and keep your wound, or let someone help you and be healed. The choice is yours.”

      It shifted, and Thistle truly thought the book might run for a moment. Then the legs shrank as the book reoriented, slowly lowering itself onto its back cover. One-by-one the inky appendages slithered back into the pages, until finally, Thistle was staring at what appeared to be a regular journal with a crow on the front and a sizable gash in its red leather cover.

      He was ready for an attack at any moment as he reached down, not even trusting the tome once he had it in his grip. It wiggled a bit at his touch, though nothing to suggest an impending strike. If anything, it seemed involuntary. Maybe there was a reason it had reacted to him with aggression.

      The more he saw of this book, the more Thistle wanted answers.

      Cradling his new acquisition gently, Thistle headed off in search of someone he could ask about tools for book repair. This was a chance to win the journal’s trust, one he didn’t plan on squandering. Not when there was potentially useful information about Kalzidar inside.
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      Timuscor was the first to wake. He dragged Eric’s unconscious body from the cavern. Of them all, it seemed Mr. Peppers had fared the best, cheerful and snorting as Timuscor hauled his friend to the exit. Upon leaving, he found Rogglin standing nearby.

      Not waiting for the obvious question, the wooden dwarf nodded to Eric. “He’ll be fine soon. What’s down there is more power than mortals were meant to bear, and I’m sure seeing one such as yourself only riled it all the more.”

      With a wave, Rogglin summoned a wooden bed to lay Eric upon, as well as chairs for himself and Timuscor, even an elevated mound for Mr. Peppers. “There is no obligation owed between us. I offered the scroll freely for one who serves a noble cause. Knowing now that the effort may destroy you, will you still seek to free me?”

      Setting Eric down gently, Timuscor paused to scratch Mr. Peppers behind the ears, contemplating the question. Once it would have been a simple answer: charge in and take the risks, because that was what he assumed the paladin was supposed to do. Now, having finally achieved the title, Timuscor understood there was more to the job than taking needless chances, especially when others were counting on him.

      “While the task holds merit, there is no purpose to noble intentions that cannot be fulfilled. I’m willing to risk my life; throwing it away is another matter. The first issue to determine would be whether or not I could free you in the first place.”

      “On that front, not even I can say for sure. This is the only body of a fallen god I’ve encountered, and none have successfully touched it thus far. The Vreskor was deadly in life and seems to have remained so in death.”

      “But if we wanted to try helping you, how would we go about it?” Timuscor asked. Whatever he chose in the future, the first step was understanding what the task would entail.

      Lifting a hand, Rogglin closed his eyes, turning slowly in a circle until he halted, face pointing to the west. “As I said, we prepared extensively to battle the Vreskor, and much of that came in the form of magic. Thessily Ardrane was our caster, head researcher, and overall expert in all things magic. She forged an extensive collection of items for battling the Vreskor, of which we only brought the most powerful. Should an item exist that can withstand, or potentially destroy, the corpse, it likely rests within her vault on the Ardrane Estate. I imagine her ancestors have inherited the ancient items along with the rest of her fortune.”

      A location so soon was easier than Timuscor had anticipated. Unfortunately, that didn’t quite put his nerves at ease. “What can you tell me of Thessily Ardrane?”

      “One of the greatest casters of her generation, said to be among Zalorn’s chosen, and a spellbow feared by all who saw her shoot. Given her talent and legacy, I would expect descendants to also study the arcane arts, though to what effect, I have no idea.”

      Potentially a job that would require dealing with talented mages; yet there was no certainty that they’d be hostile. Perhaps they might not object to someone entering their vaults to look around, if it meant helping a soul in need. It was an unlikely scenario, but still possible, and Timuscor refused to only look at the worst potential outcomes. Nevertheless, he did recognize that if they were being asked to steal from a family of magic-using experts, the task might be extremely challenging.

      “You have told us a great deal today, and I thank you for sharing, as well as offering us such hospitality. I’m afraid I still don’t know enough to be certain of the right course yet, though. If your tale is true, then you are indeed owed your freedom and I will endeavor to see it realized. Even if I am not the one capable of granting it, I can at least seek out one who is. I will not leave an innocent soul in torment.”

      At that, Rogglin let out a dusty laugh, causing Eric to stir and several of the nearby wooden animals to titter. “The term ‘innocent’ may be a stretch, as with anyone who has fought for survival, but I appreciate the sentiment all the same. In truth, my instinct is to refuse your aid and send you from here at once. That I would allow you to get involved only shows me how deep my desperation has grown.”

      Jerking his hand forward, Rogglin snared Timuscor’s right forearm in a grip as unyielding as a massive tree’s deeply dug roots. “Hear me well and know this truth. The god who bound me will crush you, the very moment he learns you mean to offer help. Aid me, and you risk a great deal of enmity. You have found a power once lost and carry a duty to spread it as far as possible before the end arrives.”

      “Perhaps so,” Timuscor agreed. “But a paladin exists to aid those in need. If I turn my back on someone I have the ability to help, then I am no paladin, and have no great truth to spread.”

      Rogglin looked from him to the mound, then briefly up to the sky. “It’s been so long, I’d nearly forgotten the frustration of trying to reason with one of you.” Oddly, the words sounded more cheerful than Timuscor would have expected, considering the subject. “You are indeed a true paladin, Timuscor. Just remember what happened to the ones who came before you. I hate to see such a blazing light snuffed out so quickly.”
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      Gabrielle jerked forward, nearly tumbling from her chair in the process. The transition had been so sudden, she was utterly unprepared. One moment, she and Ovrium were in the void; the next, she was back in the room full of chairs, the scent of jaspleberry lingering in the air. Shaking off the mental fugue, she got herself off the ground, yanking errant strands of blonde hair from her view.

      It only took a few seconds, but when the realization hit, Gabrielle nearly fell right back into the chair. Pulling a long section of hair into view, she looked again to be sure. Blonde tresses, just like she’d had all her life, until the magical explosion left her pale and brunette. Thinking about the condition of her complexion, Gabrielle realized that had changed, as well. Rosy flesh, the sort with blood pumping through it, covered her entire hand.

      Eyes darting about, she hunted for a mirror, finding one in the hands of Frimbur, who’d reentered the room.

      “Pallor of Life,” he explained, offering Gabrielle the reflective glass. “One of a reaper’s talents. It allows them to pass among the living, avoiding the usual complications from those with preconceptions about the undead.”

      Gabrielle accepted the mirror, looking herself over. It was like the incident had never happened: she appeared entirely alive once more. Touching a hand to her wrist, she even felt a pulse, despite the blood remaining motionless in her veins. Were it not for the power still coursing through her muscles, Gabrielle might have been momentarily fooled as well. She kept tilting and turning the mirror, indulging in a bit of vanity as she examined herself from all angles. It was only when she was checking her back that the truth struck her, landing so hard she nearly shattered the mirror on reflex.

      “My axe! Oh shit, where the hell is Ovrium?” Gabrielle whirled on Frimbur, expression evidently betraying her suspicions, because he’d raised his hands in surrender before she took her first step forward.

      “That’s the second talent!” Frimbur backpedaled as he spoke, putting a few of the chairs between him and Gabrielle in the process. “Weapon at Hand. A reaper’s weapon is fused with them, allowing it to interact with souls as the reaper can. You’ve started the process, at least physically. Hold out your hand and think of your axe.”

      Not letting Frimbur leave her sight, Gabrielle did as instructed, lifting her palm toward the ceiling and picturing the familiar heft of Ovrium. A swirl of dark smoke, and suddenly, it was there, just as she’d envisioned. Taking a test swing or two, Gabrielle noticed her fingers turning pale. With the mirror still in her free hand, Gabrielle checked her reflection, unsurprised to find the color draining from her hair and cheeks. “I turn back when I pull my weapon out?”

      “An unfortunate, and unavoidable, complication from your state as an incomplete reaper.” Finally moving a few steps closer, Frimbur fell heavily into one of the chairs. Had he possessed a pulse, Gabrielle suspected it would have been racing. “Forgive me if I can’t fill in the gaps entirely; Cythllia rarely bothers with these sorts of explanations once everything is settled, and the visions she sends can be… jumbled at times. To my understanding, the axe’s presence naturally negate Pallor of Life. Once the two of you are bonded more deeply, it should be possible to gain greater control and overcome the issue.”

      Without asking for direction, Gabrielle mentally called the axe back into herself. There was a fleeting moment of resistance, then it vanished into the dark smoke that had formed it. Seconds after it was gone, the color returned to Gabrielle’s hand. Not a perfect solution, but at least now she could enter towns without fear of an overly aggressive priest taking note of her pale complexion. Plus, being able to stow her axe was quite handy; in civilized society, carrying a weapon wasn’t always permissible.

      “Give Cythllia my thanks.”

      “I daresay she’ll expect that from you directly, as you are now in her service.” Frimbur produced a small map from his robes, tentatively offering it to Gabrielle. He was keeping his distance, even after she’d calmed down. Was it her, or her new position in Cythllia’s employ that had him so skittish? “On a much related note, this is for you. An image that came with my vision and refused to leave me be until it was transcribed. One thing you’ll learn working for Cythllia, she rarely has time for subtlety.”

      Plucking the map from his hands, Gabrielle looked it over. What it showed was a small road winding between various hills, leading up from a mountain pass and toward what looked like a lake surrounded by greenery. “I have no idea what I’m looking at. Never seen this place before in my life.”

      “Nor I,” Frimbur concurred. “All I know is that it’s the location of someone you’re supposed to be looking for. They’re on a road heading north, a little off from Thatchshire, toward a massive estate on its borders. Just killed a few would-be bandits, so the information is fresh.”

      “Someone was killed?” Gabrielle jerked her head up, the puzzle of her map no longer quite so innocently fascinating.

      “That’s why we have such a detailed location. There’s no shortage of magics to conceal from prying eyes, even those of the gods, but when life is ended, Cythllia is present. She sees through their eyes, hears their final words and thoughts. These bandits died fast, but not so quickly that she couldn’t see who killed them. Stayed hidden in shadows, refused to give a name, and killed without mercy or hesitation.”

      At last, Gabrielle understood what she was holding, and who they were talking about. “So this is the most recent location for a High Priest of Kalzidar.” She looked at the map with fresh interest, studying every detail. “Do we know why they’re out in the fringes of Thatchshire?”

      “Potentially on the run, or in search of some unknown treasure. Most likely, it has to do with the approach of Gorrian’s Eve. With the celebration impending, I would presume their target to be the large estate, as the upcoming revelry would make plundering or murdering much easier. When Cythllia learns more, I’m sure she’ll send a vision. I’d advise fresh milk for the headache afterwards—goat, if you can get it, though cow will work in a pinch.” Frimbur rubbed his own temples briefly, then appeared to remember himself and dropped his hands.

      For her part, Gabrielle made sure she’d memorized as much of the map as possible. With all they had to do, it would be hard to make time, but she was going to have to find a way. Her life depended on it in the most literal of senses.

      One way or another, Gabrielle was going to have to hunt down Kalzidar’s High Priest. Otherwise, the next time she entered Cythllia’s domain, it would be as a harvested soul rather than a reaper.
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      The wagon rattled softly along the road, driver ever vigilant for dangers lurking unseen. It was an unlikely situation; bandits rarely accosted those on the roads of Thatchshire’s kingdom—at least, not for long. There were scant few who could hope to outlast the tracking talents of the elves in the woods, and Thatchshire was not known for its mercy toward criminals. The greater danger was wild monsters, who had such outright gall as to ignore the kingdom’s laws, much to the distaste of royalty. Even that risk had been mitigated, thanks to the gray candle resting next to the driver that sent up small wisps of scented smoke.

      To the driver, it smelled of little more than dirt and spice, but evidently, it was unappealing to most creatures of the wild. For a journey as long as theirs, quite a few candles had been required. Thankfully, the town’s tailor, a specialized seamstress, also had an exceptional, and unexplained, knowledge of such crafts. Without her, the cost of such items, and the trip overall, would skyrocket. So essential was her work that the tailor had been invited along as thanks, despite her lower societal standing. Luckily, all those in attendance were permitted a small number of attendants, as well; it was a rare day when nobles agreed to do something without their retainers.

      At least the ones he was currently driving weren’t too insufferable. Being from a small town made it hard to put on airs, as did being on a first-name basis with everyone around. The driver half-suspected that the candles were merely a handy excuse for inviting the tailor along; his employers had been spending a lot of time with the woman since their children vanished together. She was more friend than anything, which was why the tailor was sitting inside with the mayor and his wife while the driver’s rear grew sore against the hard wooden bench.

      “Keep those eyes moving!” Hurmic’s voice wasn’t directed at him specifically, yet the driver straightened his back all the same. Even as the head of the mayor’s guard, Hurmic conducted himself with somewhat too much authority for such a position. He was stalwart, firm, and disciplined, expecting the best from all of those in his employ, despite the fact that their village rarely faced a threat greater than minor raids from goblins. That no doubt made it even more galling the number of times the guards under his care had failed to stop such a meager threat, which then led Hurmic to grow even more stiff in an effort to make them better, and so on went the vicious cycle.

      “Do not let your attention slack just because we’re on a kingdom road,” Hurmic urged them. “We were on a kingdom road near Alcatham when we heard the osslewrought’s call in the distance and still barely made it to safety. Monsters care nothing for borders or barriers. They may not smell us, but that doesn’t mean we are beyond their perception entirely.”

      It seemed to the driver that Hurmic was making an excellent case to stay quiet, but he didn’t raise the point. Even a mention of the osslewrought sent shivers down the spines of all who heard it. Handy as the candles were, they would offer little help should the wagon happen to be in the way of something huge charging after unseen prey. Most of the party had never seen a monster that was shoulder-height with the trees themselves, one that left deep grooves in the ground as its tremendous claws tore through the earth. If keeping the other guards at high alert gave them a moment’s more warning before a threat like that, then the driver would gladly listen to Hurmic’s hollering all day.

      When they crested the next hill in the road, smiles replaced the stiff expressions on so many faces. A city awaited them in the distance—still some ways to ride, but visible at last. The kingdom of Thatchshire was a mix of serene and industrial, a place where commerce had been interwoven with nature, as was the elven aesthetic. Although this first city within its borders didn’t mark the end of their journey, entering civilization meant that there would be inns along the way soon, perhaps even close enough to spare everyone another tense evening under the stars.

      Once rested and refreshed, the mood for the next phase of their journey would be considerably cheerier, especially considering its comparative brevity. The trip from Thatchshire’s fringes to the Ardrane Estate was hardly much of a trek, especially after coming all the way from Maplebark.
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      Between the travel, the unconsciousness, and the actual dealings with Rogglin, roughly three days had passed by the time Eric, Timuscor, and Mr. Peppers successfully returned to Dejy’s gateway. After everything they’d dealt with, both men were borderline overjoyed to find the barrier around it still held. As adventurers, it was hard not to expect the worst at every turn, but of course, that wasn’t when such surprises sprang. Instead of being gratified for their caution, the humans were simply exhausted by the constant vigilance, and ended up feeling a tad silly to arrive without incident.

      Still, Eric preferred that feeling to the twist of surprise and shock of bloodshed he’d been braced for. Once they were all safely within the protection of the wards, and careful not to disturb the arcane symbols etched into the ground as they entered, Eric pulled a small stone from his front pocket.

      It looked like nothing more than a pebble with a rune drawn on top, and as Eric clasped it in his fist, the stone crumbled with little hesitance. Only a small tingle in his palm alerted Eric to any change. Feeling the sensation, his mind turned to the magic powering whatever trick was at work to signal Dejy. Magic was a curious force of the world, one he’d gone out of his way to largely avoid, save for his dealings with the Bridge, and he wasn’t entirely sure that counted as magic the way they knew it.

      But that had been before, when magic was a force of chaos in the world, like wild monsters or a raging storm. The idea that Eric might actually have it in him to control a part of that power was intriguing. Seeing casters like Dejy casually create gates of teleportation only made him wonder how much more magic was capable of.

      Before Eric could grow too lost in his curiosity, the gate sputtered to life, crackling flames cascading through the center. Knowing it drained Dejy to hold the gateway open, they went through quickly: Timuscor heading in first in case of a waiting surprise, followed by Mr. Peppers, with Eric bringing up the rear.

      Stepping through, Eric had to blink, as suddenly there was far more sunlight than what had been present in their small forest grove. His eyes needed a moment to adjust, and when they did, the rogue finally got the surprise he’d thought himself so ready for.

      Blonde hair, rosy skin, and blood-red armor. It was her. Gabrielle, alive again. Eric didn’t trust his vision, racing over and beating Timuscor despite the knight’s head start. The closer he got, the surer it seemed. There was no hint of her undead curse, like it was wiped out entirely.

      “Did… the god of death bring you back to life?” Had he not known where she was going, the question might have seemed ridiculous. Reaching out, Eric gripped his best friend’s hand, feeling the warmth of her skin between his fingers. The question was mere formality, its answer already evident before him.

      “Despite how it looks, no, she didn’t.” Gabrielle made no move to pull her hand free. Instead, she lifted her left arm into the air, careful to avoid Timuscor as he reached her side. With a wisp of smoke, her axe suddenly manifested in her hand. As soon as it did, the life appeared to drain from Gabrielle. Her hair darkened, her skin went pale, and Eric could feel the temperature of the hand he was holding drop. “But she did give me some very handy tricks, along with something of a quest.”

      Finally letting her go, Eric stepped back, both literally and mentally. The guilt he’d felt over Gabrielle’s condition enjoyed its brief sojourn and settled heavily back onto his shoulders as reality sank in. It wouldn’t be that easy to restore her; nothing ever was. It only meant he’d have to work all the harder. In the meantime, they had to worry about surviving long enough to find a cure.

      “A quest, huh? Anything we should be aware of?” Eric kept the disappointment from his voice only thanks to Elora’s training; she’d considered it fundamental for a rogue to have a semi-decent poker face.

      “Seems the god of death wants me to kill someone. Specifically, a High Priest of Kalzidar.” After making her axe vanish, a once more alive-looking Gabrielle explained her run-in with the god of death, Cythllia’s offer to become a reaper, and what such a choice entailed.

      After her change, Gabrielle had made the return trip, arriving only a few hours before Eric and Timuscor. “I beat Thistle and Grumph, but as soon as they showed up, we agreed they needed to clean off after three days of sleepless studying. Speaking as someone with an enhanced sense of smell, they were in dire need of a scrub, and you two aren’t far behind.”

      Not needing a sniff of his own to confirm, Eric was keenly aware of how the travel had worn them all down. In spite of the fact that Timuscor wore a full set of armor, the paladin had sweat substantially less than Eric, but he was still encased in a suit of metal. Whatever amount of divine power it took to change how sunlight and metal interacted, Timuscor wasn’t wielding it. For now, at least.

      “I am glad to hear you are on a path to healing,” Timuscor told her once the story was through. “Forgive me, but I must ask about the goal as well. Were you able to gain an item that will allow us to interact with Madroria’s soul?”

      “About that… turns out Cythllia didn’t have an item in mind so much as an idea. Reapers, being emissaries of death, can interact with souls. If I can pull off my transformation, then I can grab Madroria like she’s any of you.” To illustrate the point, Gabrielle reached out and lightly tapped Eric’s forehead.

      Darting out of reach before a second tap could come, Eric replied, “I suppose that means we’ll need to find a High Priest of Kalzidar. Did Cythllia happen to mention where to find one?”

      “As a matter of fact, she told me there’s one heading to a celebration for Gorrian’s Eve. The most likely place I’ll find one is—”

      “The Ardrane Estate.” Thistle’s voice interrupted Gabrielle, the gnome and his half-orc friend making their way over from the temple, both bright-faced from a fresh washing. “Home to the Ardrane family, an ancient bloodline of powerful elves. They hold a massive celebration each year, a contest and display of wealth all rolled into one, culminating on Gorrian’s Eve. Most importantly, their home sits atop a vault constructed by the greatest of their ancestors, in which resides centuries of accumulated magical items and artifacts.”

      “I was just going to say the first part,” Gabrielle admitted. “How do you know all the rest?”

      From a pouch on his side, Thistle produced a small red journal with a crow and a repaired cut on the cover. “Our trip was somewhat of a success, as well. I’ve found the book in question; coaxing information out of it is another matter. So far, I’ve only been able to read the first few entries. Enough to know there’s something in that vault Kalzidar wants, and that it’s only accessible on Gorrian’s Eve. After reading that, I used our remaining time to research the family history and our journey home to ask around.”

      “What about you?” Grumph posed the question, one hand still wringing out lingering suds from his fur.

      Eric and Timuscor didn’t need to have a huddle or discuss what they would tell the others; that matter had been settled while still under the protection of Rogglin’s grove. As a paladin, Timuscor didn’t feel capable or comfortable with the idea of lying about what they’d discovered. It simply wasn’t in him to uphold such a falsehood for long, which was why they’d decided to let him lean into his taciturn nature and remain mute on the subject.

      Because rogues, unlike paladins, held no compunctions about lying all the livelong day.

      “Similar situation. We found someone who knows the spell, but they’re trapped under an ancient curse. If we want it, we’ll have to set him free first, and take a wild guess as to where he hinted the key would be found.” Eric intended to tell the others the truth once they were back under the temple’s obfuscating protection, but since he assumed divine eyes were watching, this was a chance to spin the cover story.

      Dejy had warned them that any time they were outside the chamber or somewhere with similar properties, like The Wooden Grove, they should assume Kalzidar would attempt to spy on them. Better he think they still needed Rogglin’s spell than realize it had already been handed off. Their best hope was to pretend Rogglin had offered it as a reward, painting him as a dwarf of opportunity leveraging the needs of adventurers into a chance for freedom.

      “That would be all three of our tasks leading to the same destination then,” Thistle surmised. “Were we not on a divine task, I’d call it quite the coincidence. Instead, I’ll merely say a prayer of thanks to them for keeping things efficient.”

      He turned back to the temple. “Grumph and I will help prepare something to eat; I imagine you two are quite famished. Perhaps you should use that time to clean yourself off. The meeting space we have is… not well-ventilated.”
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      By the time everyone finished sharing their stories, several hours had passed . The food and drink had long since been eaten. A meal in their stomach filled up most, save for Gabrielle, who’d cut through a fair share of critters on her return trip to the temple. There was some stir when Eric and Timuscor revealed the truth of what lurked in The Wooden Glade, but none raised objections to the plan of action. The more they all talked, the better communal understanding of the situation grew. With each new piece they learned, the picture became clearer, until the outcome was all but inescapable.

      “We have to infiltrate the Ardrane Estate,” Thistle stated plainly. No one objected; given everyone’s experiences, there wasn’t any other conclusion to draw. “Based on what little I’ve learned from the journal thus far, there is something special about Gorrian’s Eve. Parts of the estate normally sealed off become accessible. Presumably, whatever Kalzidar wants is in such an area. Regardless of what the object might be, we must not let him have it.”

      For the most part, Thistle had been doing a sound job of keeping it together, intervals of silence notwithstanding. At the end of his statement, that control briefly wavered, though none of the others called attention to it. Last time Kalzidar had successfully raided a magical vault, he’d used the artifact inside to grab Madroria’s soul. No matter what Kalzidar wanted, it wouldn’t be good for the world if he got it. It might even be something to break the protection around Madroria, putting her truly in Kalzidar’s grasp.

      “It’s more than that,” Eric added. “We’d have to stop Kalzidar’s pawn anyway; that’s part of Gabrielle’s task. But we also have to get inside those locked-off areas and find a clue to helping Rogglin.”

      “Have to stop one thief while executing our own burglary.” Grumph rubbed his thick expanse of a chin, realizing in the moment that he was overdue for a shave. “Not an easy objective.”

      Dejy jumped in, voice oddly cheery for the less-than-positive input it offered. “That’s assuming you can even get inside. I did a little digging after Thistle and Grumph got back, and there is good news. It seems the Ardrane family likes to host a huge celebration for Gorrian’s Eve; there’s something of a competition involved, and nobles from all around are invited to attend. Only nobles, however, or dignitaries of considerable rank.”

      “Ugh, sounds like the hoity parties my parents would drag me to.” Gabrielle’s face soured at the memory, then grew even more displeased as her train of thought continued. “Ah, dragonshit. It’s me, isn’t it? I’m our ticket in.”

      “Given how remote Maplebark is, the fact that it’s in another kingdom, and your father’s relatively minor station, I’m not sure…” Eric’s own protests died out as he reconsidered their latest series of tasks. All seemingly disparate, yet somehow intersecting at the exact same location, within the same timeframe. Kalzidar’s direct action had allowed the other gods to take a firmer hand, and it was clear that they’d been moving the party around like pieces on a gameboard. Where they were expected to end up was obvious, and Eric had to assume that there would be a way in. It was whether or not they’d be able to get out that concerned him. Because once Kalzidar’s priest was involved, there were no godly guarantees.

      “Never mind. I think Gabrielle’s right. So far, we’ve had everything we needed for the tasks the gods have handed out. I doubt it’s a coincidence that she has the required lineage.”

      “Hmmm.” Dejy took a seat next to Grumph, looking over Gabrielle with an examining eye. “That could be a sound idea. I was going to suggest you all attend as guests of the archmage, but having an actual noble in our group may create opportunities. Those in my position are expected to be a bit stuffy; makes it hard to get people to open up.”

      Considering what they had experienced over the past few days, that statement shouldn’t have been as surprising a notion as it was. Dejy had gotten dragged into this by divine forces; there was no reason to expect his role would be done just because they’d found the next step forward. Still, it was a momentarily stunned room that looked back at him, offering him a chance to add, “Besides, I’ve got a student long overdue for his next few lessons, so really, I’d have to tag along out of responsibility.”

      None of the others knew about the mountains of red tape and paperwork that awaited Dejy upon his return, nor did they need to. He felt reasonably sure he’d have volunteered just as readily even if this weren’t a much-needed break in his routine. But the additional motivation certainly didn’t hurt.

      “So Gabby goes in as herself. Same for Dejy,” Eric surmised. “What about the rest of us? Do they let you bring guests?”

      It was Thistle who answered, saving Gabrielle the awkwardness of finding a polite way to phrase her response. “Events for the nobility rarely allow guests who didn’t warrant invitations on their own. The Ardrane family might be a rare exception, but we’re better served taking the role of employees. Nobody will question a noble keeping their bodyguards or attendants nearby, nor would they be expected to warrant an invitation.”

      “Much as it sucks, Thistle’s right,” Gabrielle confirmed. “Wrangling extra invitations gets into trading favors, influence, and power, none of which we have with the Ardranes. Staff don’t count; unless you show up with a worrying amount of people wielding weapons, no one gives retinues a second thought.”

      With the slightly confused expression they’d seen less and less of since his ascension to paladinhood, Timuscor spoke up. “We have faced many dangers and threats in our travels together. Taking on the role of one who serves holds no shame, and the risk seems minimal. In truth, I considered myself tasked with guarding you all, so there is not even true deception in the role. Why, then, do you seem so vexed that we must take these positions?”

      “Because I’ve seen how most nobles treat those they view as subservient,” Gabrielle replied. “If you all come in with me at a lower social station, then that’s how they’re going to see you. It already pissed me off watching strangers endure that when I was younger. No part of me wants to watch my friends deal with it.”

      “The concern is appreciated and well-intentioned, but unnecessary.” For one of the few times since they’d left Notch, a smile appeared on Thistle’s face. “Let me assure you, whatever slights these nobles are capable of, being a minion means I have endured tremendously worse, and for far lower stakes. I don’t give a damn if the other guests find sport in throwing daggers at me or hurling me in a moat every morning, not when tolerating those acts brings me closer to saving Madroria.”

      The gnome’s declaration brought a heavy air down upon the room, one quickly dispelled by their resident archmage. “If that were the case, I know a water-repulsion charm that will result in a very wet surprise for all who did the tossing.” Dejy waited as the small chuckle swept the room, only about half the mirth feigned due to politeness. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it; so long as you’re in my employ, people will likely give you a wide berth. The fearsome reputation means few want to mess with archmages, and that includes their attendants.”

      What was meant to be reassurance instead caused a concerned look to shoot between Thistle and Grumph. After a short stare, they broke apart, the half-orc putting words to their worry. “That might work against us. There is power in being unseen.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Thistle concurred. “We know very little about what we’re facing at the Ardrane Estate, and with Gorrian’s Eve drawing close, there isn’t time to do much research. Gabrielle needs to attend as herself, as does Dejy, meaning they’ll be dealing with the other nobility. Being able to mingle among the rest of the staff will enable me to learn what they know as well. It is astounding the sorts of information people who think of their servants as furniture will let slip, and how little motivation there is to keep those secrets.”

      Silence fell once more, this time not so quickly dispelled as everyone considered his point. There were multiple avenues of attack for this, and each member of the party had to consider where they would be best utilized.

      At last, Eric spoke, tapping the table as he counted off roles. “Okay, let’s tackle the obvious ones first. Thistle would have to be an attendant; he has the most experience of all of us in this sort of role and can sell it better than we’d ever hope to. Timuscor is plainly going to be the bodyguard, both because he looks the part and can actually fulfill it. Grumph, given your size, I think you make the most sense to take a second bodyguard role, while I take on a similar job to Thistle’s. Maybe carriage-cleaner or something?”

      “The best occupation to fill would be porter, and I’m afraid we are in disagreement over who should fill it,” Thistle corrected. “Timuscor is incredibly capable in his own right; however, the battleground of socialization is ill-suited to him. Barring this particular batch of elf nobility to be a striking departure from those I’ve dealt with before, they will not even entertain the concept of holding conversation with a half-orc, let alone one who is there only in service. We need to learn as much as we can in a short time, someone among the nobles will have to be snapping up every tidbit they drop, then pressing them for more. A task I would say is most suited to a rogue.”

      In a heartbeat, Eric’s mind flashed back to his days as a guard. Every now and then, Gabrielle’s family had thrown an event of their own, and he’d had to stand by the doors, weapon in hand. He rarely got to see much of the parties themselves, usually relegated to an entrance post, but he could still recall the terror in his guts when the nobles came waltzing through. One wrong move or gesture, and his tenuous position could be lost. Hurmic was always looking for reasons to drum him out, and slighting those in power was more than enough justification.

      With some effort, Eric extricated himself from the feelings of the memory, the sense of uncertainty and powerlessness that had pervaded him in those days. He was well past being that fumbling guard, and far from powerless anymore. The nobility still intimidated him, as did the idea of having to work among them, but experience had provided the gift of perspective. After climbing a giant plant monster and stabbing it in the eyes, Eric knew what he was capable of. This was something he could do, that his friends and Madroria needed him to do.

      Looking around, he saw no dissension from Thistle’s conclusion. As did Eric himself, now that he’d given it consideration. “Right then, so Grumph is the porter, Thistle the attendant, Timuscor and I are bodyguards, Gabrielle is herself, and Dejy…”

      “Let’s just say you ran into some monsters along your travels, I offered a helping hand, and we decided to travel together. It has the right air of mysterious, yet benevolent. Also handy if anyone is scrying for lies, because all of those things have all happened. We just won’t get specific about chronology or timeframes.”

      “If we’re doing this, then we’ll need to move fast, and visit a town for supplies along the way,” Gabrielle interjected. “With the exception of Timuscor, none of us especially looks the part right now.”

      Given that she was clad in her usual armor made from the hide of a demon, Thistle the supposed attendant in a full suit of metal, Grumph the alleged porter had a bone-tipped staff at his side, and Eric the bodyguard had on black leather armor better suited to sneaking than defending, Gabrielle was right. Only Timuscor was dressed for the role he had to play.

      They were going to need to change up their wardrobe if they hoped to sell this ruse. And considering that there was an innocent soul counting on them, they had to make it work.
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      Russell turned the invitation over in his hand once more, rereading it yet again. The elaborate card bid him and his party to make their way from Venmoore out to an estate, where there was supposedly quite an event lined up for Gorrian’s Eve.

      It was one of four such invites he’d received, along with passes for his party and a small sheet of documentation about times for the planned play sessions. All from Broken Bridge Publishing, arriving in a thick envelope Russell had ripped into the moment he saw it.

      Having read all the invitations, understanding settled in. Each one represented a different option for what his players would do on Gorrian’s Eve, the in-game night around which the big Broken Bridge Publishing event seemed centered. One was the estate, and whatever mysteries it held. A second invite was from a local temple, where one of the priests was said to have had strange visions centering on Gorrian’s Eve. The third card featured rumors of a door appearing, seemingly at random, in the remains of an old mine. It was happening more and more as the night drew closer, so Russell assumed it would form entirely on that evening, likely prompting a hunt to find the door and conquer what lay beyond.

      On the fourth invite, there were coordinates, along with short snippets of information centering on a mystical town that would appear to adventurers for brief bursts. The invite mentioned all sorts of lost magics being in the town, as well as terrible wails of pain and battle. Nothing more to go on than that: bait to lure in a certain type of player, just not one who needed ample details.

      Russell doubted his party would choose the fourth option; they generally preferred to know more about what they were heading into. They might surprise him, though—it had definitely happened before. Such was the joy of games like Spells, Swords, & Stealth. The human element was what made it unpredictable, able to suddenly change in ways no digital version ever could. Perhaps Russell could have done without the aspect of real magic added to that, but given how hard he was working to chase that spark of the unreal, he might be enjoying it more than he’d realized.

      Regardless of what they chose, he just hoped they’d finally get some answers. With everything they’d gone through to make it this far, his party deserved them.
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      It was a shame. If not for the whispermoss infecting its brain, the pommlegard would have been a majestic specimen. Sleek, dark, standing over ten feet tall at the shoulder, topped by a flat mouth filled with teeth like ragged boulders, each visibly sharp even from a distance. Two claws on each hoof dug into the softly manicured lawn, a terrain the pommlegard was ill-suited to. With its long legs and dark coloration, a pommlegard generally stalked forests and swamps. Unfortunately, once the whispermoss took hold, such reason was quickly lost.

      Florint could trace the beginning of a small slice along the top of its brow, out of which the green-black moss grew, stretching on to encompass half the beast’s skull. This one must have made its home in a marshland and tangled with something strong enough to open up a head wound. The injury itself appeared far from lethal; if only it hadn’t gotten spores inside. For sentient creatures, there was time to cut out the growth as it was noticed, though most just avoided dunking any open splits in their skull into swampy water to begin with. A pommlegard, lacking such knowledge and tools, simply would have had to suffer as its mind was consumed.

      What stared back at Florint was little more than a shell of the once mighty beast he would have so gladly added to the Ardrane Estate’s stables. Brain lost to the moss, it now existed only to consume its next meal, paying no heed to self-preservation. All it cared for was living another few steps, intent on spreading the plant’s spores as far and wide as possible, though it couldn’t take root outside of a marshy environment, and certainly not on these magically-protected grounds.

      There was no hurry in Florint’s hands as he pulled back on the bow, breath steady and constant, eyes finding the precise spot on his target. Although guests were arriving through the front gates of the estate, that area was well-defended by other guards. Florint was tasked with keeping watch on the larger grounds as a whole, thanks to his particular talents. With a whisper into the enchanted badge pinned to his chest, Florint could dispatch guards from the main house to deal with the pommlegard. There was a chance guests might notice that, however, and his employers preferred such disposals happen without disturbing their festivities. Given how far the pommlegard was to the south of the grounds, there was ample time to attempt a quiet removal.

      The bow in Florint’s hands was not his own; his sat carefully placed to his side, resting against the railing of the balcony. Where he stood was more of decorative lookout perch than anything, a high point on a central wing of the home that allowed virtually unobstructed views, save for those that were intentionally blocked off. Florint’s own bow was a fine piece of workmanship, hewn by his grandmother from a tree planted on the day of his birth. It was crafted with enchantment in its very core, a weapon that would grow as he did, never falling out of use. Yet for as dearly as Florint loved his bow, it could not compare to the one in his hands.

      This weapon had not been used by the great Thessily Ardrane; such items were never loaned out, even with the estate’s magical protections in place. However, the bow had been designed and sculpted by Thessily, who had created a weapon more powerful than most Florint had even seen in his own village. Despite the distance his arrow would need to travel, the bow would send it without error, ignoring all but the fiercest of winds or resistance along the way. Were there a dire need, Florint could channel a portion of his mana through the runes woven along the white wood’s surface, adding an element of fire or ice to the arrow. Given his limited magical talents and the inefficiency of the bow’s mana conversion, it wasn’t a tactic he used often, but there were times when striking from a distance was worth the trade-off.

      Finding his shot, Florint’s body released the arrow before his brain grasped that the moment had arrived. He didn’t mind when his hands were quicker than his head, so long as they knew what they were doing. In this case, their judgment proved true, as the arrow plunged cleanly through the pommlegard’s already-injured leg. It was enough to cause its left side to buckle, slowing the beast’s plodding advance.

      The trouble with whispermoss was its tenacity. Infected creatures didn’t want to die and couldn’t be counted on to succumb to things like shock. Even shots to the head weren’t a sure kill, as there was no telling which parts had already been eaten by the moss. Once it knew it was under attack, the infected creature would rage and lash out, which was why Florint’s first strike had taken its mobility.

      As the next three arrows landed, the pommlegard thrashed and stomped, its tails slapping at the ground, leaving gashes in the fine grass. It wailed and screeched, yet there was no one around to vent its rage on: only arrows flitting through the air from so far away, burrowing deep into its flesh.

      Finally, the fifth arrow caught the pommlegard as it was rearing up, piercing straight through the heart. It fell heavily, and even though he knew such tactics should be beyond it, Florint still waited with bow at the ready, making sure the creature wasn’t playing at being dead. Only once he was sure it was down did Florint finally touch the enchanted badge bearing the Ardrane family crest.

      “We had a pommlegard infected with whispermoss breach the southern boundary. Make sure the corpse is fully burned, and let Gasvel know the yard will require some repairs.”

      Some of the guards envied Florint for getting to spend so much time up on the balcony during major events, seated on a comfortable stool rather than tromping around. That was only a minor perk, so far as Florint was concerned. The real benefit of this job was never having to be the one who told their groundskeeper that someone had dared to defile his precious plants. It might have been Florint’s imagination, but he thought he heard the start of Gasvel’s cries, which would soon be followed by cursing and fury. Hiring a druid to tend the grounds meant the Ardrane Estate was always bountiful and verdant, but the catch was that druids often cared more for flora than for the people who trod upon it. That was an issue for the other staff to deal with, though; all the Ardrane family knew was that their fruit trees were perpetually ripe and their roses never wilted.

      “External Team, send a scout to the south, then the east,” Florint added. “Guests are going to start arriving in earnest within the next day or so, and I don’t like that activity is picking up. It reflects upon our employers if the land around them is seen as wild and untamed.”

      Little as he cared for nobles, Florint hoped that those making their way to the Ardrane Estate had brought proper protection for the journey. Given how active the monsters in the area had been over the past week, he imagined everyone employed for security would well be earning their pay.
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      The shadow that fell across Grumph’s spellbook was unexpected, yet familiar. Grumph turned up to find Dejy’s waiting gaze. The archmage offered a quick smile before settling down on the bench next to his half-orc student. Since making it to the Ardrane Estate in time for Gorrian’s Eve by normal means wasn’t viable, they were waiting around the temple for the transportation Dejy had arranged. Thistle was attempting to learn more from the journal, Gabrielle and Timuscor had gone to the woods so she could hunt, Eric was fiddling around with the poison-making kit Elora had provided, and Grumph had decided it was a fine time to work on his magical studies. This made the interruption coming from his teacher mildly humorous, even if Grumph didn’t show any outward signs of mirth.

      Lifting up a hand, Dejy began to twirl his finger, a thin strand of light appearing in the air. “You have taken an… interesting path of growth, I’ve got to say. When we had our crash-course of training, I watched you leave with no idea what to expect. Even so, never did I imagine you would reach such bizarre heights while still lacking experience in some key fundamentals.”

      Quietly, Grumph closed the spellbook, giving Dejy his full attention. The half-orc knew his wizard education had been cobbled together on the fly; a few days under Dejy’s tutelage were the closest he’d ever come to proper instruction. It wasn’t as if he weren’t trying, though. Grumph studied his spellbook daily and practiced his magic until his mana drained each night. In every way he knew how to work, he was.

      “Hearing your story so far, I realized that you’ve technically started training with a branch of magic we don’t teach most casters until much further along on their journey. This Jolia character was educating you on the fundamentals of mana manipulation. That you’ve actually been able to get some results already is incredible, especially considering you are still missing a core pillar of casting.”

      Without warning, Dejy’s finger stopped, yet the small circle of light continued, spinning slowly through the air like a soap bubble on a gentle breeze. “Whether it’s a wizard or a druid, an enchanter or a sorcerer, everyone who casts wields the mana within themselves. Remind me, Grumph, what is mana?”

      “Magic runs through the world, everything and everyone. Mana is what we call the magic that has accumulated within us,” Grumph recited dutifully.

      “Perfectly said.” Dejy waved, and his circle of light moved closer, coming to rest between him and Grumph. “Except this spell isn’t being powered by my mana. If we were at the guild, I’d lend you some glasses that would let you see the flow of energy, but for today, you’ll just have to take me at my word. So, how is that possible? How can what I told you of casting and the existence of this spell both be true?”

      Recognizing a lesson when he saw one, Grumph didn’t merely blurt out a guess. Instead, he carefully considered the conundrum. Mana was needed to create what they thought of as spells, which were ultimately concentrations of magic rejecting the current formation of reality and substituting in variance, such as harmless air suddenly becoming a potent fireball. Magic without mana was impossible, because mana was magic, just distilled to a usable form. The spell couldn’t have no mana powering it, so for Dejy to be telling the truth, there had to be another source.

      “It’s drawing mana, just not from you.”

      “Then where?” Dejy poked, not yet satisfied.

      Looking his teacher over, Grumph didn’t spot any telltale glows that might suggest the use of an item, nor did he expect there was much lesson to be taken from such a display. Nothing so simple as a magic ring or battery of mana; there was more to it.

      Grumph went back to basics, reexamining all he knew about magic and mana. It was in his own words from a few minutes prior that Grumph finally discovered the truth. No wonder Dejy had made him review the topic. Magic didn’t just flow through him and Dejy; it coursed through everything. Every stone, every bench, every candle and the flames they held aloft—magic touched it all. So why, then, wouldn’t mana accumulate in other things the way it did in people?

      “You’re pulling mana from the objects around us.”

      The smile that broke across Dejy’s face came without warning, wide and earnest. “Very well done. It takes most new casters a good while, and a lot of misguided questions, to get their heads around that. Sentient beings like to think of magic as strictly our purview, but we’re only special in that we can use mana consciously—and even then, some animals manage the same. From the air, to the light, to even the shadows, all things contain trace amounts of mana.”

      Dejy opened his hand and the glowing ring drifted closer, stopping directly over his upturned palm. “One of the earliest lessons we teach most casters is how to draw upon that ambient mana. Spells that are very simple and have a low enough mana cost can be powered entirely by what’s around us. You need only use your own mana to shape the spell, letting it take fuel from elsewhere. As you get stronger, you’ll have to learn to funnel some of that power into a spell while casting, mixing it with your own mana so the toll on you is lessened. In fact, that’s one of the skills you’ll have to master if you ever want to become an archmage. It’s part of what makes us so dangerous. When every other caster on the battlefield finds their internal well running dry, I’ll only be getting warmed up.”

      The idea stoked at one of Grumph’s greatest problems as a wizard: his low amount of mana. Although he’d been growing that pool steadily, it was still slow going, and getting a start on the process so late in life had done him no favors. Other spellcasters had been developing their mana through heavy use since childhood, and there was simply no way to catch up quickly. Mastering spells that had lower costs would help his overall utility, but it was the idea of supplementing his internal mana supply that truly grabbed at Grumph’s imagination. Just a few more castings of each spell could make such a difference.

      “Can you teach me?” It took all Grumph had to resist reaching out and poking the circle of light, wanting to understand how it hung there, sustained by the unseen power around them.

      “Of course. That’s part of the reason I wanted to tag along in the first place. As your teacher, I can’t have people saying I didn’t do a proper job. We didn’t have a chance to work it in during our last cram session, but I think this trip is the perfect opportunity to finish off your fundamentals.”

      The ring rose higher from Dejy’s hand, brightening as it did, until exploding in a small shower of harmless sparkles. “It’s time to teach you about cantrips.”
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      Carefully, Thistle ran his hand along the mended gash on the front of the journal. At his touch, the book bristled slightly; however, this time, there were no blades of ink or sudden scuttling. Ever since he’d repaired its cover, the journal didn’t seem to view him as an enemy. It had even permitted him to peruse its pages. Unfortunately, everything after the first few entries was nothing but smeared ink, like someone had tipped a bottle onto the pages and slapped it about.

      So far as defensive enchantments went, Thistle had to admit, it was one of the more effective he’d seen. Rather than protect the book itself, someone had defended the content, bestowing the journal with an animal-like intelligence. Based on what he’d seen so far, the way forward was to win his new book’s trust, as he had with the repair. Getting the blemish removed was a logical next step, then perhaps oiling the cover or some other such luxury. It was a defense that demanded time, more than power or wit, to overcome. Ordinarily, not such an obstacle, but with Gorrian’s Eve only days away and no idea how long Madroria would remain protected, Thistle could feel every second they lost as it scraped from his grip.

      Images came unbidden to Thistle’s mind: a book laid bare, stitching yanked out, a flame in hand as he burned its corners one by one. Senseless cruelty masquerading as efficiency, brought forth by his own angry desperation. Thistle recognized the impulse for what it was on arrival and dismissed it just as quick. Even before Madroria, when Thistle lacked such a degree of self-awareness, he wouldn’t have been tempted by such a silly notion. On the off chance the book responded to such antagonism—unlikely, at best—a paladin of Grumble torturing a helpless being was not going to go over well with his god. No, the true danger lay in more subtle lures, choices that danced along the moral line rather than leaping across it.

      Gently caressing the journal’s spine, Thistle turned his mind from the pointless images and searched instead for everything he knew about the care and upkeep of books. Based on the noise outside, their transportation had arrived, yet he took care not to hurry. With so few days to win the journal’s trust, Thistle was going to aim for quality over quantity of time spent together.
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      “You’ll hear some casters call these ‘freebies,’ ‘zeroes,’ or ‘party tricks’—things along those lines.” Dejy paid no mind to the enormous carriage that had arrived behind him, pulling up to the rear of the temple with not so much as a donkey yanking the reins. How it moved was obviously magical, especially given that it had been brought by a single human sorcerer, one who promptly walked into the temple and passed out upon arrival. Yet Dejy had given the event no more focus than asking the priests of Mithingow to be sure the driver was well cared for. His attention had remained devoted to Grumph and the lesson they were attempting to cram in before departure.

      “The trouble with cantrips is that they are still spells, meaning they take pages in our spellbooks, space in our brain, runes on our staff, songs from our wind, or whatever method of casting someone might use. There is a cost to us, the mages wielding them, because they take time and effort away from more potent spells. However, since learning to draw on ambient mana is so crucial to higher-level casting, they are too important to skip over entirely. My point being, while it can be tempting to dive headlong into these supposedly ‘free’ spells, remember that their use and power is limited by their nature.”

      Grumph nodded dutifully, unsurprised to hear there was a trade-off. For as chaotic as it could seem from the outside, magic did have a logic to it, a balance in play. Every boon came with a cost, often worth the trade, so long as one knew the deal they were making. In this case, taking some time off from failing to learn new spells so he could educate himself on a fundamental of magic was a particularly good bargain.

      Lifting a hand, Dejy wiggled his fingers, bringing forth a glowing globe that wafted through the air. “Ordinarily, this is the spell I would teach you first. Lantern is one of those classics that never goes out of style. Be it in a deadly dungeon, an unexplored cavern, or simply working late at your desk, sometimes we all need a light. That said, with Thistle around, you already have access to a light spell—no sense in doubling up. Besides, usually when I’m teaching a caster these spells, they’re not facing unknown dangers and about to walk into a potentially hostile situation, so I thought perhaps we’d focus on something more offensive.”

      Another nod from Grumph, more energetic as his head hurriedly bobbed up and down. An offensive spell that didn’t drain him, something he could have reliably at all times, would open up all sorts of new possibilities in battle. “What could I learn?”

      “Most of the basic elements are on the table—fire, wind, and so forth. While these will never be your most potent of spells, those energies are basic enough to be molded with a cantrip. The more complex energies, like divine and unholy, are another matter. Directing them requires mixing in personal mana, otherwise it all flows out of control. But that’s getting well ahead of ourselves. Alternatively, you could have a spell that makes use of the environment, such as moving small objects at modest speeds. I know a spell-sling who uses that type of cantrip combined with cursed needles to great success.”

      As he spoke, Dejy’s orb vanished. In its place appeared a burst of flame, shaped into the appearance of a dart like one might find in many a tavern. With a flick, Dejy sent the blaze streaking skyward, where it sputtered out a few seconds later. “I grew up in a tavern, played a lot of darts through the years. When I was first learning magic, I knew I wanted to get an attack in the fire element, because most of the monsters near my town were weak to it. That was how my Flicker Dart came into being—also what started me on the path to archmage, as most new casters don’t create their own cantrips, I later learned. But they should, because that is part of what makes these simple spells wonderful. There is so little to them, it’s possible for a mage to tailor the spell to themselves. Element and shape: that’s all you really need to start.”

      The question seemed simple, yet Grumph’s mind was already turning. Different elements had different effects beyond just their initial damage. Cold, like his Ice Blast spell, would slow down enemies who survived it; fire had the unsurprising aspect of setting things ablaze; wind would send people flying across a battlefield; lightning caused muscle spasms, creating temporary paralysis. Each element had its own advantage to consider.

      Tapping his hand against the heel of his staff, Grumph’s eyes naturally traced along the weapon, all the way up to the sparking demon-bone jutting out from the top. Fire’s flaw was that it was too unreliable. It wouldn’t always catch the target aflame, and when it did, there was no guarantee that the fire wouldn’t spread and hurt his own party. Same issue for wind: Grumph could accidentally send enemies flying into an ally. Cold, he found useful; however, his Ice Blast spell didn’t have a tremendous mana cost and already offered access to that element. Lightning… now there was one Grumph knew well: from the pain of breaking the enchanted crystal during his trial for entry into The the Guild of Illustrious Mages, to seeing how enemies would tense up and lose control upon contact with the demon-bone in his staff.

      What it ultimately came down to was the party as a whole. He needed a spell that would best help his friends. Cold and its power to slow were undeniably handy; however, they paled against something that could stop an enemy altogether. Even if the duration was shorter, Eric and Thistle were both adept at finding weak spots, whereas Gabrielle or Timuscor would simply be able to rain down deadly blows while the opponent was stunned.

      “Lightning,” Grumph announced, sure of his choice. For the subject of shape, he didn’t require nearly as much thought. He quite liked what Dejy had shown him, and perhaps enjoyed the idea of wielding a spell similar to someone he respected. “Dart will work for shape. I also spent a lot of time in a tavern.”

      “An excellent form for lightning. That element can be a bit… eager. You’d want a shape that’s tightly bound with a clear point to aim, so dart works well.” Rather than call forth yet another spell, Dejy reached into his robes and produced a small scroll, along with a quill. “We’re going to use our carriage ride to work on this. The first step is writing out the spell itself, calculating the amounts of mana you want to use and building it into the gestures and incantations. After that, you fine-tune through testing, because the initial equations never work the way you expect.”

      Dejy chuckled at that, the source of his mirth unshared with Grumph, although the half-orc did notice his teacher rub his left wrist where a small burn scar could be seen. “Once the spell is defined and workable, the next step branches off based on our methods of casting. A sorcerer would need to sit with the finished scroll, studying it and letting the knowledge wash over them before it was fully absorbed. A druid would have to weave the spell onto a large enough plant and then absorb it into themselves. For us wizards, the creation process is simpler. We must transcribe the newly developed spell into our spellbooks, a process that takes time and mana. With all of these, the constant is that the more complex the spell, the longer everything requires. Cantrips take about a day, regardless of method. Spells one tier higher take three days, then it goes up to a week, then two, then a month, and you get the idea. Time is the biggest investment in the creation process. There are mages in the guild who have been working on individual spells for decades.”

      “Must be some magic.” Grumph could certainly understand losing himself in a project—there had been many a holed-away week when he was perfecting his ale recipes—but devoting decades to one task seemed excessive. Then again, perhaps if Grumph’s lifespan was one measured in centuries, he would feel differently about the allocation of time. It was little wonder elves were known as the greatest developers of magic; they were the only ones with time enough to advance it.

      “Some of them will be,” Dejy agreed. “Others will fizzle out into nothing. But you don’t get spells that allow for the guild to have magically linking doors without mages willing to put in that level of dedicated effort. It’s part of why the guild exists, to stow those mages somewhere safe for their tests, rather than them tossing up a tower outside a local village and inadvertently wreaking havoc on the populace.”

      As someone who had been among that populace until recently, Grumph quite appreciated the policy. He didn’t expect there would be much time for spell-crafting on their travels, yet the idea still intrigued him. Were he one of the mages who could simply sit in the guild, he might have enjoyed dedicating himself to such pursuits, tinkering with magic as he once had with ale.

      The fact that Grumph could, in fact, be one of those mages never occurred to him. Not once did he consider that, were he willing to leave his friends behind, that easy life would be in his grasp; all he needed to do was exercise the membership into the guild he’d already earned. Kalzidar’s enmity was largely directed toward Thistle, and the god would be hard-pressed to reach Grumph behind such magical defenses. Yet even as Grumph hurried forward to take the quill, along with his first steps on learning the art of spell-crafting, the only future he saw was one at his friends’ side, regardless of the danger on staying such a course. It was a magic all his own, one that came from Grumph’s strength of character, rather than his well of mana.

      “I am ready to learn,” Grumph said, taking hold of the quill. “Will there be time to write before we depart?”

      “Doubtful, but it won’t be an issue.” There was a distinctly mischievous twinkle in Dejy’s eye as he looked over to the enchanted carriage, its gold and white trim gleaming in the sunlight. “For as many annoyances that come with my position, there is also a certain expectation of ostentatiousness. People who can tinker with the forces of creation are ill-inclined to humility or inconvenience, so anyone having a seat at the Table of Mages is expected to travel in a certain amount of luxury.”

      “You don’t seem put out by the burden.” Now that Dejy had piqued his curiosity, Grumph found himself wondering what sorts of enchantments he’d find inside the carriage. The more magic he saw, the more interested he grew, proving just why it was Grumph found himself suited to the role of wizard in the first place.

      Dejy’s smile only grew, though his gaze turned momentarily distant. “It’s something of a point of pride. The first time I rode in that, I was still a kid, but I swore I’d have one just like it when I got older. Once I got this job and control of the actual carriage from my youth, I might have felt a bit smug.”

      With a hearty clap, Dejy deposited the blank scroll into Grumph’s other hand. “But that’s enough waxing about the past. We have one day of safe travel, then we’ll need to hit the ground and approach normally, which includes potentially dealing with monsters. If you want to have a new spell by the time we arrive, best get to work.”

      Grumph’s head was already nodding to signal agreement when the entirety of Dejy’s words struck him. “Hit the ground?”

      The only reply from Dejy was ringing laughter as he sauntered toward the carriage, motioning for his student to follow.
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      Being the daughter of a mayor, even one of a town as small as Maplebark, had given Gabrielle access to occasional events with fellow nobility. She still remembered their trip to the manor of a local lord from her childhood. His house had seemed cavernous, every detail polished and spotless, but it was the carriage they’d sent that remained stuck in her mind. Thick, padded cushions to sit upon, a unique series of cuts along the top to create a gentle breeze, delicate metal worked into detailed filigree artfully adorning its surface. Rarely did the world of high society hold much interest for Gabrielle, yet that carriage was an exception, a taste of luxury that lingered on her tongue for decades afterward.

      In comparison to Dejy’s carriage, however, it may as well have been a half broken-down horse cart. Even as large as it was, the inside was somehow larger, featuring desks, chairs, and even a small bar that was heavily stocked. There was no sense of movement from the outside; they could have been standing still on flat ground for all her feet knew. Still, those were practical enchantments she could see the value in, allowing more mages to have productive, peaceful traveling time. Some of the other features had less pragmatic defenses.

      For example, there was the gleaming silver platter capable of conjuring many types of food, all appearing perfectly cooked and delicious, yet in such excessive portions. Timuscor asked for a roasted apple, and the pile that formed was enough to fill half a barrel. Then there was the glowing decanter, one that Dejy had filled with water upon their entrance, water that quickly took on a golden-amber hue. Whatever liquor it had been transformed into, Eric’s words grew thick after a single sip, making it his only enjoyment of the drink. Grumph, on the other hand, had poured himself a full glass and nodded in appreciation with every drop.

      It was the small tub that had really taken things over the top, though. What appeared to be a figurine of a tub could be enlarged with a touch, which also filled it with hot water at exactly the right temperature. Gabrielle reeled at the amount of magic that must have been required to create such an indulgence, though Dejy pointed out that sometimes mages got so lost in their research they forgot to clean off regularly. The tub was in case such a person was on a trip and needed hygiene forcibly administered.

      That was how their first hour on board had gone: Dejy showing off the various tricks and features of the carriage, clearly proud of the aspects he’d worked on, such as the glowing decanter. The carriage itself was an older creation, predating Dejy’s time in the mage guild. As he explained it, the entire contraption ran on mana, which was why it generally required multiple spellcasters sharing the burden, or a single archmage.

      By the time Gabrielle sat down by the window, she thought her sense of wonder had been effectively blown out. Seeing so many magical contraptions in short succession had them seeming almost mundane, even knowing how rare such collections were. It was hard to imagine finding many things surprising after watching a collection of straw dolls casually leap down from a display shelf and start setting up a desk for Grumph and Dejy. The price of traveling with an archmage, she supposed. That sentiment only endured as long as it took for Gabrielle to pull aside the small window curtain.

      “AAAAH!” Scrambling back, Gabrielle thudded out of her chair to the ground, grasping at a heart she expected to be thundering against her sternum. Instead, her chest held only the steady rhythm of her false heartbeat, which remained unaffected by her spike in terror. The others were already hurrying over to see what was wrong—save for Dejy, who was helping the straw dolls smooth out the sheet of parchment on the desk. “What in all the hells? We’re flying through the damned sky!”

      Timuscor stooped down to help Gabrielle up, while Eric and Thistle hurried over to the window. Grumph looked to Dejy, tilting his head. Satisfied with the position of his parchment, Dejy finally addressed the issue of their altitude. “That we are. The flight enchantment is what really makes this thing special. Demands a tremendous supply of mana, mind you, but we needed to cover a sizable amount of ground in a very short time. I’m going to fly us to a small outpost within a day’s journey of the Ardrane Estate. Long enough for anyone who might be watching the roads to see us on them.”

      “Why not just fly… because for our story to work, you couldn’t be soaring overhead.” Gabrielle figured out the answer to her own question by the time she was back on her feet, a nod of thanks to Timuscor for his hand. “I get it. Limit travel time as much as possible, while making sure our tale of meeting on the road holds up. With other nobles making the trip, there are bound to be eyes on the roads, ones that wouldn’t miss a carriage this grand.”

      “If nothing else, I expect the Ardrane family will have their own guards patrolling, ensuring no bandits make camp in the area. Monster attacks are acts of nature, but it would be an embarrassment for a noble to be attacked en route to their event, even worse if it occurred on or near their grounds.” Thistle’s voice sounded quite calm, given the view he was staring out at. It would almost be possible to think the gnome entirely unaffected, if not for the way Thistle stood on his tiptoes, attempting to see as much of the world stretched out below as he could manage.

      “A safe wager,” Dejy concurred. “And Gabrielle has the heart of it. Stories go more easily when details line up, so we lay a strong foundation early on. The Ardranes will doubtless have some scouts in the town so they know which nobles are nearing arrival.” Tilting his head as if fascinated by something on the wall, Dejy pointedly avoided eye contact as he continued. “Also, we are going quite a way, and not even archmages have endless supplies of mana.”

      It genuinely hadn’t occurred to Gabrielle that Dejy might not be able to power their flight all the way. He seemed so far above them, it was easy to lump Dejy in with the people of Notch they’d recently spent time with, but that was a truly unfair standard to set. Those were among the strongest of adventurers, ones who’d seen their great quests through to the end and sought peace afterward. Dejy was a powerful caster, not a borderline demigod. While she was tempted to brush aside the minor slight, Gabrielle knew what they were flying toward. She needed to get back in the swing of society etiquette, and this was a fine chance to practice.

      “I’m sorry. That was presumptive, and rude. Please know we appreciate all the help you’re giving us, especially considering this wasn’t your trouble to start with.”

      “Wow. I haven’t heard Gabrielle use her ‘official’ tone in a while,” Eric said. His eyes were unmoving from the window, darting to and fro with ferocious curiosity, devouring the details of all they flew over. “Going to have to get used to that again.”

      With a heavy sigh, Thistle tore himself away from the window, every step seeming to take visible effort. “She has the right idea. We should all be utilizing this time to prepare, rather than gazing upon the world passing by.” The fact that his head did a half-turn when Thistle spoke betrayed his own desires, yet the gnome kept going, settling into a well-padded chair, journal in hand. “Once we land upon the road once more, our journey won’t carry the same guarantee of peace.”

      “I wouldn’t necessarily say guarantee,” Dejy corrected. “It’s true that far fewer monsters are able to fly compared to the ones that can’t, but there are plenty of creatures with wings, some of which don’t mind trying to crack open a midair meal.”

      A snap of tension filled the carriage as the adventurers felt the words sink in. Getting attacked on the ground was troublesome enough. If something happened up here… there was no way to run, and should the flight magic fail, their impact would finish whatever the hypothetical monster didn’t.

      “Oh relax, all of you. I said I couldn’t guarantee peace; safety is another matter. There are more enchantments woven into this than just the magic for making refreshments. We did realize that such an opulent carriage would make a tempting target and added appropriate defenses. So long as we don’t anger a dragon, we should be fine, and in that case, it wouldn’t particularly matter if we were in the sky or not. We’d be dead all the same.”

      Having barely survived fighting the dragon equivalent of a toddler and seen what one of their adults could do, that was a conclusion Gabrielle held no interest in disputing. Her mind still grew fearful at thoughts of that dragon’s cave, the place where she’d died. No shiver in her spine or quiver in her hands betrayed the sentiment, however. Her undead body, even when putting on the appearance of animation, was steadier than it had ever been in life.

      Relief did not flood the carriage with the same speed that worry had settled in, but the adventurers did slowly relax. It was Mr. Peppers who fully broke the tension, letting out three loud snorts before managing a truly impressive leap into a half-threadbare armchair. In moments, the boar was letting out juicy snores, deep in blissful slumber.

      “If Mr. Peppers is unconcerned, I see no reason to worry,” Timuscor declared, as though the idea of trusting a boar’s judgment was to be taken for granted. Settling down near his partner, Timuscor finally tried one of the roasted apples he’d conjured, letting out a soft gasp at the food’s surprising warmth.

      Grumph had already moved over to Dejy; the two of them had work to do. Thistle was fiddling with his journal, and Eric had pulled out the poison-making kit Elora gave him, which left only Gabrielle to find a task. Ideally, she would have loved to train with her axe, but even augmented, the carriage wasn’t big enough. Besides, what she needed to do and what she wanted to do were far from the same task.

      The obstacle they were facing was not one for Gabrielle the barbarian. To triumph, they needed to sell their ruse, which demanded she be capable of playing the part. The others would all be taking on service roles; they wouldn’t have the expectations of society and decorum upon them. She couldn’t afford a single faux pas or slight, not with their position so tenuous to start.

      Settling down, Gabrielle reached into her mind for a part long neglected: the area where she stored her many hours of lessons on socializing, etiquette, and the rules of diplomacy among nobles. These were compulsory, and while she’d taken on the education to satisfaction, it was never a topic where she put much thought or effort, to her father’s constant frustration. When she’d left Maplebark and taken up her first axe, Gabrielle put away that piece of her past, certain that it was now nothing more than history. Under different circumstances, she might have found it funny how life had a way of circling around on itself.

      Instead, Gabrielle focused on memories of her old life, trying not to let the overwhelming homesickness come bubbling forth as she did.
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      That damned head guard was relentless. From the moment his party arrived at the inn, he kept the other guards strictly in line, posting sentries in the stables, the dining room, and their quarters. Slatch knew better than to steal anything too valuable—the sort of thing people would miss right away and cause a ruckus—but she was generally able to nick a few things when the nobles came through.

      The Goat’s Ramble wasn’t much on its own, but proximity to the Ardrane Estate and slightly more attention to luxury made it the nicest inn among their outpost of a village. Supplementing their income when nobles came through was part of what the staff considered their compensation, so long as they were smart about it. Take anything big enough to get noticed, and the others would hang you out to dry. An angry noble was more than they could withstand.

      Slatch brought an ale over to one of the guards, a tried-and-true tactic to get their minds off duty, only to have it refused. She accepted the rebuff wordlessly, feeling the head guard’s gaze as she scuttled out of sight. The rest of them could be led off course, but with him keeping watch, they wouldn’t be permitted to.

      A younger, more headstrong Slatch would have continued to press for an angle; however, she had learned to recognize a lost cause over time. This group was no good to them, more trouble than the limited amount they’d be able to take was worth. Better to do her duties honestly, avoid suspicion, and wait for better targets to present themselves.

      Heading toward the kitchens to fetch fresh plates, Slatch shivered slightly. While she didn’t realize it, her judgment that evening had proven impeccably sound. Because while the head Maplebark guard’s scrutiny was overt and suffocating, there had been another set of eyes watching her, waiting for the attack.

      Eyes that were far more deadly than the weary gaze of an aged guard.
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      By the time they arrived at Kozan, the small outpost on the road to the Ardrane Estate, Dejy was finally showing the stress of their travel. For the first several hours, the archmage and Grumph had huddled over their parchment, scratching and scribbling at details none of the others could comprehend, although Eric did keep peeking over from time to time. Once they’d reached a point where Grumph needed to study the spellform, however, he’d retired to one of the comfortable chairs with his own tome of magic and a steaming mug of something that smelled sweet and spicy.

      After the first half-day, he’d begun to slow visibly, his actions taking more time to complete and words demanding additional focus. Grumph would occasionally ask for help on details of their project, and while Dejy could assist, the visible effort demanded betrayed just how weary he was growing. When the wheels finally made contact with solid ground once more, Dejy was freely sweating, and he’d gone through no less than eight mugs of his curious brew.

      “Whew, the wind was not with us on that one.” Tilting his head to the ceiling and pinching his nose briefly, Dejy took several long, ragged gasps. “I am more than ready for a good rest. We should only be a short ride from town. I set us just far enough back to be out of sight.”

      Tired as he was, Dejy still propelled them forward, sending the carriage rattling along—not that they could feel the bumps inside. As their transportation rolled, the others prepared themselves to face the public in their new roles. Gabrielle’s armor was stowed carefully into Timuscor’s Sack of Containment, replaced with an elegant dress that had arrived with the carriage. At Dejy’s request, the guild had sent over several ensembles, which spared them the time of hunting down appropriate garb.

      Her armor, along with Grumph’s spear and shield ring, Thistle’s mana-beast bracer, and various assorted traveling gear, would be stowed away in one of their magical bags and left in Dejy’s carriage, along with their pieces of the Bridge. The equipment was too distinctive, and Gabrielle had no idea how thorough the Ardranes’ security would be; for all she knew, they had a wizard capable of peering inside Sacks of Containment sitting at the door. It was a similar reason why they were leaving the Bridge, except if that were recognized, it would draw immediate attention. Not many were familiar with the artifacts, but those who were knew them well. While there was a chance that the carriage might be magically scanned as well, Gabrielle had seen what wonders The Guild of Illustrious Mages could work. She had faith in the vehicle’s defenses.

      Eric’s and Timuscor’s outfits had remained the same, the former setting the hue of his enchanted armor to a rich mahogany, making it appear to be normal leather. Since they were acting as bodyguards, they were already dressed for the task, set for battle at any moment. Even Mr. Peppers was clad in his armor, despite the fact that they were just meant to be stopping at an inn. There was always the potential for danger, so Timuscor preferred staying armored, and he extended the same courtesy to his partner.

      Feeling the scratch of normal fabric after his moon-spider silk robes made Grumph bristle slightly, yet it was stowing his staff that hurt the most. As a porter, Grumph might be able to explain away a club or a small knife, but a visibly magical staff was well past believable. Like Gabrielle, his outfit was provided: a simple shirt and pants that were mundane, though still quite well made. Grumph’s one comfort was knowing that even lacking the trappings of one, he remained a wizard, and magic was his to call forth at a thought. There was even a new spell he could potentially draw upon, once he’d had a chance to practice and fine-tune it.

      “I’ll feel odd, going so long without this armor. I’ve grown quite accustomed to it.” Thistle had pulled himself up from his own chair, sighing as he looked at the gleaming metal strapped across his body. “Sorry, my trusty companion, but you simply draw too much attention for a mere attendant to justify. Even if I do wish I could bring you along.”

      As he spoke, Thistle reached for the guard on his left arm, ready to commence the arduous process of freeing himself. Before he could make contact, however, a bright light crept along the armor’s surface, burning so brightly it was impossible to gaze directly upon it. Fast as it had arrived, the glow dimmed, receding until it was only a soft shine coming from Thistle’s left hand. There, on his finger, sat a new ring that looked to be the same material as his armor. It was difficult to make a direct comparison, though, seeing as the armor in question had now vanished.

      The stunned silence that swept the carriage had even the archmage staring, mouth hanging open at the surprise display of magic. Thistle looked the ring over carefully before tilting his head skyward, and no one thought he was looking at the ceiling. “For months, months, I have been getting in and out of that armor the hard way, with all the strapping, buckling, and help from others that that entails. Not once, in all that time, did you think perhaps to mention that the armor had its own self-storage ability?”

      There was no response from the ceiling, nor the god Thistle was venting at through it. Mumbling to himself, Thistle went about the task of stowing his weapons. Most would be put into his own Sack of Containment, but he opted to keep two of his enchanted daggers on hand. They were an appropriate weapon for an attendant to carry, and Thistle already felt exposed without so much as a buckler strapped on; he had no desire to be weaponless, as well.

      Everyone kept their enchanted cloaks that offered minor protection from the elements and the headbands that allowed for seeing in the dark, as well as their potions, Sacks of Containment, speed-enhancing boots, and other minor magical items. Playing a part was one thing, but they’d been living as adventurers for too long to leave themselves unnecessarily vulnerable. Should anything go wrong, they wanted to be prepared.

      They reached the gates of Kozan only an hour before sunset, howls already rising from deeper in the wilderness. Given the seven-foot-high walls surrounding the outpost, and the claw marks gouged deeply into its surface at various points, the town was well within some creature’s territory. Through the carriage window, they could see the nearby guards fidgeting, clearly ready to get things closed for the night.

      In no time, they’d made it across the small village, reaching the Goat’s Ramble. The carriage pulled to a stop, drawing a slight shudder from Dejy that he failed to hide. Everyone looked at one another, their new roles fixed in mind. This was their trial run, the only practice they had before reaching the Ardrane Estate.

      It was time to start playing their new parts.
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        * * *

      

      Word of their coming had reached the Goat’s Ramble well before the carriage did. Spotters at the fence had picked it out on the road during its approach, racing on to let the owners know there was a guest of note drawing close. That permitted time to set a proper table, have a few rooms truly cleaned, and ensure adequate staff was allocated to receive the impending arrivals. Nobles expected a certain degree of service, even from establishments as remote as this one, and the Goat’s Ramble aimed to accommodate that as best they could. Everyone, from the clerks padding the bills to the staff skimming unattended belongings, wanted the flow of wealthy guests to continue. That meant living up to a certain standard, even if only for a few hours at a time.

      Only when the carriage was close enough to see its lack of animals did understanding truly set in. This was the vehicle of a mage, and a considerable one at that. Greed was stoked and suffocated in equal measure among the staff as they watched the wheels turn seemingly without aid. Stealing from a mage was dangerous work; magic offered its wielders the capacity to be far more vindictive than what even the most skillful of knives could accomplish. Still, the risk might be worth it. Mages were known to carry enchanted items and tools, the sort that could be sold for hefty amounts of coin to the right buyer. Enough gold to change one’s life could make the risk of death seem a fair gamble.

      What emerged from the carriage was not a mage, however, unless it was the first half-orc spellcaster any had ever laid eyes upon. Hefting several bags down from inside, the half-orc quickly moved aside, allowing a pair of men to step forth. One wore metal armor, the other leather; from the way their eyes roamed, it was plain that they were guards. Only after both had checked over the area did a new form emerge, this belonging to a young woman in a fine dress, with a gnome trailing several steps behind her. Just when it seemed the entire carriage had been emptied, a boar clad in armor ambled forth. Following the beast came a slender arm framed by a robe, yet it merely yanked the door closed before the wheels started once more, the magical contraption driving around to the stables.

      The party made their way inside swiftly, the gnome walking directly to the counter. While it was apparent to everyone watching that he would be too short to see over the top, there was no hesitation in his stride. The on-duty clerk’s eyes filled with panic as he realized this might be a slight to their new guests, but before he had a chance to rectify the situation, it was resolved for him.

      Moving seamlessly, the half-orc stooped down and offered the gnome a hand, which was promptly climbed onto. With the half-orc holding him aloft, the gnome now stood eye-level to the clerk, who wisely chose not to comment on the unconventional means of elevation.

      “Welcome to the Goat’s Ramble. How may I be of service?”

      “We seek lodging for the fair Lady Gabrielle of Maplebark, and those in her employ,” the gnome replied, words crisp and deliberate. “The finest room you have, of course, as well as any near it so her retainers might be close at hand. I have also been asked by the gentleman who aided our arrival to rent room in the stable for a carriage. Dejy, the archmage, prefers to stay within, but will of course compensate you for the space occupied.”

      A few whispers came at the mention of an archmage staying in the carriage. It was odd, but so were magic users in general, so the eccentricity was hardly surprising. Besides, if the vehicle was magically protected, it was probably safer than any room at an inn, and certainly any room at this establishment.

      The clerk gulped noticeably at the mention of an archmage; that was a terrifying combination. The power of magic and the privilege of a high station could create absolute horrors. No one was sad to hear he’d be keeping to himself for the duration of the stay—not even the greediest of the lot—considering he’d brought other, less intimidating targets to their door.

      “Of course. Please extend our deepest regards to your friend and let him know we are happy to accommodate requests as best we are able, whether the guests be in the rooms, stables, or even the hallways.”

      “While we hold great affection and gratitude for Archmage Dejy, I daresay it would be presumptive to claim him as a friend.” The one named Lady Gabrielle piped up for the first time, unsurprisingly to address a point of etiquette. “He was kind enough to give us passage when we needed it most; if anything, we are in his debt.”

      At those words, interest in the arrivals was swiftly stoked. Friends of an archmage made them still a bit troublesome, perhaps not worth the trouble of stealing from. Mere traveling acquaintances were a different matter. It was unlikely this Dejy fellow would care about trinkets missing from people he barely knew.

      The hard part would be self-restraint. Their last few nobles hadn’t been especially fruitful guests; wary guards keeping constant watch limited how much anyone could swipe. With Gorrian’s Eve so close, they all knew that soon the traveling nobles would dry up, and few bothered to stop at the Goat’s Ramble on their departing journey.

      Off in a corner, Slatch prepared fresh pitchers of ale, purposefully not watering them down. It wasn’t that rich people’s tongues could detect the deception, rather that she wanted the alcohol they ordered hitting them full force. Drunk patrons made for easy prey, and with the greed gleaming in the eyes of her fellow staff, she didn’t trust them to be as careful as they should. Ideally, intoxication would cover where discretion fell short. She might even spike a few rounds with something stiffer, just to ensure they were properly sloshed.

      By the time these five went to bed, it would simply be a matter of what the staff wanted to take from them, rather than a question of what they could.
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      The travelers who arrived with the archmage were the most interesting of the arrivals to the Goat’s Ramble that day, but they were not the only nobles to cross its threshold. Several groups filtered in through the day, and after the sun set, two more arrivals broke the evening’s routine.

      First came a quintet hailing from the far shores of Isthalia, the distinct cut of their garb giving their place of origin away even before the unique lilt of the land’s accent as they spoke—which they did at length, and often directly over one another. It was only thanks to their own attendant that communication was managed at all, the group renting a pair of rooms at the inn and stabling their horses.

      Last to enter was a woman clad in armor, yet it was not merely decorative as it often was with many nobles. Those with discerning eyes could appreciate the small touches where finery had been traded out for function. Those with less discerning eyes were still able to make out the streaks of fresh blood, fur, and flesh staining the shining metal—also excellent hints that the garb was not intended purely for show.

      The guards around her wore severe expressions as they scanned the room, the smallest of them stepping forward to announce the arrival of Lady Loyten. Backs stiffened at the mention of the name; nobles with reputations for getting their hands dirty were rare enough that their legends spread quickly. Her group rented three rooms, all of which even the most daring of staff members would give a wide berth.

      Eric sat in a corner, watching the newcomers arrive, tracking the nobles who’d gotten there before his group as they turned up for dinner and ale, noting the interests various staff members showed in each potential target. No sooner had they walked in than he’d known what this place was about. He could feel it in their stares, the interest and greed: predatory gazes, not entirely unlike what he’d experienced under Elora—not that he would ever tell her of such a comparison. No one present even came close to approaching her capabilities; they merely shared a fraction of her hunger.

      Considering how skilled Elora had been, Eric was unsurprised that the common thieves working this inn were far from her equal. What he’d been somewhat less prepared for was how bad they were compared to him.

      Every approach felt obvious, the supposedly subtle movements of their hands when reaching into unguarded pouches so blatant he truly couldn’t believe they were managing to get away with it. None had made an attempt on him—largely because Eric was careful to present no openings as he sipped his drink—yet he could sense their constant attention. It had been on the others, as well, before they’d left for their respective rooms. It was what Eric should have been doing as well, resting up for the next day’s journey. Even if the inn’s staff did attempt to sneak into their room, Gabrielle would be awake and on watch, meaning she could easily rouse everyone to catch the intruders.

      Yet he couldn’t seem to tear himself away from the pageant of apparent ineptitude. The more he watched, the more understanding settled in. His perspective had fundamentally altered, and because of his circumstances, it had taken Eric until now to realize the change. Part of it was Elora’s training, which had equipped Eric to see the basic errors in strategy and execution that would have eluded him previously, but so much more was Eric himself.

      Since leaving Maplebark, they had been in a state of constant adventure. Time not spent fighting for their lives was used traveling. They had trained as they went, struggling to be strong enough to survive the next challenge. In Notch, they’d been taught how every adventurer channels mana through themselves, reinforcing their bodies or creating unique abilities. Before Notch, they’d been in Alcatham’s capital, surrounded by fellow adventurers preparing for a Grand Quest. Prior to that had been the undead town of Briarwillow and its missing inhabitants. Even in their earliest days, they’d participated in a small tournament largely filled with adventurers.

      In all the time that they had been growing, gaining new abilities and strengthening the old, the party had been surrounded by those walking a similar path. This was Eric’s first look outside that bubble of power, back to the world where he’d once belonged. Living a normal life was more likely to let one reach old age, but it didn’t come with the explosive growth of those putting their bodies constantly on the line.

      Watching the thieves bumble about, unnoticed by the distracted eyes of other travelers, Eric began to grasp just how far he and his friends had truly come. It would have been enough to potentially swell his ego, except that staying in Notch had given the rogue a firm idea of where they stood in the world’s hierarchy of power, and it was far from the top. Being more powerful than people working an outpost town’s tavern was a step in the right direction; there were just countless more steps to go.

      “Top you off?” This member of the staff was better than the others, in the sense that she was careful. While her hands moved no faster than anyone else’s, her targets were more selectively picked. Eric nodded instantly, producing two copper coins from the pouch conspicuously tied to his waist. Most of his spare coin was up with the others, stored in his Sack of Containment, but keeping some coin at hand aroused less suspicion, especially for someone pretending to be a mere guard.

      “Might as well. Have to live it up before my turn to take watch starts. Waste of time when we’re under such a fine roof, if you ask me—not that anyone does.” Eric didn’t slur his speech or make wild gesticulations. His only allusion to the possibility of intoxication was raising his volume, and even that could be excused as trying to yell over the room’s rabble. He wasn’t after the image of a guard that felt comfortable getting publicly drunk; this character was one trying to hide how far in the mug he’d gone, one who was acting out of line and might be inclined to make a mistake.

      “The lands around us can be fearsome, but you won’t find so much as a shadow of trouble here.” She filled his mug, nearly to the brim, then pocketed the coppers with a wink. “You need anything more potent handed off on the sly? My pa stood guard for a noble. I’ve no problem helping a working man ease his burden without getting an earache from their employer. Long as there’s coin for it, of course.”

      Taking an exaggerated slug of the ale, Eric smacked his lips once, pretended to “catch” himself, and adopted a serious expression. “That’s probably unwise, though I thank you for the offer.”

      “Think naught of it. If you change your mind, just tell one of the others to fetch Slatch.”

      She was gone seconds later, smoothly moving on to the next table, one where the guests were either doing a better job at drinking or were putting on a more ham-fisted performance of intoxication. These three were actual guards, evidenced by the various insignias decorating their armor. None were of the group that had arrived with Lady Loyten, nor did they bear the free-flowing fabrics suited to the hot weather of Isthalia. These served some of the minor nobles making the pilgrimage and were loudly not too thrilled about it.

      While Slatch refilled their cups and lightened their purses, Eric listened to their grumbling, working to better his understanding of the event they were heading toward. From what he’d managed to gather, Gorrian’s Eve at the Ardrane Estate was something of a unique celebration. Because the Ardranes welcomed nobles of various stations, it was an opportunity for those of lesser renown to freely mingle with those holding higher positions. Those connections could become the basis of trade agreements, alliances, even true friendships—not a prize to be undervalued. Less clear was why those with the greater standing would attend, though Eric had some hunches in that regard.

      Dejy had mentioned that there was going to be a competition held for the nobles. There was bound to be a fine prize for the winner, but for those waging the battle of social standing, victory itself was the true gain. Proving to be superior to the other nobles at a task would be a tremendous boon to one’s reputation, giving leverage in future dealings. It was also possible the Ardranes offered some sort of reward tantalizing enough to draw in those of higher positions; Eric just had trouble imagining what that could be. Nobles of strong positions would have money to buy most magical items or tools, and they were rarely adventurers, thus limiting their use for more specialized items.

      Once he was fully satisfied that he’d heard everything worth listening to, Eric polished off his ale and stood, moving with slow deliberation, the walk of someone who wants to appear absolutely certain of each step. Eyes all around the room fell upon him, the accompanying ears turned to the jingle of coins rattling at his side. Keeping his same steady pace as he walked through the room, Eric waited, wondering when the move would come.

      He reached the first step unbothered; not a single hand had even come near him, nor the bait on his waist. Eric paused for a moment, letting out a weary sigh. If only they’d made the grab then; it would have meant his night could be peaceful. But letting him go signaled that they were aiming for more than the easy pickings presented, representing an evening of work ahead for Eric.
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        * * *

      

      Pale hands and dark hair were covered by her cloak as Gabrielle sat in the corner of the room, holding her axe. Thistle, Grumph, Timuscor, and Mr. Peppers were all sleeping nearby. Despite renting enough rooms to lodge everyone, they still preferred clustering together when at rest, especially when somewhere unfamiliar. It was easier to defend a single point of entry and permitted one person to keep watch over the full party. As the resident undead, the task fell to Gabrielle, offering her a rare moment to herself. Well, herself and her sentient weapon.

      Ovrium didn’t speak to her like when she’d been put to sleep, yet she could still feel its presence as she cradled the axe. It ached to be used, to swing through the air and slice, to hew through muscle until its blade pierced bone. Before, she had always taken that craving as a desire for violence, a raw, killing hunger that threatened to drag her under. Only now, having spoken with Ovrium and better understanding its nature, did Gabrielle recognize the desire for what it was.

      Ovrium was an axe: it existed to be wielded, and only felt true to its purpose when such was the case. It was a sentiment Gabrielle understood, perhaps to a worrying degree. So much of her life had been spent attempting to fill a role for which she was poorly suited; it had only been when she grasped her first axe that Gabrielle took hold of her fate. In the thick of combat, blood and danger surrounding her in equal measure—that was when Gabrielle felt entirely herself. There was no room for doubt in moments like those; only the pure simplicity of fighting to survive.

      What she was facing at the Ardrane Estate would be a far cry from the brutal truth of a battlefield. There would be social mines to navigate, sniping to endure, barbs to deflect, all of which exhausted Gabrielle just to think about. The notion of it all was so vexing that when Gabrielle heard a noise at the door, part of her hoped it would be an intruder, even as she quickly commanded Ovrium to vanish.

      By the time she pulled away her cloak, Gabrielle’s complexion was back to normal, her hair not far behind. Eric stepped through the door, relocking it carefully, then hunkered down on one knee to examine the lock itself.

      “Learn anything interesting?” She wasn’t expecting much from an inn so far from civilization, but as the only party member who didn’t sleep, Gabrielle still hoped there might be something to distract her.

      “Some general tidbits about the other arrivals. Most of them are minor nobles, as well; there’s a bit of variance in standings, but not enough to matter outside of formal functions. There have been some bigger names that passed through already. Loud guy named Lord Prent showing a lot of wealth, Lord Strafflemore from Alcatham, Lord and Lady Boyden of Venmoore, all within the past week. There’s also Lady Loyten, who arrived today; evidently, she oversees a territory with excessive monster attacks and runs a company of mercenaries. Turned what used to be a minor holding into an economic force to be reckoned with.”

      From a concealed pocket in his armor, Eric produced a small metal tool, working it into the lock on the door. “I also realized that most of the staff here are helping themselves to any unattended coins and baubles they can get their hands on. Also looks like the door’s lock can be circumvented with the right pressure. Well, could be circumvented.” With a flourish, Eric spun his metal tool, producing a short groan from the lock.

      “Since they let me appear to get half-blasted and then leave with all my money still on my person, best guess is that they’re planning to take advantage of a compromised guard to paw through our belongings.”

      Gabrielle briefly contemplated resummoning her axe before realizing that using it would swiftly blow her cover, unless she was willing to murder every witness who saw the display. Against the staff of a small inn, she didn’t imagine her blade would be necessary, but the sudden feeling of uselessness that washed over her made Gabrielle nearly call for it all the same. This wasn’t tenable: she needed a way to jump into the fray if her friends were in danger, one that ideally wouldn’t immediately ruin their entire plan.

      “If you don’t mind keeping watch on the room, I’m going to head back out there,” Eric continued. “Notch was an excellent place to learn about the fundamentals of mana and refining our combat skills, but Elora would poison my breakfast if she knew I’d gone this long without sneaking around. I’d rather not be rusty when we reach the Ardrane Estate.”

      Already Eric’s armor had changed color to a dark hue, one that would easily match the unlit section of hallway. It was more than just training: this was a chance to test his abilities, a craving Gabrielle understood perfectly, as would any of their slumbering friends.

      “Be careful, and yell if you need help.”
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      In the span of an hour, Eric had explored and mapped almost all of the Goat’s Ramble, including the hidden passageways not meant for guests to notice. While none went directly into the guest rooms, where the entries might be discovered by bored occupants, the series of corridors and unseen doors allowed the user to move about the inn like a specter. Were one being pursued, it would be a simple matter of turning the right corner and vanishing from sight, no more tangible than a bad dream.

      With the tavern still doing brisk business, there were few others making use of the passages, and those who did bumble through were simple matters to avoid. Since they expected to be safe within the secret walls, none bothered moving with any effort toward stealth, announcing their presence long before they stepped into view. Eric, in contrast, blended himself as best he could with the darkness, using the magic sight from the necklace he’d gotten in Notch to navigate rather than any manner of light. It was a step up from the headband purchased in Alcatham, allowing not only vision without illumination, but also the capability to track the sounds of others’ movements.

      For petty theft, the complicated series of hidden tunnels weaving through the walls would be tremendous overkill; there was no possible way the cost could be recouped a handful of coins at a time. Eric’s best guess was that the building’s clandestine corridors had originally been constructed with other designs in mind—most likely as a means to assassinate nobles or adventurers—then were repurposed as the years wore on. The inn was certainly old enough to account for a few changes of owner and usage.

      The only rooms Eric didn’t explore were those occupied by other guests, and a small office in the basement. From the light and voices within, it was evidently in use, and what few glances he’d been able to steal showed a tiny space already stuffed with furniture. Unless he got hold of a potion to turn invisible, Eric wouldn’t be able to sneak his way through an area like that, and even then, he might accidentally bump something.

      As he explored, Eric paid close attention to any snippets of conversation he could catch between the staff, usually as they rushed through the passageways from one task to the next. There was a franticness to them, a hunger that wouldn’t be sated by anything from the kitchen. Bit by bit, he picked up the details, learning how they operated by skimming just enough to get by, without taking so much as to risk causing incident. Some of the staff weren’t entirely happy with that arrangement, however, and were pushing to be bolder. The knowledge that soon, the flow of nobles would dry for the year made the idea even more appealing, and Eric suspected that before the night was done, there would be more than a few spare coins missing from various rooms.

      As the revelry was winding down, the drunks being sent to their rooms and the staff of thieves preparing to start their true efforts of the evening, Eric overheard another snippet of conversation, one that pulled him up short. It wasn’t a discussion of which targets to hit, nor a debate about how much to take. These words came from Slatch, the young woman who’d been his server, speaking to a fellow from the stables as they darted through the passage. Watching their movements, Eric realized they hadn’t gained any manner of dark sight; they navigated the twisting corridors by memory alone.

      “Rint says he’s already picked the first door—the man who was bragging about the profit he made from selling farms this season. He was throwing around coins with such abandon, Rint thinks we might be able to squeak off a handful of copper, perhaps even a silver coin or two.”

      Slatch’s companion sucked in a breath through his teeth. “Silver? I’d love it much as anyone else, but I remember what happened to Tolfe when he got greedy. That beating lasted for hours, and he still gets twinges on long walks.”

      “The man set a gold down and loudly speculated about buying the inn so he could have it stock his ‘preferred vintage.’ I think he can afford the silver. You can always sit that room out.”

      “No, I can’t miss a chance like that. Just promise me: if it seems off, we walk out. A target that tempting feels like a trap.”

      “I’m fine with that; no promises the others will go along,” Slatch replied.

      The two of them continued, stepping back into the inn’s true halls, leaving Eric alone to contemplate what he’d just heard.

      A few silver coins. That was the score they were daring to hope for, even putting pain and bodily injury on the line to get those metal circles in their hands. Back pressed against the wooden wall of the tunnel, Eric would have smacked his head into it, if not for the noise it would cause.

      The vacuum Eric had been living in was far larger than he’d realized. His improved abilities were only part of it—the most easily observed part, at that. Being an adventurer had changed so much more, including his scale of personal economy. How much had a single gold coin seemed to him, when he was grinding out a living as a guard in Maplebark? And how many thousands of those same coins had he spent on just the items he currently wore?

      Some of it was the nature of the occupation he’d fallen into; hunting monsters was dangerous work, meaning there were only so many people willing or able to do it. That made the parts collected from them rarer, driving up prices on what could be gathered, and there also had to be enough coin in the mix to justify the personal risk. All of this worked together to ensure that any active adventurer would find a constant stream of income well above what nearly any other profession could match.

      For those without the desire to risk death for coin, the best options were to cultivate unique skills or talents, like Grumph’s outstanding brewing abilities, which had allowed him to open and run a successful tavern. Sadly, not everyone had such gifts, and the fewer skills a job required, the lower the pay would drop. Serving work was lumped in with the myriad of other physical labor tasks, ones those in charge typically assumed could be filled with just a warm body, regardless of the actual efforts demanded.

      Staff members at an impractically located inn, likely supported by the annual patronage of migrating nobles, would have almost nothing in the way of options. Even if they wanted to try for something more, the education and training they’d need would be elsewhere, and without spare coin, there was no way to make the trip. Proceeding on foot would lead them outside the city’s walls at night, and an occasional howl on the wind proved the folly in that strategy.

      Steadying himself, Eric mentally reexamined his situation, taking stock of things as they stood. Originally, his plan had been to stalk the thieves, uncovering their methods fully before springing into action. That no longer felt like the right plan: he didn’t want to see the staff bludgeoned for petty theft. Having been a guard for Gabrielle, Eric had gotten glimpses of noble society, enough to know that at least one of them would demand the thieves suffer if they were exposed.

      On the other hand, he wasn’t going to let them sneak into his friends’ room. The most likely outcome would be Gabrielle attacking and their cover story being wrecked before they even reached the Ardrane Estate. And if the thieves managed to get past Gabrielle, as unlikely as that might be, there were items among his party’s belongings that could be truly dangerous.

      He wanted to help the staff, but there was only so much Eric could do in a single night. Gold might help, though it wouldn’t change the fundamental problem, and one encounter with bandits or pickpockets would put them right back in the same position. An idea did spring to mind, however; one uniquely suited to a rogue to pull off. It was something Eric could picture Elora doing, and that was a good thing. This sort of performance was outside Eric’s usual comfort zone, which meant he’d have to look to his teacher for inspiration.

      Or maybe a slightly less scary version of Elora. After all, he wasn’t looking to give any of them permanent nightmares.
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        * * *

      

      “How is it not working?” Slatch kept her voice low, despite her mounting frustration. This was the fourth door where their entry method had failed. Only the first room of the night had been accessible, and they barely got more than a few coppers apiece inside. The braggart turned out to have barely more than what his tab had cost, and even the gold coin he’d plonked down proved to be wooden. While only three at a time were on the entry team, limiting the chances for exposure, the other staff worked as lookouts, having helped to get the guests drunk, and so on. If they didn’t start getting some coins, the others were likely to think the trio was holding out. Those confrontations rarely ended well; trust and money were a volatile combination.

      Tolfe leaned back, wiping the stringy black hair from his eyes. “The same way it didn’t on the last three doors. Like someone jammed the secret hinge. I’m getting nowhere.”

      “What’s it mean?” Rint asked, looking up at her.

      It meant, they were in deep shit. All of the locks suddenly refusing the same trick that for years had worked as well as an actual key had limited explanations. Could be magic, especially with an archmage in the stables, though magic was typically more overt. A glowing barrier around the doors, that would have fit the sorcerous bill. There was the possibility of the gods and their servants being at work, though again, their efforts were rarely so subtle. For an obstacle this mundane, the more likely answer was that someone had sabotaged them—but the most likely culprit for that would be another member of the staff, and they’d be working against their own interests.

      The best Slatch could come up with was one of the others had some grudge against a member of the trio and was purposefully setting them up to fail, but that was a tremendous stretch. Whatever the case, pressing on and getting caught wouldn’t do them or the inn any favors. “To the hells with it, then. Something is amiss. Let’s go talk with everyone and explain. If they doubt our word, they’re welcome to come try the doors for themselves, after the rest of us have cleared out.”

      Neither Tolfe nor Rint argued; they both trusted her judgment, if not her person. Together, the three slipped into the nearest hidden passage, making their way into a small breakroom just behind the kitchen on the first floor. They walked in expecting to see impatient, angry glares waiting for them. Instead, they were met with silence. None of the other staff members were even facing the door.

      Instinct whispered in Slatch’s mind that this was wrong. There were too many of them; some were supposed to be stationed as lookouts at that very moment. More bodies than chairs, several sitting on the ground, leaning against one another.

      Leaning like corpses that couldn’t support themselves on their own.

      Slatch spun around to bolt from the room, meaning she was the first one to catch sight of the man behind them. His face was obscured by a dark cloak, his armor black as pitch. A dagger rested easily in his right hand, while the sheath of a larger weapon just poked out from under his cloak. The instant she turned, his weapon arced through the air, pointed directly at her.

      “Sit.”

      Her body was numb, yet Slatch felt herself complying out of sheer survival instinct. One breath at a time; just keep living until a chance to escape presented itself. That was how she’d lived this long. That was how she’d see herself through tonight.

      For a flash, the blade pointed to Tolfe and Rint, then it was back on Slatch. “All of you.”

      In her awkward slump to the ground, Slatch did make one important discovery: the other staff members weren’t dead, not yet anyway. Their shallow breathing betrayed that they were unconscious, which was more worrying, in a way. How had he knocked out so many without drawing a single drop of blood?

      Once they were all on the ground, the man stepped slightly back, staying just close enough to lunge for any of them at the first hint of movement. “I watched you all tonight. I saw your entire operation, such as it is. So much effort, just to claim a few coins at a time; the risk weighed against the reward is deeply out of proportion.”

      With a sweep of his knife, the mystery man gestured to the rest of the room. “Most of them are hopeless. Too far gone into one vice or another to think clearly, or lacking the sorts of talents suited for this type of work. You three, I see potential in.”

      He nodded to Tolfe. “A solid grasp of mechanical workings paired with dexterous hands and quiet feet.” The next nod was at Rint. “You move like a man afraid to disturb the dust. Master that talent, and someday, you might even slip by me unnoticed.” Lastly, the hooded face turned to Slatch. “As for you, what you displayed might be the most important trait of them all: keen judgment. Your ability to stay calm, even in the face of a moment like this, is one I find impressive.”

      His left hand, which was not holding a knife, dipped into the cloak and emerged holding a small pouch. Gently, he tossed it to Tolfe, where it landed a few feet short of the man. By the time everyone looked back at the stranger, he’d produced another bag and thrown it to Rint. Slatch watched as he drew a final pouch, which she caught out of the air when he lobbed it to her. She knew what was inside, had since the moment Tolfe’s pouch hit the ground.

      Thieves were well-versed in the music of jingling coins.

      “By the gods…” Tolfe was staring deep into the sack, so Slatch wasted no time. Instantly, she understood his reaction. Gold. Gold coins peered back at her. Ten of them, by count and feel; ten more than she’d ever expected to handle in her lifetime.

      “What you have there could be one of two things,” the man informed them. “With that, you could set up some semblance of better lives for yourselves. It’s far from enough to retire, but it opens paths to a simple, peaceful life. Or you could travel to the capital city of Thatchshire and seek training to harness your talents. It would not be a small matter, as I have no guidance to offer nor knowledge of the city, but in a place that large, there will certainly be a presence of shadows. Prove your potential by seeking them out, survive their training, and one day, what you hold in your hand might seem nothing more than a pittance.”

      Slowly, he stepped back, closer to the passageway. “Whatever you decide, I would caution against using tonight’s methods again. They are clumsy and obvious to any with the slightest of true training. Your friends are greatly fortunate that my interests were provoked by seeing such potential in action. Had I been in a poorer mood, it would not be a sleeping powder that they consumed. The next time, fortune may not smile so brightly upon you.”

      Slatch stared as the mystery man who’d upended the world she knew effortlessly faded into the dark of the passageway, his parting words barely more than a whisper.

      “Sooner or later, thieves get caught. Rogues, on the other hand, live to spend the gold they steal. Think hard, and choose which you wish to be.”
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      Books, meal replacement bars, bottled water, a first-aid kit, and a joke-pen that would shock anyone who tried to click down on it. From his backpack, an observer would have thought Russell was preparing to hike through the sands of a hostile desert, not sit in an air-conditioned hotel running a Spells, Swords, & Stealth game.

      None of it felt like even close to enough. What they were facing down was the true unknown—even the usual confines of reality couldn’t be counted upon. A wall might break down and a dragon could walk through, devouring them all. Was the idea nuts? Sure. Was it any more nuts than glowing dice commandeering him and his actions? That angle made his wariness harder to dismiss, and the mere fact that Russell was considering a dragon ambush as a real possibility drove home the bizarreness of his situation all the more.

      “Yo, got any more bags? Mom’s mostly loaded, and any space you don’t use, I’m going to cram full of comforts. Bert’s picking up the others and will be here soon.” Cheri gave a cursory knock after having already stepped through the door, poking her head over his shoulder to look in the backpack. “Sure you don’t want to add a satellite phone and antivenom kit while you’re at it? Maybe a chainsaw to use as a backup hand if shit gets really dicey.”

      “Just trying to be prepared.” Russell zipped the pack up quickly, in a way thankful his sister had barged in. For the last five minutes, Russell had been standing there, racking his brain for any other potential tool that might come in handy, lost in a spiral of picturing increasingly unlikely incidents, ultimately leading to the dragon ambush notion.

      That earned him a snort as Cheri snatched the backpack and tossed it onto her shoulder. “Prepared for magic? That must be a spiritual oxymoron, if not a technical one. It’s not the sort of thing we can be ready for.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m trying my best anyway,” Russell countered. “I don’t want anything to go wrong, especially with Mom there.”

      “Relax, man. Mom isn’t going anywhere near the gaming area, so she’s fine unless reality completely craps its pants on a large scale. And the rest of us know the score. We all chose to go, to keep chasing the magic. You’re not responsible for what happens. You know that, right?”

      “Aren’t I?” Russell felt the unspoken guilt bubbling up, terror at what they might encounter driving it to the surface. “I’m the one who got that first module. I’m the one who formed a new group after what happened to Tim’s dice. I’m the one who kept getting us new modules to play, when all I had to do was fail. It was so hard to find them, nobody would have thought twice if I’d come up short. The idea of meeting other people going through this, potentially getting answers… it’s all starting to feel realer than it ever has. I’m afraid of what might happen when we get there.”

      The patting on his back was gentle and short-lived, an unexpected comfort from his sister. “I get it. I’m not stupid; this scares me, too. But life… life is not often a magical thing. Very rarely, in fact. You opened the door, sure, but we all chose to walk through it every time we picked up those dice. Because a chance at magic, at getting to spit in the face of a grinding, unending, mundane reality? It’s the sort of opportunity that some people will risk everything for. Me included. We all made our choices. We all want to be there. Whatever comes of it.”

      Russell nodded, though his mind was soon elsewhere. Despite Cheri’s assurances, he still felt responsible for what happened to his players. As much as he could, Russell wanted to be prepared.

      Mentally going through every potential weapon he’d found in the house, Russell did one last run-through, making sure there wasn’t anything else to bring along.

      When the magic came for him this time, Russell intended to be ready for it.
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      “I’m not saying I’m mad about what you did. I’m annoyed, because while I was sitting in our room, waiting for some threat to come bust in the door, you were sneaking around, spiking people’s food, and having all the fun.” The only thing that stopped Gabrielle from crossing her arms for additional emphasis was the fact that they were already crossed, so she called forth a dirty glare instead.

      “Again, I’m sorry, but if I wanted to do things quietly, I had to work alone,” Eric explained. “I was testing out that powder recipe as much as I was practicing my stealth. It was informative, too. Some of the staff there needed more than one dose to go down, meaning that if I want it to work on tougher opponents, like monsters or other adventurers, I’ll need to find ingredients for a more potent version.”

      They were interrupted by the sound of crackling in the air. They both instantly shifted their attention to the corner of the carriage where Grumph and Dejy were working. Having moved past theory, the pair were refining each casting aspect of his spell before putting them all together for a true test. That hadn’t stopped the occasional sparks from breaking free of Grumph’s grasp, however. While they weren’t well-formed enough to cause actual damage, that didn’t make the jolts enjoyable when they struck.

      At Dejy’s instruction, Grumph adjusted his hand position and the crackling died down. The archmage was looking better than the night prior, yet he still had a ways to go for full recovery. He’d assured them that a day without flying and another night’s rest would be all that was required, and already, the light of excitement was back in his eyes as they tweaked the spell-in-progress.

      “Gabrielle, is there perhaps more afoot than just the events of last night?” Thistle was gently oiling the red journal’s cover; the gnome barely had let the book leave his grasp since acquiring it. “Our task and evening were both better served by escaping without violence. I could understand if you were bothered by Eric putting our deceit at risk so early in the endeavor, but that doesn’t seem to be the issue.”

      Stalwart though he’d been when defending himself against Gabrielle, Thistle’s statement gave Eric a start. “I wasn’t… I mean, I didn’t—”

      “You saw a bad situation where you had the ability to make a difference, and you acted. As a paladin, I would be remiss to chide you for such an action, as well as a hypocrite. In the future, however, I would appreciate it if we could discuss such matters, if only to ensure we act as efficiently in our efforts as possible.”

      Nice as Thistle’s words were, there was a slight tension in his voice, like he was pushing them out. Gabrielle jumped in to change the subject, or change the subject back, rather. Opening up was less awkward than letting the terse silence linger.

      “Fine, it’s not that I actually wanted to be attacked last night. It’s that I can already see where this is heading, and I don’t like it.” At last uncrossing her arms, Gabrielle gestured to the lovely dress she was clad in. “I’m trapped in this falsehood. Stuck playing at politics—which I was middling at, to be generous—while unable to truly help if things take a turn for the dangerous. Last night, I was stuck thinking about all the ways our plan might go wrong, and how I’ll be in that same situation, stuck between wrecking our cover or potentially letting a friend die.”

      “Aye, that’s a fair concern, and not one I can easily assuage. Without you on the front line, we are tremendously weakened. The might of your blows paired with the chaos of your tactics forces weaker enemies onto the back foot and demands stronger ones keep you in their attention.” Thistle turned the journal over, starting his work on the rear cover. “However, it is important to remember that we are not marching into war, nor exploring the den of some deadly beast. As you said, this will largely be a battle of politics, and if violence does arrive, I expect it to come in the form of slinking figures and concealed daggers. An axe would be overkill.”

      From his seat at the window, Timuscor rose, Mr. Peppers trotting along at his side. He walked across the substantial length of the carriage and stopped to rest a hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder. It felt strange to feel her bone rather than the familiar armor, so constant on her it had seemed more like a second skin. “With all I have, I will keep them safe. Have trust in us, and in everything we have accomplished. We are not so defenseless ourselves, as Eric has thoroughly demonstrated.”

      “I guess that’s true. Can you imagine him trying something like that when we were first starting out? He’d have tripped on his cloak before reaching the first person.” Gabrielle laughed to herself, and the mirth soon spread through the car. “Thank you, Timuscor, and I do trust you all. It’s just hard to imagine seeing you in peril and doing nothing to help.”

      “Well then, I suppose this is good news, a chance to work in some much-needed practice.” Dejy was no longer looking at Grumph, his focus on a corner of the carriage that seemed utterly bare. “Scrying enchantments on the carriage have detected several monsters closing in on us. They’ll be here soon, but you’ve got time to get out and prepare. Gabrielle, while we’re far enough out that I don’t expect anyone to see us, there are others making this trip, too. I would recommend using this as a chance to practice your new roles in combat, and Grumph, while there’s no one around, this is a fine opportunity to test your new spell.”

      No one mentioned it, but they all noticed the excitement permeating Dejy’s voice when he spoke about testing the spell, even if it was on monsters that would soon be attacking them.

      “Okay, so what’s the formation then?” Gabrielle started for the door, until her foot nearly caught the hem of her dress. She gazed darkly at her garment, then stopped advancing. “Do I have to stay in the carriage?”

      “Ordinarily, yes, you would,” Dejy confirmed. “Since we presumably won’t be in it after arrival, though, it’s probably better if you’re out there too. On the off chance another rider passes, we’ll say the mercurial archmage kicked you all out to handle the problem, activating a protective ward that only functioned with just him inside.”

      Setting his book aside, Thistle momentarily gazed at the ring that could magically turn into his suit of armor, then began strapping enchanted daggers onto himself. If he was to play a role, he’d best start practicing, and that meant combat in his attendant apparel. “Gabrielle, you will be with me, where a driver would normally sit, putting us up and out of reach. Eric and Timuscor, you will each take a side of the carriage to defend. Grumph, position yourself as necessary; with your muscles and magic, you can fit in as the battle demands. Dejy, would you happen to have any information on what we’ll be facing?”

      Another long gaze at the corner of the carriage, then Dejy nodded. “Calinos. They’ve got bodies similar to felines, but are closer to lizards, as you’ll see with the scales and fangs. Smaller ones are roughly the size of an adult pony. Be warier of their teeth than their claws; they’ve got a venom that can sneak up on you.”

      “Ah, so the sort of enemy it would be very helpful to have an undead ally fighting,” Gabrielle muttered.

      “I’m immune to such poisons, as well,” Thistle reminded her. “Presumably, so is Timuscor now, but there’s no reason to put it to the test like this. We’ll engage carefully, finish this fast, and let Eric try a different poison on Timuscor when there’s time.”

      There was a moment of horror on Timuscor’s face before Thistle broke into a grin, causing a ripple of humor through the carriage. “Only teasing, although we should find some way to confirm that you’ve gained the same benefits as other paladins. That would be a very unpleasant surprise to discover in combat.”

      “Perhaps we’ll see today.” Strapping on his shield, Timuscor laid a hand on his sword, a Divine Blade that wasn’t currently blazing with power, but could be, as they’d witnessed firsthand. “Though I do not intend to make it easy.” He stepped out of the carriage without another word, clanking loudly with every step.

      Following Timuscor’s lead, everyone but Dejy exited, readying themselves to face the approaching monsters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time the first calino stalked into view, the party was prepared. Noise coming from the brush had alerted them to the approach, sounds that grew dimmer as they neared. The creatures were attempting to be stealthy; however, they’d made far too much ruckus on their approach. Four limbs, all of which seemed slightly too long, with small claws at the end, supporting a scaly, lean torso; the beast’s head was flat and stretched, with a snout that could almost have come from a horse, if not for the dripping fangs on display. Yellow eyes and triangular ears attested to the feline aspect of its origins, as did the graceful way its feet glided steadily forward.

      It was a deadly predator of the woods; amidst the camouflage of greenery, it would be virtually undetectable. Given the gauntness of its frame and the boldness of its actions, Grumph could only presume these were especially desperate for food. By stepping out of the forest, it had given away one of its natural advantages. Against adventurers, that was more than enough error to present an opportunity.

      Working the spell as they’d pictured, practiced, and perfected, Grumph called forth the magic into its intended design. His own mana was used to create the shape of the spell, while he drew upon ambient magic from the world around them to fuel it. It wasn’t as smooth as he’d imagined—there were hitches and snags that pulled at his own magical reserves, but in less than a second, crackling lightning rose out of his palm, taking the shape of a simple dart.

      Flicking it forward with a thought, Grumph marveled as his Spark Dart flew straighter and easier than any ranged weapon he’d ever wielded. It flashed across the slope of grass on the side of the road, down to the calino’s exposed flank. The creature let out a yelp of pain on impact, a minor sear mark visible on its scales. More importantly, its whole body shuddered, muscles spasming from the unexpected shock.

      Despite this being their first battle in the new formation, he and the others were well-accustomed to working together. Even without so much as a word to ready themselves, Eric and Thistle were prepared to strike in the limited window of opportunity. Two daggers sailed through the air, the first slicing into a front leg, the second planting itself into one of those yellow eyes. That injury alone might not have been enough, but Eric’s crossbow bolt that thudded into its chest sealed the monster’s fate, and the calino collapsed to the ground. Before its last breath was out, the daggers vanished, reappearing in Thistle’s hands.

      “Not too tough,” Eric noted. “That’s promising.”

      More movement from the edge of the tree line as another calino stepped into view, followed by another, then two more. Almost a dozen were visible, shielded just enough by the shrubbery and small trees to make an attack pointless at this moment. Until Grumph could cast his dart as designed, he might lose more mana in the process. That made him cautious to shoot without a valid target, not that he expected he’d be able to scare off the herd, anyway. Creatures hungry enough to leave their normal hunting grounds and ignore one of their own being instantly killed were not afraid of anything more than the gnawing of their own stomachs. Grumph understood the torment far too well and would end it swiftly where he could.

      “They’re going to charge,” Thistle called. “I can see slightly past their line; they’re waiting for the last few to arrive. My guess is calinos swarm their foes when they can’t catch them unaware. Prepare for them all to come at once, and if I’m wrong, we all get to be extremely relieved.”

      He wouldn’t be wrong. Grumph knew his friend too well, knew that sharp look in his eyes when death was in the air. The gnome would be clocking every movement, calculating as new information came into play. It didn’t guarantee victory by any means: some foes were simply too strong. But if there was a way to win, Thistle would find it.

      Grumph’s own goal for the skirmish was to see it end with no one hurt and Gabrielle’s axe unused. They needed to able to rise to the challenge, and Gabrielle had to resist her own instincts. That they had a chance to practice at all was a boon, one they couldn’t afford to waste.

      There was no sound before the calinos charged. Not a yowl, roar, nor hiss. One moment, they were all standing there; the next, over a dozen scaly green forms came surging out like the forest’s thin green fingers reaching for the travelers.

      “Ice Blast.” From Grumph’s extended arm came a bolt of blue, hurtling through the air until it slammed into the direct center of the approaching herd. Unlike Spark Dart, this one took a substantial chunk of mana, even with his increased capacity. Grumph had pushed additional mana into the spell just like Jolia taught him, adding to the spell’s potency. Slowly but steadily, he was increasing his skills as a wizard, and growing deadlier for it.

      His spell didn’t manage to hurt many of them, only really injuring the calino it struck. What it did accomplish was to slow down the center mass of the pack as the ice magic took hold. They wouldn’t be too far back, but Grumph had successfully split the charge into waves. Rather than taking on all twelve at once, they had a chance to thin out the initial numbers.

      Timuscor met the first calino to arrive with a slam of his shield to its skull, stunning the monster long enough for his sword to swing down. Although the weapon was not glowing with power, it still cut through the spine of the calino like fresh bread. Its flesh offered no better resistance. By the time the second calino arrived, it was padding over the corpse of its kin.

      Daggers flew from the top of the carriage, slowing down the next two approaching calinos. A crossbow bolt soon followed, taking out a calino’s rear leg as it lodged in the creature’s thigh. Grumph turned his attention back to the chilled monsters that were already recovering, their movement regaining grace with each passing second. Worse, they’d spread out as they walked, meaning another Ice Blast wouldn’t catch them all.

      Ordinarily, this would be the point where Grumph had to switch tactics. With his limited mana reserves, he’d have best helped the party by casting his spell for a glowing magic weapon, holding a bit of mana in reserve in case they needed a Rouse. Muscle was a far more abundant resource for Grumph than mana, one he’d had to rely heavily on in both life and adventuring. Thanks to Dejy, though, the half-orc could finally tackle this problem like a proper wizard.

      Casting without pause, Grumph began to fire Spark Dart after Spark Dart, changing his target each time. The damage inflicted was minimal; what mattered more were the spasms that came with it. Each successful attack stalled the calino it hit for a few seconds, breaking apart the creatures’ formation. The last thing his party needed was for the second wave to arrive while they were still dealing with the first.

      “Eric, take the one on Timuscor’s left, chewing on his shield. I’ll get him relief on the right.” Thistle’s command was punctuated by the flinging of his daggers, both of which found purchase in the calino snapping its teeth on Timuscor’s sword. An ordinary blade might have broken; instead, there was a small puddle of yellow-green venom and shattered teeth at the calino’s feet. It lunged at the same time Thistle’s daggers struck, causing it to twist its head in distraction. Timuscor used the opportunity to swing his blade through its open jaw, cleanly separating the top of its skull from the remainder of its body.

      By the time Grumph’s eyes darted to Eric’s position, his deed was already done, short sword yanked free from the top of its victim’s head. Three dead, but the remainder of the first wave arrived all at once, a trinity of snapping jaws closing in on Eric and Timuscor.

      Flicking Spark Dart as fast as he could manage, Grumph ignored the steady drain on his internal mana reserves. These inefficiencies were exactly why Dejy had told him the spell would need to be fine-tuned, though with each crackling blast, he wished they’d had time for a finished cantrip. Even making adjustments on the fly was out; Grumph was putting everything he had into speed, trying to buy his friends some breathing room.

      While Timuscor bashed another calino in the face and sidestepped a lunge, Eric dashed and slashed, leaving a bright-red wound on its chest before darting out of range of reprisal. Watching the battle unfold, aware another six calinos would reach them soon, Grumph faced an unfortunate truth.

      Without Gabrielle in combat, they were severely weakened. Had she been down there, her strength would have likely felled at least another calino, making the numbers more manageable. She’d also present another target, splitting the beasts’ focus, but most importantly of all, Gabrielle would have been unpredictable. Her lighter armor and strong legs meant she was far more mobile than Timuscor, allowing Gabrielle to run freely around the battlefield, swinging like crazy and breaking whatever formations an enemy tried to utilize. Team tactics and planning went out the window when there was a crazed barbarian chopping through everything in sight.

      Instead, Timuscor was locked into position, rooted in place as he fought to keep the calinos from reaching the carriage, and Eric’s stealth options were limited on a sunny day in the middle of a road. They took down one of the fresh three, and Thistle nailed the one with a lame leg in its snout, but the rest were quickly closing in.

      Changing targets had left the second wave free to advance without the barrage of Spark Darts, and they were moving together once more. That was trouble; even handling three at once had been taxing. Six was more than they could safely manage, not without Gabrielle joining the fray. For them, that was failure, but it was still a better option that letting someone be killed.

      As it turned out, Grumph was correct that they needed another force to smash through the battlefield and cause chaos, but wrong in thinking Gabrielle was the only one who could manage such a trick.

      “Timuscor, now!” Thistle’s voice rang out from the top of the carriage, soon followed by a shrill whistle from Timuscor’s lips.

      The approaching six calinos had just enough time to notice the large figure step into view from the other side of the carriage. Mr. Peppers had grown, not as large as when Timuscor had ridden him, but substantially bigger than the monsters racing toward him. If they were intelligent enough to wonder how a boar had grown so large, or why it was clad in armor, they showed no such interest. The calinos merely ran faster, but Mr. Peppers was now in motion as well.

      Had he appeared earlier, they might have spread out, but now that they were so close to the carriage, there wasn’t time. Mr. Peppers plowed into the advancing herd of calinos like a cannonball through a dinghy. Most tried to scatter around him, but the lead calino was caught under his hooves, crushed in seconds. Whipping his tusks forward, Mr. Peppers ripped into another calino’s flank, sending it staggering off, too dazed by pain to remember why it was running.

      A crossbow bolt soon ended its pain, and Grumph looked over to find Timuscor finishing off the last of the first wave, decapitating the calino with the pair of injured legs as it chomped ineffectually on his shield. That had freed up Eric to start whittling down the fresh wave of attackers now that their charge had been broken by Mr. Peppers.

      “Can he just do that whenever?” Gabrielle called, motioning to the magically enlarged boar.

      “I am uncertain. It does not seem to strain him, though with magic, one should always expect some manner of cost,” Timuscor replied. With no ranged talents to speak of, he took the reprieve to catch his breath as Thistle and Eric continued to attack. “It’s a gift I don’t wish to overly rely on, even if Mr. Peppers does appear to enjoy his larger form.”

      The boar in question was chasing one of the calinos, which had foolishly opted to run away from the forest where a huge animal in armor might have had trouble following. Grumph gave the blood-stained battlefield a glance. Like his new cantrip, their tactics had worked, just not efficiently. Calling on Mr. Peppers would raise a great deal of attention and questions they didn’t want, but it was still better than exposing Gabrielle’s undead condition. The less they could reveal about themselves, the better.

      As Mr. Peppers stampeded, a calino rushed Timuscor, Eric and Thistle’s ranged attacks continued to rain down, and Grumph realized he needed to snap back into action. Mastering his new cantrip would go a long way toward making them more effective, and he was fast running out of targets.

      Taking aim at a calino attempting to sneak its way around to Timuscor’s side, Grumph called forth the crackling magic into his hand, and let it fly.
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      “Hold!”

      At the guard’s command, Dejy’s carriage rolled to a stop. Inside, its travelers looked at one another, savoring what was potentially their last moment of privacy for the impending future. After the door opened, they would be on display, and any fractures in the façade could ruin their scheme, not to mention put everyone in danger.

      While the rest of the ride from the outpost had gone smoothly after the calino attack, that was both a blessing and a curse. It meant they’d made excellent time and arrived well before dinner without injury, but they’d been denied more opportunities to practice their new combat formation. In theory, that should be of little concern, as this was meant to be a diplomatic affair. However, they hadn’t survived as adventurers for so long by ignoring their instincts, all of which were insisting that they be ready to fight and fight well.

      Having crossed over from wild forests to manicured gardens, it became clear they had arrived at the Ardrane Estate, yet it was still nearly an hour before they reached the main gates, where a small number of guards on horseback waited. Ahead of them, barely visible through the small front window of their vehicle, was another carriage pulling away from the guards, heading deeper into the estate.

      Once the carriage had fully finished rolling, Dejy moved to the door, his face shifting as they drew closer. No magical effect was at play; it was merely a reshaping of his expression from weary, yet cheerful, to a scowl that hinted of thunderous anger ready to be summoned. He flung the door open, striding forth and ignoring the steps, floating in the air as he made his first appearance.

      “W-What is your business, sir?” The same guard who’d called for a stop greeted Dejy, only a slight waver in his voice at the display of power.

      “I am the archmage Dejy, one who holds a seat upon the Table of Mages, and I have come to attend the Gorrian’s Eve celebration.”

      At the word “archmage,” the speaking guard and several others gulped, though none backed up by even a step. “Very well. A caster of your credentials will surely be welcomed. It is an honor to have you in attendance. I am instructed to forewarn all guests such as yourself that while the festivities are open to your enjoyment, the competition is restricted by royal decree.”

      “I care not for your contests; I have merely heard great tales of the Ardrane hospitality on this holiday and happened to be nearby.” Dejy turned, appeared to catch sight of the faces peering back at him from the carriage door, and affected an annoyed expression. “Ah yes, there is also the matter of my company. I encountered Lady Gabrielle and her retainers stranded on my way here, having run across multiple monsters in their travels. They did me a good turn, so I agreed to provide them with passage. Credentials are, of course, her own matter to sort.”

      Dejy stepped aside, allowing Gabrielle to exit the carriage. To the many adventurers they’d met along their travels, she would have been all but unrecognizable. For those who’d grown up in Maplebark, though, her guise was familiar. It was the Gabrielle before axes, demon armor, and undeath. She moved with delicate grace, reaching the ground and curtsying briefly. “Well met, sir guard. I am Lady Gabrielle of Maplebark, Daughter of Klert, Mayor of Maplebark and a Lower Lord of Solium.”

      It had been some time since Gabrielle voiced her full title. Her father never thought of himself as a lord, the title meant to convey his duty and loyalty to the king. It was being mayor that he took pride in, the role of caring for the denizens of his village, overseeing their progress and overcoming their challenges. Most of those in similar roles installed pawns to handle such day-to-day tasks, when they cared enough about the villages in their domain to begin with, but her father had relished his position. Presumably still did, even if she’d likely never have a chance to see for herself.

      “Welcome, Lady Gabrielle. If you will permit me but a moment.” Tapping a pendant around his neck, the guard repeated her full title word for word. Several seconds passed, then the necklace flashed with an emerald light. The guard nodded, and Gabrielle could only hope it was a good sign. Whatever message was being delivered, she wasn’t privy to it.

      “Thank you so kindly for your patience. I’m afraid that even with the Ardrane reputation for security, there are still a few peasants who seek entrance each year. We’ve verified your title. Please follow the road forward. Attendants will be waiting at the house to show you to your quarters, and formal announcements for new arrivals occur each night at dinner. The Ardranes will receive you then.”

      One small nudge of his heel, and the horse backed away, taking its guard with it. The others followed, clearing the way for Dejy’s carriage to proceed. Gabrielle turned to climb back inside, only to find Thistle and Grumph waiting, hands extended, to act as makeshift railing for her very short ascension. With focus, Gabrielle kept the flash of annoyance from her face. They were playing their roles, just like her, and there would be a lot more of this before everything was over. She hated seeing her friends forced into such positions, but the best way to help them was to see the job done well and swiftly.

      The sooner it was over, the sooner they could all stop pretending.
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        * * *

      

      Leomar Ardrane was regarded as stout, by elven standards. His form was tall and long, as many of their kin tended to be; however, it lacked the usual litheness that came with such features. Having taken up a love for the hunt at a young age, he’d spent more time on the physical pursuits than those of an arcane nature. When he wed Amtrinae and received his gift from the Astrafrond, Leomar’s path was cemented. Sculpted muscle filled out his ornate ensemble as he stalked down the halls, blasting open the heavy wooden doors that would have cracked on impact if not for the enchantments woven deep into their nooks.

      “An archmage!” His voice was a roar, yet it was still elven, meaning it sounded more like the sonorous bellow of a great horn than the savage howling from some beast. “Mere days before we begin, and an archmage arrives at our front gates, saying he wants to attend.”

      Unlike her husband, Amtrinae Ardrane more classically embodied the visage of the elves. She was slender and delicate, like a pale willow reed. Were one in possession of a skill or spell that permitted the sensing of mana and the intensity of its concentration, such illusions of weakness would have been irrevocably shattered, however.

      After all, Dejy was far from the only archmage in existence.

      “Did he press against the rules when told he could not compete?” Her voice was even and composed, as though her entire court was watching.

      “They never do, at first.” Leomar paced around his wife’s lounging chamber, striding past wall after wall of books. “It’s only once all the guests have arrived that they start making noise, trading favors to the lesser nobles with no chance of victory in exchange for support.”

      “To no success,” Amtrinae reminded him. “The efforts go nowhere, and at no fault of our own. The rules limiting this contest to nobles are set by King Varlar’s royal decree. But allowing such esteemed guests attendance has provided our family with countless connections and opportunities through the centuries, so do try and bear the inconvenience. It has been some time since an archmage sought to join us. Tell me more of him.”

      “Arrived in an enchanted carriage that pulls itself, and he had another noble with him. Said he’d run into the lady and her retainers on the way, offering them a ride,” Leomar recounted, just as the guards had reported.

      For the first time in their conversation, Amtrinae lowered her book, meeting her husband’s gaze in its place. “There you have it. He’s clearly using the noble as a proxy, no doubt having promised her some manner of magical boon in return for acquiring and giving over one of the seeds. Hardly the first time we’ve seen such a tactic; in fact, some of the more interesting years had similar guests.”

      The revelation slowed Leomar’s feet, even relaxing his pinched brow slightly. “If that is indeed his plan, then he won’t attempt to insert himself into the competition. Though he’ll likely try to cheat and help them once it starts.”

      “Of course he’ll cheat. They all cheat; rarely is there a noble who can grasp the idea of not getting what they want. And we’ll be prepared for that, as we always are. To that effect, did this unexpected archmage offer a name? The more I can learn of his specialties, the readier we shall be.” Amtrinae’s book was already rising toward her face once more, even as the question slipped from her mouth.

      Leomar gave a short nod. “Introduced himself as Dejy.”

      A soft thud echoed through the chamber as the leather spine of her hefty tome crashed against the polished stone floor. “That is not the name of an archmage. That is the name of the archmage who currently sits on the Table of Mages. One with the entirety of its resources and knowledge at his disposal.”

      At a wave of her hand, Amtrinae’s book rose from the ground, though she made no motion to take it. The arrival of such a figure, one with far-reaching political implications and potentials, was truly worthy of her attention.

      Leomar knew the sinister grin spreading across his wife’s face. It meant some subject had captured her interest, and there would be no rest until her curiosity was sated. Trusting the matter to be in good hands, he stalked back into the hall, heading out to deal with the next issue on his endless list.
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        * * *

      

      Whether it was intuition or paranoia, Gabrielle didn’t trust how smoothly their arrival had gone. After passing through the front gate, they’d indeed followed the road, and while it hadn’t been a short trip, they’d eventually reached the main house. In truth, “main castle” would have come closer in describing size, if not aesthetic. The sweeping porches and sunny courtyards were hardly designed with security in mind, but the home stretched high into the sky, farther than seemed possible without the aid of magical support.

      Departing from the carriage had gone easily enough. Dejy stayed inside as it headed for the stables, offering little excuse other than a desire to rest. After spending several minutes ogling the manor, Gabrielle and the others headed inside. Timuscor and Eric were on either side of her, walking only a half-step behind—enough to show deference, yet still react to danger. Farther back were Thistle and Grumph, laden down with unnecessary bags. While some nobles were able to afford Sacks of Containment, they were hardly commonplace, and certainly not for one in the minor position she was portraying.

      It was odd, not hearing the accompanying trot of Mr. Peppers, but he’d been left in the carriage for the moment. Until they had a sense of the grounds and where he could be hidden, Dejy’s vehicle would keep the boar safe and fed. Deep down, Gabrielle was jealous of Mr. Peppers; at least he didn’t have to put on any sort of ridiculous act. Plus, the carriage really was quite comfortable.

      As the guard had promised, there were indeed attendants waiting, one of which led Gabrielle and the others through the house’s winding wings, all the while droning on about the glorious history of the Ardrane family and their many grand accomplishments. Most of it sounded like the normal fluff nobles expected those in their employ to spread, stories of the Ardrane wits or power snatching victory from certain failure. The subjects of these boasts always seemed to conveniently have the necessary spell or power at the right time, and by the fifth story, Gabrielle was fighting to keep the boredom from her face.

      At last, they arrived at the guest wing, one clearly designed with nobles in mind. The entrance was a large drawing room, meant for mingling and socializing outside scheduled events. From it branched several halls lined with doors, behind each of which was a suite. These included a central room, large bedchambers for the guests, and a pair of smaller rooms to house their attendants and guards.

      Hearing what awaited them, Gabrielle perked up. She’d worried Thistle and Grumph would have to stay elsewhere; this way would offer them some reprieve, time to be themselves. Already picturing a chance to relax, Gabrielle could practically hear the room calling her name as they followed their attendant. Oddly, the room’s voice sounded familiar.

      “Gabrielle? Oh, by the gods, it is you.”

      Intuition or paranoia: whichever it was had been right about everything going too smoothly. Steeling herself as best she could, Gabrielle slowly turned around, both hoping and fearing that her ears had betrayed her.

      Staring at the tall figure back down the hall, Gabrielle was struck by a wave of emotions, all of which she kept from her face, just as she’d been taught. Another form poked into view, visibly shorter, yet wearing a composed expression that mirrored Gabrielle’s own. In the shock of the moment, she let her formal tone slip ever so slightly.

      “Hello, Mother; hey there, Father. It’s been a while.”
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      When one of the Ardrane attendants arrived in his suite with the message, only shock had saved Klert from screaming the man out of the room. His daughter was, after all, a sore subject: vanished one night without warning, along with several others from the town. Between the cinders remaining at Grumph’s tavern and the demon corpses they’d found at the goblin encampment, the only reasonable conclusions one could draw had all pointed to his daughter being dead. She’d ended up kidnapped by those damned goblins so many times, but something had gone awry. Whether the goblins summoned the demons by intent, or simply fell prey to them, his daughter and the other townsfolk were likely swallowed up in the bloodbath.

      The idea that someone had arrived at the Ardrane Estate claiming her title… Klert’s blood roared in his veins, drowning out all sounds of thought and reason. It was the same fury with which he’d sent Hurmic out to finally eradicate the goblin menace, only to learn that whatever pittance of them survived the demon attack had already migrated. Ever since his daughter disappeared, Klert had been forced to sit upon that anger at her loss, lacking a worthwhile target to direct it at.

      Now, it seemed, the gods had conspired to grant him a release. Klert was out the door of his chambers in moments, trailed by his wife, Elzaben, who’d only seen him storming into the halls. Much as he wanted to inform her of the situation, Klert’s jaw was locked; he feared that when it next opened, what spewed forth would be so furious and toxic that he dared not risk its release around the woman he loved. That honor was wholly reserved for the disgusting thief who’d dared to wield his daughter’s name. It was shocking that this trickster had made it past the front gate; he’d expected the Ardranes’ security to root out liars with false titles.

      Hearing the voices of the newest arrivals, Klert spun around a corner, finally putting eyes on the imposter. A thunderous holler imploded in his lungs at the sight, emerging as a mere garble of whispers.

      Elzaben, ever his better, remained more composed despite her shock. “Gabrielle? Oh, by the gods, it is you.”

      The woman turned, and all doubt in Klert’s mind vanished. Dimly, he recognized that Eric was with her, as were Thistle and Grumph. They were little more than background details, though. Klert’s true focus lay on the woman with his same blonde hair, smiling sweetly even as her face lit up in surprise.

      “Hello, Mother; hey there, Father. It’s been a while.”

      There was no delay in Klert’s movements, instinct serving where thought had fallen short. Barreling forward, the mayor of Maplebark grabbed his daughter in a thick-armed hug. It was a somewhat humorous image, given Gabrielle’s height compared to his shorter stature, yet no one let out so much as a dry chuckle to break the tension. Even for those who didn’t understand precisely what was happening, the weight of the moment was clear.

      Elzaben was only a few steps behind her husband, snaring both of them in her long arms. For the first time since departing Maplebark, Gabrielle’s entire family was together.
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        * * *

      

      Bert’s long whistle captured the spirit of the group well as they stared up at the hotel. “Resort” would be more accurate, considering the number of buildings spread across the massive grounds. Surrounding them on all but one side were what felt like walls of solid green—the dense forest they’d been driving through for over two hours. How a place like this stayed in business with only a few back roads leading in was almost as much a mystery as the magical books and dice.

      The Lost Ponte was an apt name for the hotel, hard as it was to find, yet Russell noticed theirs were not the only cars in the parking lot. Others were here, too, enough that some of them would have to be with the Broken Bridge event. Russell wondered if he’d be able to spot them, compare notes before the official start got underway. Given the sheer size of the place, odds weren’t especially stacked in his favor.

      “Not too shabby. I have to admit, I thought the brochure was being free with the digital backgrounds, but this is as advertised.” As the only one of them, besides Bert, who’d done extensive research on their lodgings, Marsha Novak was impressed, yet not surprised. She hauled a small rolling bag out of her car, a spartan contrast to the assortment of bags weighing down her children. “Everyone knows what the game plan is for tonight?”

      “Get checked into our rooms, grab a quick bite to eat, maybe explore the hotel if there’s time, but we need to be ready for the prep-session by seven,” Cheri quickly replied. “You’ll be around as needed, phone nearby, even at the pool, in case we need anything.”

      “And that goes for all of you.” Marsha looked over to Tim, Bert, and Alexis. “Each of you has my number; if for any reason something comes up, please don’t be shy about using it.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Alexis mumbled the words, her vision captured by the sweeping forest that surrounded them. She barely looked away, lost in the natural splendor so absent from their suburban lives, her rapture making it clear why she’d chosen a forest warrior as her Spells, Swords, & Stealth class.

      Tim hefted a heavy duffel bag out of Bert’s car, nearly tottering back under the weight before finding his legs. “I’m excited for our first meet-and-greet. I wonder what the other players will be like.”

      Russell’s thoughts were trending in a similar direction, without the optimism. Not every player would be like Mitch and his crew, but they were out there. Possibly, some had even found a way to squeak through the preceding modules, making it all the way to this event. In his heart, he hoped Tim’s positive outlook proved correct; it would be amazing to finally have more allies in this adventure.

      But with other people involved, there was really no telling what to expect. Making sure everyone was ready, Russell grabbed his bags and started forward. Whatever boons or challenges awaited them, they weren’t going to be in the parking lot. Russell would prepare, be as ready as he could to face them.

      Though he did hope there was time to pop by the pool first.
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        * * *

      

      It was a tale of near-truths, mixed with a few flat-out lies. Klert’s blustering outbursts offered obvious clues to what Maplebark believed to have happened: “Thought you were all dead,” and “We found the aftermath of a demon fight,” were particularly telling. From there, the party put together a story that corresponded to the others’ expectations.

      They’d all been at the bar when a surprise had arrived, but rather than the reality of four soon-to-die adventurers, in this version, it was goblins coming for a raid. They’d been followed by demons, however, who had set fire to Grumph’s bar upon arrival. Fearing for the safety of Maplebark, Gabrielle and the others had led the demons from town, back toward the goblin camp.

      “Yes, but why didn’t you come back?” Elzaben pressed. They’d moved to the suite of Gabrielle’s parents, where refreshments had already been waiting. For the most part, Gabrielle had done the talking, though Eric or Thistle would sometimes hop in to offer “helpful details” that were designed to help cover holes in her story she hadn’t caught. Fearsome as she was in combat, spinning webs of subterfuge was their strength, rather than hers—one of the many reasons Gabrielle had never felt cut out for noble society.

      “I understand the panic of a demon attack, and needing to flee, but why didn’t you return to us? What kept you from your home?” Elzaben leaned in close to her daughter; she’d been unwilling to sit more than a few feet apart since their reunion.

      There were many answers to that question, some of which Gabrielle hadn’t fully unpacked yet, but her eyes inadvertently darted to the simplest explanation. Eric had made a deal with Grumble, trading his ability to go home for a chance to save them from a particularly tough opponent. Even if the King of Solium weren’t hunting adventurers matching their description, and Madroria weren’t in peril, they still couldn’t go back. None of them would abandon their friend.

      To others, however, the flicker of her gaze sent a very different message. “Ah, I see. It’s finally come to that then,” Klert grumbled. With a grunt of effort, Klert hopped out of his chair, waving off assistance from one of his attendants. He landed with a huff, then stomped across the room, past the small table laden down with water, wine, and pastries, until he reached his desired target.

      Rearing back, Klert swung with all he was worth. For a heartbeat, Eric considered letting the punch land, but his body would have none of it. With minimal movement, he shifted his neck, letting the arm sail past his left ear by a few hairs. “Is there a problem?” he asked mildly.

      The smaller man squinted, assessing Eric with fresh eyes. “I’ll say there’s a problem. Was I not fair with you? Did I not give you chance after chance as a guard, despite your failings? Have I ever spurned you when you came for aid or guidance?”

      Another punch. This one Eric blocked, easily leading the fist aside with a single slap to Klert’s forearm. “No, sir. You were always good to me, and my mother. I have nothing but respect and gratitude.”

      “Then why in the blazing hells did you feel the need to elope with my daughter?” Klert swung his fist at the same time he leveled the accusation, stunning Eric so much that the blow found purchase, cracking him across the chin and sending the rogue tumbling back out of his chair. “I know you, know your family, have since you were barely walking. Did you really not think I’d give my blessing if you’d won her heart? That you had to steal away to be together?”

      Staring up at the ceiling, Eric considered his situation. Physically, he was fine; the blow had been paired with little force compared to attacks from monsters. Mentally was another story. Klert had just offered them up the perfect excuse on a silver serving dish. They needed to explain why, upon successfully fleeing the demon, they hadn’t returned to Maplebark. Youthful lovers making an impulsive decision… it wouldn’t explain everything, but it would spare most details from scrutiny. People in that frame of mind weren’t expected to make logical choices.

      Carefully, Eric adjusted his gaze, angling his head to meet Gabrielle’s eyes. She’d already figured out what he was thinking; that was the benefit of having grown up alongside each other. The pair had worked together, played together, gotten into trouble together, and sometimes, managed to get themselves right back out of it. Each knew how the other’s mind worked, and she wouldn’t have missed the opportunity that had been presented.

      With a motion so fleeting anyone else would have mistaken it for the simple rhythm of breath, Gabrielle nodded. They were already playing roles; this would simply have to be one more aspect of the illusion, even if it did make them both uncomfortable.

      Rising slowly, Eric stepped over to Klert, lowering back down to one knee and bowing his head. “My apologies, sir. It was never my intent to do so; I’d hoped to earn my way to independence, then court her properly. But when the demon drove us from our home, we were forced to survive. By the time we were sure it was safe, we’d traveled far and… well, much had happened. It seemed best to build a life, proving my worth beyond question, before we returned to explain. In the chaos of leaving, we didn’t consider that you might think us dead, and for that above all else, I am sorry for the pain that was caused.”

      Klert’s fist tightened, and for a moment, they all thought he might swing on the precatory man, but when his hand touched Eric, it was with a pat on the shoulder. “Pride is a sinister ally; it can keep your spine straight no matter the burdens piled on your shoulders, but also drive off those that would help you lift them. You never needed to prove anything to me: winning Gabrielle’s heart is task enough in itself. Angry as I want to be, my heart is too full of joy. My daughter has returned to me, as have good friends. Whatever twisted path brought you to this point, let us set the pain of the journey aside and celebrate our time reunited.”

      The hand on his shoulder squeezed, followed by a few pats. “Now then. You’ll just have to hope she’s as forgiving.”

      Rising to his feet, Eric turned, expecting to find the face of Elzaben waiting. As it turned out, however, while Eric was facing the floor, two new forms had entered. One was clad in armor and a familiar scowl: Hurmic, head of Klert’s guard and Eric’s former boss. Any sour sentiments at his sight were swiftly dispelled, however, as Eric’s eyes landed on the second figure.

      He very nearly betrayed his rogueish speed in crossing the room to wrap his arms around her. She felt smaller than he remembered, though perhaps it was merely that he’d grown a good deal in their time apart. “Mom! What are you doing here?”

      “Learning that my son is alive, and has eloped, apparently.”

      Only then did Eric remember what he’d been saying moments prior, the look of sheer joy on his face replaced by one of sudden terror. “Right… guess I have a bit of explaining to do.”
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      For as much as they would have loved to sit and catch up all evening, the reunion was soon interrupted by an Ardrane attendant who informed them that dinner was drawing nigh, for those who needed to prepare.

      Considering that the new arrivals had the accumulated grit of their recent travels, none imagined it would go over well if they attended the meal without cleaning. Gabrielle was taken by her mother to the noble bathing chambers, and the rest used those set aside for serving staff. While not nearly as luxurious as what those in power enjoyed, the facilities were surprisingly nice and well cared for. The cleanliness of those in their service had a direct reflection on the nobles who employed them, to say nothing of influencing ambient scents, facts not lost on the Ardrane family.

      After washing, they each changed into new outfits, though only Gabrielle’s was of substantial improvement. The clothes Dejy had provided for everyone else were of high quality, but little distinction. As attendants and guards, they were also unexpected to be clad in anything of real expense. Had they been, it would have reflected strongly upon Gabrielle’s standing and wealth, but that was a concern for those playing longer political games. They just needed to make it through the next few days.

      In what seemed like no time, there was a knock on the door to their chambers—one of the Ardrane attendants waiting to take them to dinner. Everyone paused for a moment to look each other over for a final time before they followed. Back through the winding halls, down many stairs, until they arrived at a pair of large, wide open doors that revealed a vast room beyond.

      Dozens of huge tables littered the space, already laden with food, lit by floating chandeliers drifting along the ceiling. A slight harmony filled the air, like music on the wind, easy to hear if one focused, or to shut out with a minor thought. Vast tapestries hung along the wall: woven scenes of trees spread like an ocean; pale-white mountains towering against the sky; and a strange-looking plant casting a uniquely silver glow. Against the wall directly across from the entrance was an elaborately carved table, at which sat a pair of elves. The Ardranes, no doubt.

      Attempting to fill the rest of the vast space were dozens of bodies. The nobles and their retainers were eating, or standing watch as duty demanded, while countless graceful helpers all but danced through the room, clearing plates and bringing refills like it was all a carefully choreographed tableau. It was a chaotic, seamless display that came to a swift stop as their attendant entered the room.

      “Our final announcement this evening, for our most recent guests to arrive. It is my honor to introduce the Lady Gabrielle of Maplebark, Daughter of Lord Klert of Maplebark.”

      With more confidence than she felt, Gabrielle strode forward, head held high as she entered the room. Lacking a title of prominence and with no displays of wealth, she’d already be starting at a social disadvantage against most everyone else present. What she could control, however, was her poise and manners, displaying composure at every turn. Such nobles made for unfulfilling targets, and if she could avoid interest, that would be victory enough for the evening. Her day already felt as if it had stretched on for weeks.

      None of the weariness she felt touched her expression as she arrived before the large table, curtsying deeply in respect. The pair of elves offered nods of greeting in return. Both looked ageless and lovely, though the male had a distinctly muscular frame. Bowing her head, Gabrielle waited.

      “It is my pleasure to welcome you, Lady Gabrielle. I am Leomar Ardrane, and seated at my side is my wife, Amtrinae Ardrane. We thank you for coming to join us and for sharing with us your company.”

      “I am honored to meet you, Leomar Ardrane, Amtrinae Ardrane.” Gabrielle found it peculiar that for all the fuss over this being a party for nobles, the Ardranes themselves had used no titles. Her experiences with elf kingdoms had been limited largely to rumors though, growing up in the remote region that she did. Perhaps their societal rules worked differently. It was something she’d need to investigate, and swiftly. “Thank you for your hospitality, for opening your home to me and those in my employ. We are honored to attend such an event.”

      “Then please, do not let us keep you from enjoying the festivities,” Amtrinae replied. “When all have eaten their fill, we shall explain what the days ahead hold.” She paused, pretending as though the next words were an errant thought that had popped into mind. “I was told you arrived with an archmage named Dejy. He sent apologies this evening, saying that he required rest from his journey. Please, return our regards, and let him know that should he require any aid, we are more than happy to lend it.”

      Choosing her words carefully, aware of how many heads had turned at the sound of “archmage,” Gabrielle formed her response. “I am happy to be of help to my hosts however possible. While I cannot say for certain that Dejy will receive my visit, I shall reach out promptly after dinner.”

      “He would not even grant you an audience?” Leomar said, tone still polite, though with a thread of accusation woven through it.

      “Archmage Dejy was incredibly kind to share his carriage with us when we dearly needed transport; however, he and I spoke little on the journey. The time of one in his position is constantly in demand, at all hours and days. Although he may indeed receive my visit, I would not wish to make promises beyond what I can fulfill.” Gabrielle had to be careful, painting herself as a charity case given a ride, not an ally to an archmage. The boost to her social position wasn’t worth that kind of scrutiny, especially considering their tight timeframe. The fact that the host of the event was asking additional questions had already garnered attention from the watching eyes.

      Amtrinae accepted her answer with a smile. “A wise choice. There are few who can predict the actions of an archmage. Please, enjoy the evening, and know that even your attempt will be sufficient.” Her long fingers swept out toward the room, effectively dismissing Gabrielle into the festivities.

      By the time she turned, Thistle was waiting at her side, leading her toward a table near the fringes of the room. As the daughter of a lower lord from another kingdom, they would have been assigned a place of little prominence, but that only worked in their favor. Gabrielle much preferred to be on the outside looking in, and besides, this meant she’d get to sit near her parents.

      Their arrival was a curveball she hadn’t truly had time to process. It complicated matters greatly, but there was no time to talk about it with the others until they were alone. How they’d even gotten here… whatever story they told, Gabrielle had a hunch the real answer would be divine interference. Some force had known they were coming here and had brought their families into the equation.

      Someone who enjoyed using opponents’ loved ones as pawns to torment them with.

      From the start, they’d been assuming Kalzidar was targeting Thistle when he stole Madroria’s soul, but maybe she was just his opening move. Excluding the party members, Madroria was the one person whom Thistle loved, and she’d been the furthest out of Kalzidar’s reach. What if he’d gone for her first so they wouldn’t have a chance to realize the plan and defend against it, leaving the easier-to-strike living mortals for afterward?

      The very idea stirred something deep in Gabrielle, Ovrium nearly leaping to her hand in response. She forced the images away, reminding herself that a great deal of her worry was based on conjecture. Kalzidar wasn’t the only god at work; perhaps one of the others had moved her family here so they’d be easier to protect from exactly such machinations.

      Whatever the cause, as Gabrielle saw their table, directly across from the one where her parents and Eric’s mother were waving their welcome, she knew the scope of their task had grown. Killing one of Kalzidar’s head priests wouldn’t be enough.

      She’d also have to make sure her family made it through alive. Because if they didn’t, Ovrium was going to get its wish, and then some. Should anything happen to them, there would be no end to the font of hate in her heart with which to feed her murderous weapon.
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      Another arrow flew from Florint’s borrowed bow, and a fresh calino corpse was added to his mental count. No time to celebrate; he’d barely had a chance to use his enchanted badge and pass the warning along. Drawing his next arrow, Florint scoured the grounds, eyes hunting for movement, working to shut out the worries bubbling in his brain.

      Something was off. Calinos rarely strayed so far from their territory and were wily enough to avoid civilization. For them to have attacked the Ardrane Estate in the first place was strange; that they kept advancing even as Florint took them down shot by shot was all the more curious. Calinos weren’t mindless; they lived in packs, communicated, and reacted when one of their own was killed. They understood enough to know they were dying, which should have had them turning tail to run. Instead, the remains of the pack pressed on, less one more member as Florint let his arrow loose.

      As he lined up his next shot, new movement instinctually drew his eye. Reinforcements had arrived, a small squad of Ardrane guards forming up their shield to slow the advancing monsters. Worry darted through Florint, attempting to unsteady his hands and failing. Instead, he fired once more, taking a calino in the haunches and sending it skidding to a halt. Another arrow fired fast on the heels of the first, and the deed was done. By that point, however, the remaining eight calinos had reached the guards.

      Sprays of blood told Florint that his concern had been warranted. Blades spun through the air, meeting their leaping opponents, but the calinos left wounds of their own in return. Most of the guards had instinctively pulled back, using their shields to block the worst of the strikes, then jabbing when the opportunity arrived. Some were a bit too slow, however, and soon found themselves with deep gouges carved into their limbs and torsos. Florint tried to give them relief, peppering shots as fast as he could aim.

      The guards pulled in together, forming a condensed wall. One of the more nimble among them twisted through the air, cleaving a leaping calino in half lengthwise, slicing through the open jaws intent on chomping through his bones. Between the sound pay and reputation for treating their staff well, the Ardranes were able to recruit from a wider pool than many nobles. Florint was far from the only skilled member among the guards—he was just the best with a bow. With their nimble member taking lead, Florint continuing to harry the pack from up high, and two of the bigger guards smashing the calinos’ faces with their shields, they were slowly taking control of the fight. The going was slow, and the wounds plentiful, but bit by bit, the calinos were dispatched. Florint took out a final pair that attempted to circle around on the guards, unable to see any other targets.

      With their threat finally subdued, Florint returned to scanning his surroundings, hunting for more dangers. That there had already been this many didn’t bode well. Tomorrow, when the event started in earnest, a magical barrier would be put in place; otherwise, monsters would swarm when the flower bloomed. But there had already been so many—most like the calinos: half-starved and driven to desperation. Something was amiss in the forest, and there was no guarantee it would end when Gorrian’s Eve did. That would be a concern for afterward, however, as Florint was only paid up until then.

      When he’d first begun taking the seasonal work for the Ardranes, Florint had thought they hired far too many guards for the tasks they were given, and for years was proven right. That had been before the first bad year though—the one where things went awry and the staff certainly earned their pay. From then on, he never entertained such sentiment. In fact, looking out into the forest’s depths, aware of just how much remained hidden to him, Florint found himself wishing they had a few more bodies on staff.
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      It was a small break of fortune that the dinner was not attended by every guest currently residing at the Ardrane Estate. Societal conventions demanded that new arrivals present themselves to their hosts; however, those who had made the journey earlier had already seen to that task. On another night, Thistle suspected there would be more guests in attendance; however, with the start of festivities beginning the next day, most were likely saving their energy and efforts. That dinner would be expected to have full attendance, and the nobles would be looking to make as large an impression as possible.

      Acting as an attendant offered Thistle an excellent excuse to endlessly scan the room, plucking up details about the other guests just as seamlessly as he removed dishes from in front of Gabrielle once she’d finished them. The Ardrane attendants were bringing the actual food, even taking the used plates from Thistle’s hands to move to the kitchen, but playing her personal attendant meant Thistle was expected to handle the final presentation and touches. Nobles had a not unjustified fear of assassination, and therefore preferred not to have strangers move in close enough for a surprise attack whenever possible.

      Looking over the room as if he were tracking the arrival of the next dish, which Thistle was indeed also managing, the gnome checked over the other tables. Those of greater reputations, like Lady Loyten and a handful of her guards, were closer to Leomar and Amtrinae’s main table. Nearby, most tables were filled with other nobles of similar station to Gabrielle—which was to say, not terribly impressive. Three sisters in dresses identical save only for their coloration were whispering constantly, though from what Thistle’s ears had managed to glean, their topics of discussion centered largely on commentary over the Ardrane food, staff, decor, and so forth. The usual idle gossip of aristocracy, or a ploy to appear that way; it was much too soon to know anything for certain.

      Two barons at adjacent tables were grumbling about their placement in the room—not truly whispering, but putting on the pretense of it. They wanted to be overheard, for word to move around; it was a move in the game so many present were playing, a game spanning across multiple boards and with ever-shifting rules. Had he the time, Thistle might have found it fun to try his hand at the dance of pride the nobles were always entwined in. Though not all chose to play.

      “Butler, quickly, more wine. It’s no wonder it’s taking so long. We’re as far from the kitchen as my father is from an honest deal.” From nearby came the voice of Lord Prent, whose name Thistle had quickly learned during the frequent exchanges with his own attendant. Lord Prent, despite being in a similar social stratum to Gabrielle, was clad in some of the finest garments in the entire room, including those of the Ardranes. A human, his golden locks were complemented by the green silks of his cloak and the shining gold filigree woven throughout his entire outfit. In sharp contrast, his butler wore muted grays, with only a red tunic to add a splash of color.

      “Right away, sir.” The attendant, face a mask of professionalism, moved swiftly into the kitchen, leaving his employer alone. It was an odd detail that stuck in Thistle’s mind; someone with that much money would be able to easily afford multiple retainers. It could be nothing more than an abrasive personality making it hard to keep employees around… or perhaps Lord Prent was merely a puppet being wielded by a priest of Kalzidar.

      Until Thistle got a name for every person present, he wouldn’t consider any of them outside of suspicion. Priests of Kalzidar traded their names away for power, and though it was believed their god’s magic aided them in going unnoticed, it was far from infallible. They could be found and rooted out, if one kept focused to the task.

      That was easier said than done, however, as Lord Prent’s now bored eyes wandered over to their table. “I say there, you were the one who arrived with the archmage, were you not? That must have been quite a thrilling journey.”

      Unlike Lord Prent, Gabrielle kept her manners firmly in place, lowering a soup spoon and dabbing the corners of her mouth before shifting to respond. “I’m afraid I have not yet had the pleasure of your acquaintance, good sir.”

      “Right, right, proper ceremony and all that.” Lord Prent took a large swig of his remaining wine as he boldly rolled his eyes. “I am Lord Althalon Prent, and yes, that is of the Keelport Prents.”

      The name meant nothing to Thistle, but Keelport was a seafaring city on the western coast of Thatchshire, one of the largest trading centers in the kingdoms. If Prent was from a family of nobles in Keelport, that would certainly explain the attire. It was said opportunity and seawater were equally boundless in Keelport.

      “It is a pleasure, good sir. I am Lady Gabrielle of Maplebark. And yes, I did indeed arrive with Dejy the archmage, though I’m afraid I must dispel your expectations. The trip was quite peaceful overall, with only a few minor inconveniences. As his title would suggest, Dejy is quite busy, and we didn’t wish to impose more than was already necessary.”

      The response earned her a lifted eyebrow from Lord Prent. “Quite interesting. I know of Maplebark only thanks to a dedicated cartography instructor. It is rather small, just barely qualifying as a town. For you to come from such a nothing of a village all the way to an event like this, and without even a proper surname, I imagine your journey must have had some interesting tidbits along the way.”

      “We didn’t buy a surname ’cause it’s a waste of gold!” From one table over, Klert was red-faced, glaring at the disdainful noble with barely managed restraint. “Hundreds of coins that could be better spent on the town, for what? A second name to wave around? Not even a home or a tool, something that would be of use.”

      “Father, it’s all right. I’ve never felt the need for a surname, and tonight is no different.” Gabrielle was as calm as her father was flustered, keeping a pleasant smile locked in place.

      From the kitchen, Prent’s butler returned, quickening his pace at the sight of his lord speaking with the other guests. Quick as the man moved, though, it wasn’t faster than Prent’s tongue. “Now there’s a man who understands. Too many think nobility is about the trappings, the surnames and games of respect, whereas there is a far more clear-cut measure of our value: gold. Coin is power; it opens all doors, heals all wounds, and commands all respect. A name is only worth the gold that was spent on it, and there are far better investments one can make.”

      “Your wine, sir.” The butler stepped in, offering a fresh glass to his lord, who snatched it and took a healthy glug off the top.

      Thirst sated, Prent motioned to his employee, who stood stoically. “Butler here is a fine example. A masterful attendant, expert in multiple fields, and exceptional talent with a blade. You should have seen the calinos we encountered on our trip here. He left them as little more than green flecks when it was over. Capable, dedicated, and loyal, but not to the name Prent. It is not my name that secures me such fine services; it is my coin.” Lifting a glass, Lord Prent made a “cheers” motion toward Klert and Gabrielle. “To better investments.”

      As the nobles drank, a new voice spoke, one weathered by years of screaming orders. “The calinos were fierce, it would seem. We too encountered several when we arrived. They fought like we were their last hope for a meal. Several of my men required assistance. Good, capable guards, not like Eric.”

      There was no semblance of apology on Hurmic’s face at the statement; he stood resolute behind Klert and Elzaben, his default position as their head guard. It had been under Hurmic that Eric had served as a guard, doing his best in a role that was, upon reflection, tremendously unsuited to him. For a rogue, wearing gleaming, heavy armor and standing in place were direct opposites to the strategies he found actually useful. Sneaking around, striking unseen, moving too quickly for enemies to react: that was where Eric thrived.

      That didn’t mean he appreciated the words, especially in such a public setting, and with his own mother seated at the table. Thistle could see the small tells of Eric working to keep his expression neutral, giveaways that were fading by the week. If he hadn’t known Eric for years, Thistle wouldn’t have felt confident he could still read the man.

      “Hurmic, I see you’re as lovely as you always were. Glad you’re still able to hold the position, age be damned. I’m sure you haven’t lost a step, even with the years piling on.”

      It wasn’t exactly cordial, but it was technically all polite, and that was what mattered most in these settings. Hurmic, however, didn’t see it that way. He let out a loud huff and narrowed his eyes. “Still plenty spry enough to handle the job, which is more than I can say for what you ever managed.”

      “Perhaps the day we reunite with our children is not the night to rekindle old grudges.” Eric’s mother, Veria, did not speak loudly, nor was she was especially quiet. There was simply a firmness to her tone, an expectation that it would be heard and heeded. “It was never a secret that you did not enjoy being forced to employ Eric, despite what you labeled as his failings to keep Gabrielle from her goblin kidnappings. That is no longer an issue, so why not resolve to enjoy one another’s company instead?”

      They could almost hear Hurmic’s tongue hitting his teeth in the desire to snap off a terse reply, but while he was a grump, the man was no fool. Needling Eric was very different than being rude to the guest of his employer, especially with other nobles looking on. “With respect, ma’am, I do think it is indeed still an issue. He’s standing there, not even in proper armor, claiming to be Lady Gabrielle’s bodyguard. She’s been out here, unprotected all this time. It is only by the graces of the gods that we’ve found her and can keep her safe until she returns to Maplebark.”

      “Why not test the man yourself, then?” Lord Prent had fully turned his chair toward them, facing the show with unabashed enjoyment. “Put on a display to entertain our lovely hosts this evening. I’m sure they can scrounge up some blunted practice weapons for the sake of a show.” He raised his voice for the last sentence, drawing attention from the rest of the room.

      “I’d love nothing more,” Hurmic replied instantly. The grizzled old guard was probably expecting to trounce Eric as he had years before; their attempts at combat training had always ended in frustration and bruises.

      By this point, Thistle had no doubt Eric could defeat Hurmic, even at the disadvantage of straightforward combat. Between his growth from adventuring and nightly practice sparring with Timuscor, Eric knew how to handle an armored foe. The trouble was that, in order to claim that victory, he’d have to show off his dexterous skills. Not only would that draw attention, but it would also give away information, and Thistle’s gut told him to play things as closely guarded as they could. At least until they understood exactly what the Gorrian’s Eve event entailed.

      As Thistle was still pondering a way to evade the challenge, Gabrielle set her hands down heavily on the table, letting out a long sigh. “Hurmic. You have one chance to apologize. If you don’t, then you are going to have to fight my guard, and I don’t have healing items to fix what he breaks. Bow your head and say you’re sorry.” There was a cold detachment to her voice that must have seemed out-of-place to the people from her old life.

      Not for her friends, who’d watched Gabrielle chop limbs from monsters’ bodies with the same expression in her eyes. The harsh reply seemed to take Hurmic by surprise, but only for a moment. “I—I will do no such thing. My words were true, and I am valued for my insights.”

      “No, Hurmic, my father pays you for your insights. I do not share his same respect.” Steadily, she looked him over, gaze as dismissive as any noble could hope to manage. “And you have used that privilege to publicly question my judgment, calling me ‘unprotected’ despite my survival away for years. So now, I am going to accept your offer, Hurmic, and from this, I hope you take a lasting lesson on the dangers of a wagging tongue.”

      With a clap, Lord Prent rose from his chair, so excited that he spilled a quarter of his wine glass onto the floor. “Excellent! Butler, quickly, gather the Ardrane staff to make arrangements. We’re to have a display match as dinner entertainment.”

      “Shall we ready ourselves, then?” Hurmic adjusted the position of his scabbard, locking eyes with Eric.

      “You should. Eric can rest,” Gabrielle broke in. “Whatever old grudge you two have is your own business. The issue at hand is that you questioned my judgment. You wanted to fight my guard to see whether I was protected, and I have graciously agreed to grant that request. However, never did I state which guard you’d be testing yourself against.”

      Jerking her thumb back, Gabrielle gestured to the silent, shining form who stood behind her, ready to defend her the moment there should be an attack. “I think it’s time you all properly met my friend, and other guard, Timuscor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking down the hallway came with an odd sense of foreboding. There was no reason it should: the decorations were cheery and the carpet was vibrant green, not what one expected when stalking toward potential impending danger. He wasn’t heading to the large conference rooms just yet; that came tomorrow. For the day of their arrival, there was a task that their documentation had clearly marked as essential. Russell didn’t even pause to admire the view from the second floor of the Lost Ponte, gazing down on a lovely fountain in the lobby where they’d checked in. He went right into the Business Center, finding a door to a modest office marked “BB Publishing” on a temporary sign.

      Readying himself, Russell took a breath and thought of his friends, his party, the people counting on him. Two knocks was all it took before a familiar voice barked, “Come on in. It’s open!”

      Sure enough, waiting for him inside was the woman he’d now dealt with two times prior as a proxy for Broken Bridge Publishing. Her rainbow hair had changed hues—it was currently a mix of bright neons that would fit in well at a dayglow rave—but otherwise, she was just as he recalled. First, she’d been working the booth at DoubleCon, then she’d been staffing the odd setup where he’d gotten his last module—all the while claiming to know nothing of what was going on.

      “Let me guess: after the last job, Broken Bridge liked your work enough that they asked you to come back for a third time.”

      “It might be a shock to learn this, but I do sometimes take jobs without you there as a witness. How do you know I’m not on gig number thirty with them? Maybe I got promoted to full staff.” She didn’t flinch at his implied accusation, meeting Russell’s stare with the same cool detachment as always.

      “Are you?”

      “No. You had it right the first time. I just didn’t like the cockiness.” Opening her palm, she motioned him forward. “Now then, I believe you should have an invitation for me, and a choice to go with it.”

      For as much as Russell wanted to address his suspicions that she knew a lot more than what she was letting on, that wasn’t why he’d made his way down to this room. From his back pocket, Russell produced the invitation listing his party’s quartet of choices for Gorrian’s Eve. He set it in the woman’s waiting hand, her fingers slowly curling in and pulling it away.

      After what seemed like a cursory examination, she nodded. “All right. Everything seems in order. How will your party spend their holiday?”

      Out of the four options, two had been easy to eliminate. A door appearing mysteriously in a mine would be a tantalizing call for any party with dwarven members, of which they had zero. Considering the utter lack of information about what lay beyond the portal, and even if the realm was habitable, it was an easy choice to pass up. Almost as quickly went the noble’s party at a fancy estate. Some parties might have characters focused on diplomacy and charm, but not the one Russell ran. None of them wanted to spend the party making rolls to see how a barbed comment went over, and considering they were all still a tad uneasy about dealing with NPCs, the option held minimal appeal.

      That left the temple where priests were getting strange visions, and a town that mysteriously reappeared and vanished as Gorrian’s Eve drew closer.  When they’d talked things over, Russell had been surprised at where the group consensus landed. “We’ll explore the mystery of the disappearing town.”

      It was Bert who’d pointed out that this tactic gave them the most opportunities to bail if anything seemed off. They were going to be playing the days leading up to Gorrian’s Eve, with the night itself being the close-out event. Given the setup of the quest, it was clear they’d be using some of that time to learn about the village and wait for it to manifest. Until they actually entered the village, there was a sound chance they could change their minds. With the door, once they were in, there was no guarantee they could come back through. The estate would have some manner of security, perhaps designed to keep guests in as well as out, and promising to help priests with visions that were probably from their gods and then flaking just seemed like a bad idea all around.

      Alexis was the one who’d added that the time spent outside a village would probably be in the wild, allowing her forest warrior, Gelthorn, to remain calm and helpful. In big cities, the elf would have trouble functioning, an aspect Alexis played out with steadfast dedication, but among nature, she was unflappable and constant. There was no telling for sure where any of the events would take place; however, the magically appearing village would need some patch of emptiness in which to manifest. That meant at least a minimal number of open spaces for Gelthorn.

      With Cheri, the approach had been more objective-driven. Mingling with magical aristocracy or talking philosophy with priests held no draw, but tearing through a town lost to time intrigued the hell out of her. While every event would have loot, they all assumed their rewards would be different based on the challenge they undertook. An entire village under magical effect seemed like it would have some very interesting finds.

      “Option number four,” the woman repeated back, making a note on a legal pad resting before her. Russell snuck a glance, but he just saw four columns, each with clusters of tally marks below. Since she’d just added their mark, it was simple to tell which column represented the village quest. There were a few others who’d also made that choice, though not too many. Only one option had less than their selection, and knowing many a Spells, Swords, & Stealth player, Russell could take a guess as to which choice that represented. Diplomacy was rarely a popular choice among players.

      She produced a small, shrink-wrapped booklet with a big #4 written on the plastic in marker, handing it over to Russell. “This walks you through the setup for the quest chain. It’s highly recommended you roleplay it out on your prep time tonight; when the live sessions start, they’ll begin with you emerging from the portal. Questions will either be answered by the document or have been left intentionally vague for game purposes. First session starts at eight-thirty in the morning. Be there, or be square.”

      Gingerly, Russell took the booklet from her hand, his fingers burning to tear away the wrap and see what secrets it held. “Will we see you again, or is this it until the next module?”

      “Oh no. I’m getting paid for the whole event. Finally going to be able to fix my car’s busted air-conditioning.” She pumped her arm in the air, visibly excited by the prospect. “Now, you should head out. They like me to keep the room clear when possible. Good luck on your own journeys, and may you have a fine Gorrian’s Eve.”

      Nice as the sentiment was, Russell wished she hadn’t smiled quite so wide when she said it.
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      Space was made with impressive efficiency. Eric wasn’t certain if it was a testament to the skills of the Ardranes’ staff, or the desire of nobles to be entertained. Whatever the case, in fewer than ten minutes, several tables had been moved, creating a wide ring within which two combatants might spar. Contrary to what he’d expected, the other guests were happy to relocate, eager for the diversion over dinner. Staying amused was evidently a large concern for people not constantly fighting to survive.

      Through it all, Hurmic kept shooting glares in Eric’s direction. The old curmudgeon had never been much of a teacher for Eric, and his inability to remove a guard he didn’t want to employ had always rubbed Hurmic the wrong way. Still, it had never been this bad, not even right after the times when goblins had successfully stolen Gabrielle away. Whether it was the fake engagement or the falsely presumed death, something had gotten under the man’s skin.

      “Dear goodness, I do hope no one gets hurt.” Veria stood at her son’s side, hands clutching a swath of cloth from the sleeve of her dress, a nervous habit he’d forgotten how much he missed seeing. Eric’s mother had never had much stomach for violence; she still closed her eyes when butchering dinner, a task he’d taken over for her as soon as he was old enough. A pang of guilt shot through Eric, realizing that was only one of the countless small chores he’d burdened her with by leaving.

      “It’ll be just fine. Timuscor is a good man. He won’t injure someone without cause, and they’ll be using blunted weapons,” Eric assured her. Thank the heavens for small favors; the last thing they needed was a guest to somehow realize Gabrielle’s guard was using a Divine Blade. He turned the conversation away from violence, to a topic that just so happened to interest him. “I haven’t gotten a chance to ask yet: why are you here with Klert and Elzaben?”

      “Oh, they are simply much too kind. A group of adventurers came through and left several stogor corpses near the remains of Grumph’s pub, evidently not realizing what the hides were worth. The Ardranes somehow heard of our windfall and ordered clothing fashioned from the material at expedited speed. It took some very long nights, but we managed. On top of the generous payout, they offered an invitation to the Gorrian’s Eve festivities to Klert, even allowing the tailor who’d done the work to attend, if I could get here. Those two were sweet enough to offer me transportation, and here we are.”

      Before Eric had a chance to comment that she was selling herself short, heavy clanging filled the air. Hurmic stepped forward, clomping his greaves onto the stone floor to make more of a show. In contrast, Timuscor’s entrance was far more subdued, though only mildly quieter. With or without intent to make noise, both men were still walking around in full sets of metal armor.

      “Hurmic is no slouch, you know. Head of the guard for many years, he’s had a great deal of experience, even held off a monster or two.” Veria twisted the cloth between her fingers, winding it around them seemingly without thought. “You’re sure your friend will be safe?”

      It was strange, seeing Hurmic now, after how far Eric and the others had come. The man had once seemed so powerful, so deadly. Even the tales of how he’d survived and even defeated a couple of monsters were impressive; most who weren’t adventurers didn’t make it out of such encounters alive.

      Now, Eric could see so much more than his eyes ever noticed before. He could see the way the older man favored his left leg, the inefficiencies as Hurmic lifted his blunted practice sword, the flaws in his stance as he swung. Eric evaluated Hurmic as a rogue searching for weaknesses, and those he saw were abundant. Timuscor, on the other hand, showed only the barest of gaps in defense, even as he tested his own practice weapon. Some of it was age, some of it practice, but more than anything, Eric suspected it was the power of their opponents. Timuscor had been facing off with monsters and life-threatening challenges; Hurmic worked a guard job in a quiet village. One path offered exceptionally more potential for growth than the other… assuming one could survive it.

      “I’m sure he’s going to be fine,” Eric replied, not nearly so confident for the old guard.

      Suddenly, the room went silent as Leomar Ardrane rose in his seat, looking out over the makeshift arena that had appeared in his hall. “This evening, we have been graced with entertainment from Lady Gabrielle and Lord Klert, both of whom have volunteered their guards for a display of skill. As thanks for their contribution, I shall bestow a small token of esteem upon the winner. Guards, I would remind you that killing is frowned upon in these circumstances; otherwise, we will enjoy seeing what entertainment you can provide. Are you both ready?”

      “Very ready,” Hurmic declared, eyes darting to Eric for a split second.

      “I am prepared.” Timuscor’s gaze never wavered from his enemy, shield and practice sword both held in ready position.

      With a single wave of his hand, Leomar gave the signal. “Combatants, you may begin.”
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      Neither man rushed forward. The room fell silent at Leomar’s announcement to commence, the crowd watching their combatants, who in turn only had eyes for one another. Hurmic shifted a foot, and Timuscor adjusted his shield. Timuscor’s blunted sword tilted to the right, and Hurmic’s shoulder rose ever so slightly. Just from watching Hurmic move, Timuscor realized the old guard was weaker than himself, but far from lacking in terms of experience. The small movements told of a sharp mind keeping careful watch, one with plans of using skill and knowledge to overcome Timuscor’s superior force.

      Why they were fighting at all was something Timuscor only barely grasped. He’d been lost amidst the reunions and revelations; unlike the others, he’d never set foot in Maplebark. Had it been a true battle, Timuscor might have felt compelled to refuse; however, sparring wasn’t nearly so much of a concern. Thanks to his nightly bouts with the others, lacking the safety of a blunted sword to train with, he felt confident in the ability to defeat Hurmic without injuring him.

      That confidence was briefly shaken moments later when Hurmic lunged forward, whipping his sword around at unexpected speeds. Given the angle of the blade, most would have gone for a parry, but surprise forced Timuscor’s instincts to overtake his reason, pulling the shield into place just in time to knock the blow off course.

      A stunned expression flickered across Hurmic’s face as his own shield swung through empty air. Had Timuscor attempted to parry, it would have been a blow to the elbow, sending his arm out of position and leaving him wide open. Seizing advantage of the opportunity, Timuscor took a step back, putting distance between himself and Hurmic to process what had just happened.

      In the brief moment where Timuscor’s mind had wandered, his opponent struck, attacking when Timuscor’s reaction would be slightly slowed. More than that, he’d used the sword as bait to draw out what was meant to be a predictable counter, only to have his own rebuttal waiting in response. Hurmic was accustomed to fighting those who had the physical advantage; he wielded his decades of practice on the battlefield just as deftly as he swung a sword.

      “Just by surviving that, you’ve already proven to be the best guard in Lady Gabrielle’s employ.” Hurmic’s movements were once more a slow, steady gait; a pace he purposefully maintained, Timuscor now knew. By showing himself to be slow, Hurmic’s bursts of speed were all the more unexpected, making it hard to gauge his timing. Even his words were part of the fight, clearly designed to aggravate, pushing an opponent out of a clear mind.

      “I’m afraid you’d have to be much faster than that to strike Eric.” It was true, so Timuscor felt no compunction about speaking the words plainly. If that truth also happened to bother Hurmic, then so be it. He was the one who’d opened the avenue of discussion.

      As Timuscor had suspected, his words did indeed draw a reaction. Another swing, this one not nearly so graceful. It appeared as if Hurmic had already lost his composure, a lucky break that immediately had the hair on Timuscor’s neck stand up. Rather than deflect the blow and strike at the opening, Timuscor instead sidestepped the attack entirely. That was why he was out of the way when Hurmic’s back foot sprang, his erratic motions suddenly solidifying into an expert lunge. Only then did Timuscor finally lift his sword, striking the exposed rear of Hurmic’s extended left knee. Had they been wielding sharp enough blades, it would have taken off everything from the shin down. Instead, there was only a slightly metallic ping from the careful impact.

      “The first successful blow is struck by Timuscor.” Leomar’s voice rang through the room without growing overwhelming, their host watching the event intently.

      When the anger flickered over Hurmic’s face this time, there was no showmanship to it. He pulled himself back up, visibly demonstrating how the maneuver had taken a toll on his leg. Or he was setting up a false weakness to drop when the right moment presented itself. For whatever enmity had passed between them, Hurmic’s influence on parts of Eric’s fighting style grew more evident to Timuscor the longer their fight wore on. His strategy relied heavily on controlling an opponent’s perception of the battlefield: deception to make himself seem weaker, analysis to find an enemy’s vulnerable spots, small tricks to create windows of opportunity. Fine tactics for a guard past his physical prime; however, it was in the hands of a rogue that such strategies truly shined.

      The assault this time seemed reckless, a series of desperate strikes raining down on Timuscor’s shield. He was already waiting for the foot movement when Hurmic’s heel darted forward, intent on ensnaring Timuscor’s leg so he could be knocked over. With a simple pivot, Timuscor swung to the side, causing Hurmic to nearly tumble over as his foot and sword both struck empty air.

      Titters of laughter rang out from the crowd, even from the Ardranes’ head table. Hurmic’s head snapped around, neck stiffening at the sound of humor in the air. “Few men your age have honed their talents so well. Most rely on the vigor of youth and power in their muscles.”

      “Thank you. I work hard to be capable,” Timuscor replied, never lessening his defense. “Your maneuvers are excellent, as well. It is simply your misfortune that I have a regular sparring partner who has forced me to adapt to such techniques.”

      No warning before Hurmic struck; Timuscor’s words were barely out, and Hurmic had launched himself forward at speeds previously unseen. Every faux ailment was gone. Only his true vulnerabilities remained, though most were invisible under the ceaseless flow of movement. Hurmic’s sword swept from the side, easily knocked away by Timuscor’s shield, only to use the momentum as it shifted into the next strike. Meanwhile, Hurmic’s own shield was being used a makeshift battering ram, attempting to keep Timuscor’s sword and the hand holding it pinned against his own torso.

      The change in tactics must have looked mad to many a guest; however, those experienced in combat understood the shift instantly. Since Timuscor was also fighting wisely, Hurmic had decided to see if Gabrielle’s guard was actually as fit as he appeared. It was a simple contest of might—hammering blows to wear an enemy down, while using one’s strength to hold off their weapon, and with it, the most effective counterattacking options.

      For a moment, it appeared as if Hurmic’s gamble might actually pay off. Timuscor weathered the storm of strikes, blocking as they came, but otherwise not fighting back. This was not out of cowardice or hesitance, however, regardless of how it might have appeared. The true element holding Timuscor back in that moment was care.

      Paladins gained an increase in physical power from their gods, an enhancement he’d experienced for himself when battling the giant plant monster that started off as one of Kalzidar’s priests. From talking with Thistle, Timuscor understood that other paladins seemed to feel that might with them at all times, and while he could sense the potential in his muscles the same way he could feel his connection to the greater flow of mana, for him, it was something that had to be called upon. That was why Timuscor took great care not to let any of his paladin might into his body as he slammed Hurmic’s sword away so forcefully it sent the man staggering back, freeing Timuscor’s sword-arm in the process.

      Unlike all the other times, Timuscor didn’t allow Hurmic time to recover. He used the opening to slash his own sword across Hurmic’s stomach, drawing a loud clang where blunted blade met armor.

      “Another blow for Timuscor.” Leomar’s voice was a cursory factor at the very edge of Timuscor’s awareness. Timuscor knew that when fighting an opponent like this, even with a blunted weapon, it would be too easy to cause serious injury; he had to stay focused.

      There was no shortage of guards out there stronger than Timuscor: some were former adventurers; others merely fortunate survivors of many a battle. Anyone who fought monsters or survived magic grew from the experience, and in the town of Notch, they’d gotten a glimpse of how powerful they might one day become. But those who didn’t undertake those fights were doomed to be forever left behind; no amount of practice could allow for the same growth.

      It was just as Eric had described recounting his adventure at the inn: Timuscor was seeing his strength in comparison to non-adventurers for the first time in a long while. Which was why he slipped away from Hurmic’s next strike rather than block so hard it would have potentially dislocated the older man’s shoulder. Power was a necessary tool in a paladin’s sheath—the wicked forces of the world rarely retreated from words alone—but Timuscor hadn’t fought so hard to earn the title in the hopes that he could injure a small-town guard. Yes, paladins needed power, though not nearly so much as they needed the willingness to hold it back.

      Perhaps that was why he let the last blow slip through as he moved his own sword into position. There was a chance to block, an opportunity that would leave his opponent defeated without scoring a single point in response. But Timuscor didn’t take it. Instead, a blunted sword slid along the ribs of Timuscor’s armor, while his own dull blade rested on the warm skin of Hurmic’s neck.

      “A point for Hurmic, and the final point goes to Timuscor, who takes the match in place of his opponent’s head.” Leomar wandered over, wearing a benevolent grin as he kept a casual gait, yet arrived in seconds, as though he’d dashed across the entire room. Turning, he addressed the crowd as a whole, correctly assuming they would hang on his every word.

      “Let us extend our thanks to Lady Gabrielle and Lord Klert, for so graciously offering us entertainment this evening. And a hand for the combatants, as well.”

      Light clapping came from the assembled guests, save for a few who offered no applause, like Lady Loyten, and others who were far too enthusiastic, such as Lord Prent with his cacophony of whistles and cheers. Even he fell silent when Leomar raised his head; no one would risk talking over their host.

      “There was also the matter of a small token for the winner, as I recall. Last night, I received word that Lord Gladforth will be unable to attend this year due to some business with a revolt. Lady Gabrielle, as thanks for your generous offering this evening, I invite you to take Lord Gladforth’s place at tomorrow’s banquet. It will be at the same table where we hosts sit.”

      Watching two men fight had drawn amusement and humor; however, this announcement conjured furious whispers that hissed all throughout the room. Timuscor would ask the others to be sure, but he was fairly certain any hope they’d had of avoiding attention was now publicly dashed.

      Leomar took the rumblings with a smile, speaking to the room at large.

      “Ah yes. I am sure many others are wondering why they didn’t know this was the prize, so their own guards could compete for it, already forgetting, Lady Gabrielle, that you volunteered to entertain. It was never asked of you. Mayhaps some will realize that offering service often has its own rewards.” With a spin, Leomar looked to Timuscor. “As for you, that was a fine showing, yet I’m sure you can push yourself further. Let us find out tomorrow. I shall take an hour to spar with you myself. Learn all you can in the time you’ll have.”

      Done with the conversation, Leomar walked away without another word, such pleasantries unnecessary for one in his position.

      Aware of all the stares trained on him, Timuscor made his way back to the table and took a seat. Thistle appeared calm, Gabrielle seemed like she might vomit, Grumph was fidgeting nervously, and Eric’s eyes held the telltale, far-off gaze that indicated he was lost in thought.

      For his part, Timuscor really hoped they were able to slip down and visit Dejy’s carriage that evening. Besides wanting to check on Mr. Peppers, it seemed like the others had a lot to talk about—the sorts of discussions best held behind magical barriers meant to keep out eavesdroppers. Seeing as that wasn’t for a few hours, though, Timuscor turned his attention back to dinner. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day, and he wanted to be prepared.
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      The campfire crackled loudly against the quiet of the night. No trees around for miles, just a horizon blocked off by occasional hills. It made seeing threats easier and hiding from them borderline impossible. Only Gelthorn’s deft hands and practical knowledge were able to conjure a solution: half-spheres of grass she’d woven together that each carried on their backs during the day. If a threat was sighted, they could drop under the domes, effectively vanishing into the landscape. The camouflage also allowed for ambush attacks, if the party decided a danger was worth taking down.

      An ambush was also what popped into everyone’s mind as the loud crack followed by a purple flash ripped through the night. Chalara the sorcerer had her hands weaving a spell before she could even see the source of the attack. Wimberly the gadgeteer tumbled back into a crouch and came up holding her cobbled-together spyglass with a few extra features. Gelthorn the forest warrior had both her blades out, and Timanuel the paladin threw himself between the light and his friends as best he was able, shield clumsily held at the ready.

      Together, they all stood, ready to react at the slightest whiff of a threat… only for nothing more to happen. Soon silence returned, and it was as though the strange event had never occurred.

      Except for the small metal chest that now rested a few feet in front of their fire.

      “Has to be a trap,” Chalara announced. “I don’t care if it’s only as big as a fist. A magic box that appears in a flash of light is obviously going to turn us inside out, or release an elder dragon or something.”

      Wimberly had already scrambled over to the box, producing what appeared to be a tuning fork, if it had six prongs rather than two. “No mechanical tricks that I can spot, and I’m not getting any residual magic off the box. Like, any, at all, which is weird for an item that appeared seconds ago. A gold coin says the chest is designed to contain or hide magical auras, probably concealing whatever is truly inside.”

      “That adds more weight to Chalara’s trap theory,” Gelthorn agreed. “Though I confess, sending us a trapped chest through such suspicious means seems a poor method for enticing us to open it.”

      “Except we’re all still thinking about it,” Chalara pointed out.

      Timanuel didn’t speak, because he knew the others would have argued. His role in the party was to keep them safe, usually from enemies, but occasionally from themselves, as well. There was no doubt they were going to open the box; he’d known them each far too long to believe otherwise. All that remained in question was who would be put at risk for the task. With Wimberly giving it the once-over, they knew it was at least clear of mechanical traps, unless they were too complex for the gnome gadgeteer to notice. Still, Timanuel was willing to bet on his friend’s judgment.

      Which meant he only had to worry about surprise magical traps as he lunged forward and gripped the top of the lid, angling his body to ensure it would act as a barrier for the others if he unwittingly unleashed an area attack. He found no resistance, not even a latch. The lid flew open, swinging around and banging the hinge so hard Timanuel nearly jumped.

      No sudden rush of a spell snapping into place, nor ripple of enchantment magic taking hold. Only a letter, and a large golden coin. Plucking the letter up first, careful to avoid the coin, Timanuel started to read. As he did, his posture slumped, no longer as concerned with holding back deadly magical energies. Walking away from the chest, Timanuel made his way back over to the fire, rereading the page at least twice before passing it to his left, where Wimberly was waiting eagerly.

      “It seems word of our adventures has traveled, and we’ve received a request for aid. A mysterious village has been seen appearing across the river from another town intermittently, staying for a brief but growing period, then vanishing once more. It isn’t just the appearing village that concerns the townsfolk, though. There are also sounds—inhuman sounds—coming from within. Sounds they believe to be getting louder as the village remains for longer periods. Should we accept, we need only all touch the coin and say so.”

      “Ah, like the ones from the Grand Quest.” Chalara leaned over Wimberly’s shoulder, giving the note a half-read. It didn’t especially matter what the details were: Chalara was hooked at the first suggestion of a mysterious village to explore and loot indiscriminately. Besides, it was obvious they were going to take the offer from the moment Timanuel had read the letter.

      People were in need, and their cries for help had reached the ears of a paladin. Such pleas would not go unanswered.
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        * * *

      

      Amtrinae examined the guards’ reports, decades of discipline all that kept the frown from her face. More attacks on the fringes of the estate, from increasingly desperate monsters. At this rate, the second event of their celebration would be imperiled, to say nothing of the Ardrane reputation overall. Were word to spread that a family as prestigious as theirs was unable to handle the simple task of driving away beasts from the door… it was not a gaffe easily recovered from.

      Of only slightly lesser concern was the source of the issues. Looking at the situation calmly, in its entirety, made the shape of the problem apparent. Something had moved into the local forest, and it was disrupting the ecosystem. Driving a pommlegard to dwell in a spore-infested swamp, starving calinos into hunting dangerously… then there were the steady streams of smaller monsters migrating by the day: whatever was out there, it was strong and ravenous.

      They could always put out a job for adventurers, though given their remote location, it would likely take them a while to arrive. Even if they were swift, that was no better, as Amtrinae would have to deal with their rudeness and lack of decorum in front of her guests. Tolerating the eccentricities of adventurers in private might be necessary, but she had no desire to suffer such slights in the public eye.

      Before she could decide on the proper course of action, Amtrinae first needed to know precisely what problem she was dealing with. Waving her hand once, she conjured and sent a magical missive to Florint. When he woke in the morning, he was to report directly to her. After receiving proper gear for the task, Florint should be able to handle a scouting mission. And even if he couldn’t, Amtrinae would include a few failsafe items to ensure that at least his findings would make it back.

      She hoped he did return, and not solely because recovering his loaned equipment would be an annoyance. Amtrinae found Florint to be a fine employee and a hard worker, but Amtrinae didn’t allow herself to feel fondness for any of the humans or the races that shared their lifespans.

      They all died so quickly. It was considered unwise to grow attached.
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        * * *

      

      For the first time since they’d stepped off the carriage that morning, the party was finally able to be themselves. If any considered it ironic that they only found said freedom by returning to the same carriage, they said nothing, partly to leave the door open for discussion of more pressing topics, but also because Dejy’s hunger had stolen all their attention.

      Bringing down a plate of food had been Gabrielle’s idea for a way to visit Dejy and keep up their pretense of being obliged more than friends. What they hadn’t expected was to arrive to a groggy archmage who’d only just woken up and fell upon the pile of cold dinner like he’d enchanted himself with three mouths.

      No one spoke for a long while, merely watching a man who could call forth magic at a whim devour peas and potatoes in between bites of a massive roast.

      Finally, Dejy paused long enough to glug down some water. “I’m going to be eating for a while. You may as well catch me up.”

      So they did, telling Dejy about the evening’s events one by one as the archmage continued to stuff his face. By the time Timuscor finished recounting his fight with Hurmic and telling of the prizes, Dejy was down to sucking flecks of meat from rib bones, which he was tackling with gusto.

      “Sitting at the host table?” Dejy winced, looking to Gabrielle. “Did you already explain all the trouble that brings?”

      “I hit the high notes. It’s great honor to us, an equally great slight to all the nobles with positions above us, and generally means we’ll have a lot of people kissing our boots or trying to cut our societal throats. Maybe our real ones, too, though killing between nobles is no small matter, so we’re probably not in quite that deep yet.”

      Dejy wiped both hands on his robes, leaving greasy stains that began to dissolve the moment they set. “That would be true at most events, this one could present certain opportunity for accidents to happen. Considering what they’re here for, no one will want to risk angering the Ardranes, but they also wouldn’t mind a chance at less competition.”

      Thistle leaned forward, clearly waiting for this conversational opportunity. “On that front, perchance you could enlighten us? From speaking around, I have gathered we are here for some manner of contest. However, the specifics and the prize offered remain mysteries.”

      “While I can’t offer much insight on what they have planned, I do know a little about the prize,” Dejy replied. “Before my nap, I asked some of the staff about this mysterious contest I wasn’t allowed to enter. They were tight-lipped about the event itself, but more than happy to discuss the reward. Apparently, everyone is competing for a seed from the Astrafrond. It’s a magical plant that’s said to live somewhere on the Ardrane Estate. It blooms rarely, and when it does, it produces a small amount of seeds. The effects must be kept secret; what few accounts I’ve gotten were varied. That’s all I know for the moment.”

      Sighing, Dejy moved to put a hand on his temple, only to realize it was coated in flecks of potato. “Damn, it’s frustrating not having the guild library on-hand at all times. I wonder if there’s a way to create a book that connects back to our inventory and allows for long-distance reading…” He trailed off as the new idea took hold, forcing the others to bring him back to the moment.

      “A mystery magic,” Grumph surmised. “Lets us dream up whatever prize we want.”

      Thistle nodded. “You’ve pinned it down, old friend. A prize so ill-defined is clearly meant to lure in the greatest number of contestants possible, allowing our own desires to fill in the missing information. I, for example, instantly wondered if these seeds could somehow help me rescue Madroria, despite having no information indicating such was a possibility. This is bait that plays on our hopes and desires.”

      “Worse, I think.” Eric had been leaning back next to Timuscor and Mr. Peppers, absorbing the discussion and mentally replaying their day. “This contest has been going on for years and years. That inn was all but built with the intent of lightly robbing rich travelers. Everyone we’ve met talks about the competition as a long-standing tradition. And these are nobles, not people who take being tricked or swindled kindly. For this event to keep happening over and over, continuing to draw nobles who will compete, the prize must have some value. Probably nothing as specifically useful as your example, but strong enough that the winners were satisfied. Happy to spread the word.”

      “Forgive me, but that does not sound like a worse situation,” Timuscor interjected.

      Although Thistle opened his mouth to answer, it was Gabrielle who beat him to it. “It’s worse because it means we don’t understand what’s going on. Even if one of their ancestors had altruism, there’s no way they’d keep throwing this huge event for generations unless it benefitted the Ardranes somehow. That’s just not how noble society functions. All we know for now is that every year, they put out a piece of extremely tantalizing bait, drawing in a very specific type of visitor. The more you think about it, the more it all starts to look like a trap.”

      “The question is, are we the prey, part of the trap itself, or merely cover to keep anyone from seeing the danger that’s lurking?” Eric added. “Knowing what they intend for us will make it easier to play along while we work toward our own goals.”

      “I can attempt to extricate information from Lord Leomar at tomorrow’s training,” Timuscor offered. “Casual discourse is not unheard of at such sessions.”

      “Right… you mentioned you’d be training under one of our hosts.” Dejy made a quick motion with his hands, the various scraps of food all around him returning to the center of the plate. “You’d all probably better head back and let Timuscor prepare. Given what I’ve heard of Leomar Ardrane from his staff, you won’t have the spare breath for a ragged gasp, let alone holding down a conversation.”
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      All in all, not a bad spread. Pancakes and French toast were standards, but nice to see. Multiple egg dishes helped fill out the options, paired with a fair selection of breakfast meats, and the array of cereals was downright expansive. Marsha had stayed at many a hotel with far worse breakfast buffets than the Lost Ponte.

      Ahead of her, Russell and Cheri were already wolfing down their own breakfasts; only the lure of their game could yank both of them up at such an early hour. Not that the others were faring much better. Marsha noticed that Alexis had put on her t-shirt inside out, and Tim’s hair was jutting up in a half-dozen directions. Of them all, only Bert seemed bright-eyed and chipper. Marsha thought he had the look of a morning person; she could often spot others of her ilk.

      Setting down her tray, trying not to gawk at the pile of bacon Cheri was steadily working her way through, Marsha looked over the tired eyes turning toward her. “Everyone excited to start your big event today?”

      “I’ve been less excited since I realized they start so early in the morning, but I’m building back up to it.” With a gulp, Cheri took down half her cup of coffee—if one could call it that after so much sugar and cream was added.

      “I’m excited to meet the other players,” Russell added. “It’ll be interesting to meet others who… are willing to come this far out to game.”

      There it was, one of those blips that kept catching her attention. Something was up with their game, a secret they kept butting up against, then swinging wide to avoid. Given her kids’ ages, Marsha didn’t want to pry without cause, and it appeared as though they were far from alarmed. There was probably something within the game, a funny curse or silly effect they didn’t want to explain to her. Nevertheless, Marsha made sure to pay careful attention as the details continued.

      “Personally, I’m curious about what they’ve got in store for the gaming sessions. Us coming all the way out here, it has to be some kind of interesting content.” Bert’s plate was the only one resembling Marsha’s, the remains of a cantaloupe and a few bits of fruit giving away his more healthful dietary choices—choices which made the accompanying glass of chocolate milk a curious addition.

      Alexis quietly buttered her toast before chewing off a corner, contemplating the question all the while. “I think Gelthorn will most enjoy the additional degree of challenge. Dealing with monsters and traps are frequently static problems. Battling against other players should provide far more varied obstacles to overcome.”

      “Hang on. What makes you assume we’re competing with the other players?” Russell asked.

      “The nature of the game, and its world. Adventurers don’t work together in the traditional sense. Look at the Grand Quest we undertook. That could have been a far more manageable challenge if every adventurer coordinated and worked together, but we all attacked as separate teams. We’re each thinking about what our unit can best accomplish, while also working to ensure we get a share of the experience from the kill and loot from the body, rather than what might be most effective overall.”

      The assessment momentarily cowed the table into silence, until a loud yawn from Tim broke the spell. “Maybe they’ll surprise us. We got to do a team up in Lumal with the last module.”

      “That was with guards,” Bert reminded him.

      “I can still hope,” Tim countered.

      Russell looked over to Marsha, trying poorly to mask the concern on his face. “How about you, Mom? Any big plans for the day?”

      The answer was “try like hell not to dwell on the past and spiral,” but none of them needed to know that. “I’ve got my eye on a poolside chair. Going to bring out the laptop and do some work in the sunshine for a nice change. I’ll have my phone if you need anything.”

      “All good. We’re going to be too busy rolling dice and busting heads. You enjoy your downtime,” Cheri said, only just barely swallowing her mouthful of food before speaking.

      There was the look again—fleeting, yet obvious, passing between Cheri and Russell before spreading out to the others. Marsha let it go for the moment; even if she’d wanted to press them, there wasn’t time. Soon, they’d need to head out to start their adventure.

      A pang of heartache reared up at the thought, and Marsha turned her attention toward breakfast. It was time to focus on something other than Spells, Swords, & Stealth, especially because she knew that while her body lounged by the pool, her mind would be lost in a fugue of dice and memories.
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      The sun still wasn’t up as Thistle sat in their suite’s common room, the fine chair more comfortable than so many he could recall. Soon, the others would stir and the day would begin, but for these precious moments, he was alone. With a feigned idleness, Thistle flipped through the red journal, eyeing pages that by now, he’d already memorized.

      Bit by bit, they’d been revealing themselves, new words forming from the chaos as he cared for and tended the book. The writer’s tales revealed them as one of Kalzidar’s faithful, who had served the wicked god with acts of subterfuge and research. Lacking overt powers, this author had worked largely as an informant, feeding information back to the other followers so that those with more… grandiose capabilities could take charge. Thistle knew the author had come to the Ardrane Estate, yet it was only after last night’s conversation that the reason why had appeared.

      Just like Thistle and so many other nobles, it seemed the writer had visited in hopes of gaining an Astrafrond seed. There were undercurrents of bitterness sewn through the paragraphs, hints that Kalzidar’s follower was not entirely happy working in a support capacity and dreamed of taking to the battlefield. The seed of the Astrafrond was a token of hope, a chance to grow more powerful as its secrets were uncovered.

      With a weighty sigh, Thistle looked from his excellent seat to the gentle fire burning in the fireplace. Neither he nor any of the others had ignited it; the flames had merely burst into being when the night’s chill began to creep through the massive mansion. Tempting. Very tempting, if only to imagine the look on his adversary’s face. But Thistle didn’t want to picture that frustration; his goal was to drink it in firsthand.

      All in all, he had to admit, it was a well planned-out trick. Not the most original Thistle had encountered, but immortal beings were bound to get stuck in occasional ruts. An enchanted object could serve many functions: layers of magic woven together were all the harder to untangle. Because his journal had suddenly provided useful information after Thistle learned it elsewhere, the most obvious explanations were that it could overhear conversations, or pull the information from his mind.

      The first real information he’d seen in the journal since it offered up a location, one it seemed they were being drawn toward by other forces anyway, and it was too late. Were Thistle willing to keep investing time into reading and caring for the journal, he had no doubt it would continue to drop such breadcrumbs, germane enough to seem like they might be useful, if Thistle could only get the right words to appear first. Yet it wasn’t the coincidental timing that set off his suspicions; rather, this was a final confirmation. The filler content that had occupied Thistle’s attention, keeping his focus away from the others and their task at hand, had also proven to be the trap’s undoing.

      Thistle knew what it was to serve, scrape, and bow. He was a minion, paladin to the god of the minions, and understood the tolls and trials of being weaker than most around him. The journal’s author either did not or refused to enter such a mindset. It was a subtle thing, crafted from minor details that stood out like newly lit torches on a moonless night to Thistle. These passages weren’t expected to be scrutinized, he imagined. They were likely meant to frustrate him, making Thistle ever more desperate to not ask questions when seemingly useful bits did come along.

      With no small amount of willpower, Thistle tore himself from the comfortable seat, treading over to an ornate desk in the corner of the room. He was unsurprised to find the quill that was waiting produced ink at a touch; such minor enchantments were nothing to one with the coffers of a noble, and the Ardranes seemed especially well-funded.

      Laying the journal flat, Thistle flipped through to the back, hunting for blank pages. As expected, there were none; each was a swirling mess of ink waiting to become words. Words that would seem to be helpful, only arriving after they’d have been most useful. When the journal finally did give him what appeared to be advanced information, the overjoyed Thistle would presumably not question it as thoroughly as he should, leading his team into peril. Or the information would pan out, leading him to believe the journal was trustworthy, setting them up for a larger-scale betrayal. Were Thistle the one building the trap, he’d have gone for the second option.

      Since the back lacked empty pages, Thistle returned to the front of the journal. These pages had been inscribed; however, the script was stylized and elegant, leaving ample room between each line. Another mistake: anyone claiming to be a researcher would have wanted to make the most of every notation, cramming the pages full of tiny script so they only had one book to keep up with.

      With no other direction, Thistle elected to begin at the beginning, for no other reason than it felt apt. Pressing his quill below the first lines of the journal, Thistle added his own script, far less refined than the original writings.

      I know it’s you.

      Although he’d been hoping for some reaction as confirmation, the enemy wasn’t quite so easily rattled. Thistle could have been taking a wild guess, at which point any sort of acknowledgment from the journal would needlessly give away the game.

      After waiting for several minutes, Thistle’s quill moved once more.

      Very well, then. Into the fire it goes, Kalzidar.

      This time, he caught the wiggle out of the corner of his eye: several letters from the old script flexing, momentarily shifting in position until they broke free of their former shapes and flowed along the page, turning into new words below Thistle’s.

      “For one who bows to a kobold, you are unexpectedly sharp.”

      The words lasted only long enough for Thistle to read them before they were changing again, more flowing in from other positions on the page, floating nearby as they waited to be called. “Sharp enough to know it was wiser to hide your realization of my deceit. What do you hope to gain by conversing with me?”

      That was a good question, one Thistle himself was a bit shaky on. What he needed was information, a way to find and defeat Kalzidar. They had promising leads, but not nearly enough to stop hunting for new ones. The best method Thistle could think of was the tried-and-true classic that any minion knew to use, whether it was to let an offended tyrant’s temper cool or buy time as others escaped: keep them talking.

      Your quarrel is not with Madroria, nor even me, as I am but an instrument. Yet in your pursuit of pain, you have turned many other gods against you by stealing her. I do not expect an easy end to our conflict, but I must ask if there is any way you would return my wife to her proper heaven. Assuage the other gods; let this conflict be between you, Grumble, and his instruments.

      After the effort Kalzidar had undertaken to break Madroria out of Mithingow’s domain, Thistle held little hope he would return the pilfered soul under anything but the most severe of coercion. Still, this was a chance for the god to rant about how much stronger he was than the others, why he shouldn’t fear them, and so on.

      None of which came.

      “A fine idea. I am always open to a good deal. In this case, the solution is a simple one. As you wrote, my quarrel is with Grumble. By wearing the mantle of his power, you became part of our conflict, dragging Madroria and your other allies in as well. If you wish her to be free, then remove yourself from our battle.”

      Several sentences worth of ink formed the next words, etching them like each had been scrawled with the full force of a body bearing down on the page.

      “Forsake Grumble, renounce your paladinhood, and Madroria’s soul goes free.”

      The quill clattered out of Thistle’s hand as he read the words, realizing how wrong he’d been. It wasn’t that the journal was a single trap, it was a construction of layers. What he’d figured out was only the surface-level trap, the one meant to confound him with distraction and misinformation. By diving deeper, Thistle had uncovered the more insidious lure. An offer, a temptation, one that would linger in his mind no matter how he tried to ignore it.

      Before he could pick up the quill to respond, the words all vanished, reshaping themselves once more. “My offer stands until midnight of Gorrian’s Eve. There will not be a second chance. For either of you.”

      With a loud thud the book slammed itself shut, leaving an uncharacteristically shaken Thistle staring at the dark-red cover, brain frantically scrambling for what to do next.
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      Rising early meant Timuscor had time to visit Mr. Peppers in the stables before the rest of the estate had fully awoken. He was by no means the first up and about; walking down the halls led Timuscor to encounter all manner of people, most of whom breezed right past him without a second glance. Those who did look him over gave nothing more than a knowing nod before darting onward, busy with their tasks. Given their disparate manner of dress and clothing, these were the retainers for the other nobles, starting what was bound to be an extremely long, tiring day.

      With the event beginning that night, there would be all manner of primping and preparation as those in high society readied to publicly show themselves on what they considered to be a stage. Timuscor’s interactions with nobility were limited; in his last life as a knight, there had been a scant few actual guard jobs here and there, never for anyone of true importance, but enough to see how much they valued presentation.

      For his part, Timuscor was glad to be an adventurer masquerading as a guard. While he’d certainly need to wash off after visiting a boar and receiving Leomar’s training, Timuscor could otherwise dress in his armor and be considered properly attired. No one expected him to know soup spoons or proper bowing etiquette, which was good, because such details refused to stay planted in his head.

      Exiting the manor to walk toward the stables, Timuscor was struck by the sight of carriages coming up the road. They wouldn’t be the last arrivals after all. More people to trick, to worry about potentially being Kalzidar’s hidden priest. For as cumbersome as high society was, at least a formal event demanded the use of proper names and titles. After this evening, they’d have a very good idea of who present wasn’t using a name. From there, it would be a matter of elimination to find their lurking enemy. What worried Timuscor was that the priest wouldn’t be sitting idle as they searched, and without knowing who it was, they’d have no way of uncovering their adversary’s plans.

      There was nothing to be done for it, so Timuscor continued on, eyes occasionally darting to the moving dots on the horizon drawing steadily closer.
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      “Earl Bunlapt and his entourage have finished being lodged, occupying three of the guest suites due to their prodigious numbers. Baron Zefflezezz is settling in after his late arrival and thanks you for allowing his bees in the manor, once more offering assurances that they will behave. Or the bees thank us, as he speaks through their buzzes, and we are unclear on who is speaking when. Regardless, he has offered a barrel of their magical honey as a token of appreciation. There have also been reports of Lord Prent found drunkenly passed out near the eastern fountain this morning.”

      Without tone or judgment, the retainer read off the report, willfully oblivious to Leomar’s steadily increasing annoyance, which was held in check only by a steadying hand from his wife. “He’s been here for three days, and each morning, we find that worthless sop poured out on a different part of the grounds. Our grace as host has limits, ones that have clearly been exceeded.”

      “He is collected before anyone of note would be seen wandering the grounds, and the Prent family controls a tremendous amount of the shipping industry out of Keelport,” Amtrinae reminded her partner. “Unless you would like to start paying the proper fees for our imports, Lord Prent is a small thorn to bear. Let us worry about him if he is still present tomorrow morning, after tonight’s opening competition.”

      Leomar harrumphed, but appeared mollified. “That’ll send plenty of them running for the hills, thankfully. Imagine if we had to feed this whole lot the entire time through.”

      When silence returned, the retainer continued reading as if there had been no interruption at all. “Among the carriages advancing, several have been identified. However, there is one shaped like a perfect golden orb being pulled by six white steeds that—”

      There was no time to react, not a breath where the retainer could catch Leomar’s movements as he snatched the parchment out of suddenly nervous hands. His eyes never left the page, blazing with interest, even as Leomar called to his wife. “It’s true! What in all of the kingdoms is going on? Why are they early?”

      “Perhaps they heard the roads were especially difficult this year and didn’t wish to risk delay?” Amtrinae, always the voice of reason and caution in their coupling, was unable to keep the soft waver from her tone, fully aware how unlikely the explanation was.

      “That would have to be one dragon of a delay.” Leomar finally pulled the parchment from his face, handing it back to the waiting retainer. “They might call themselves the Wordless Witnesses, but you and I both know those three are Branches of the Throne, serving King Varlar directly. If rumors are true, even we’d be hard-pressed to defeat one.”

      “All the better that they are here as guests, then,” Amtrinae replied. “Guests that I will venture down to greet in person, as they are emissaries of the king himself. I think it would be best if you worked some of the frustration from your bones. Go find that guard you owe training to; a bit of brawling will put you in a more receptive mood to the tasks of the day.”

      Leomar made no attempt to hide his sour expression at the idea of being sent off, yet he didn’t argue with Amtrinae’s suggestion. Where issues of diplomacy and magic were concerned, his trust in her was paramount, as was her faith in him for martial matters. “See if you can get anything out of them about the early arrival, at least?”

      “I will endeavor to do my best, though you know as well as I that their name is not without merit.”

      “The last king’s servants were better,” Leomar grumbled. “Even if they went overboard with the dark clothing and blood-stained theme, at least those would hold a conversation. Something about the ones who never talk, it’s off-putting.”

      Amtrinae nodded. “No doubt by design. Now go find your guard and get the task handled. There is much to do before this evening, and we dare not slack in our preparations. Given the recent upswing in local monster activity, I expect we’ll be in for an especially active night.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Physical augmentation was an incredibly useful perk to being undead. It meant Gabrielle didn’t get weary muscles, amplified her strength considerably, and had her ability to withstand damage enhanced. Yet it was the lack of need for sleep that sometimes proved her most valuable attribute from the change. When they traveled, it allowed the others to sleep as she held watch, resulting in the party being more rested and ready. And even on nights of supposed safety, the extra hours were handy.

      Their first night at the Ardrane Estate, Gabrielle used her spare time for many activities. She practiced with her axe in the privacy of her bedroom, drilling simple forms to stay sharp, just in case. She attempted to commune with both Ovrium and Cythllia, neither of which were successful. The axe felt closer; sometimes, when she was mid-practice, it almost seemed like Ovrium might be awakening, but it led to nothing each time.

      What Gabrielle did more than anything else that night was worry. She hadn’t loved her role in the plan to start with, but there was no way around the fact that only she could play it. When it was just her friends along, Gabrielle had found a certain amount of peace with the situation. They were capable adventurers who could take care of themselves; even without their barbarian in battle, they could survive.

      Then she’d learned her parents were present, and thus at risk. If they hadn’t been drawn to the location specifically as targets—a pretty optimistic assumption—then they were in at least equal peril to what Gabrielle and the others were facing. There was a reason every noble present had brought guards, all of whom were a great deal more impressive than Hurmic.

      Her family was in danger, and the more Gabrielle reflected on that fact, the surer she became of an unshakeable truth: if her parents were threatened, she would fight to protect them. Even if it meant compromising the mission, Gabrielle knew her own heart and instincts. Her hand would not be stayed.

      Facing that revelation, Gabrielle could only see one course of action. Understanding what she would do in such a situation, the options were simple: work as hard as she could to prevent them from entering a deadly scenario, and be prepared to act smartly if they did end up in jeopardy. Since stopping herself was out, the next best option would be to hide her actions.

      Considering her shift in complexion when she drew forth Ovrium, and the fact that no one outside her party knew that she was armed, it wasn’t an insurmountable task by any means. She’d need something to cover her face, at the very least, but since her hair shifted color as well, having it be visible might help sell the ruse. Magical and alchemic enhancements could manage a similar effect, but swapping hair with such speed would take a mage of masterful skill to accomplish. No one would expect a low-ranking young noble to be capable of such a feat.

      With zero shops nearby, and the need for secrecy paramount, Gabrielle’s only choices were to root around the Ardrane Estate in hopes of finding anything useful, or see if Dejy could whip a solution together. Binding her face in fabric could work in a pinch; however, she was hoping for a bit more durability. When barbarians entered battle, the blades were usually flying.

      Heading down as early as she dared, Gabrielle was surprised to find she was not the first arrival. Timuscor was already down in the stables with Mr. Peppers, as Dejy went over his carriage carefully, examining each and every area of the surface.

      “Something wrong?” Gabrielle called, noting that Dejy barely even glanced her way.

      “Oh, I’ll say it’s wrong. I just received word that Jaruda got called off to give her expertise on an old ruin somebody found, which means I have to check this back in to Witzferth when I’m done. He can be more than a little particular about scratches and dings.” Dejy shuddered. “You should see the size of the reports you have to fill out for each bit of damage. Easier to just fix it myself.”

      For someone in a seat of power, Dejy seemed far less motivated by greed and ambition than Gabrielle would have expected based on her interactions with nobles and royalty. More than anything, his primary motivation seemed to be avoiding the punishing amounts of paperwork inherent to his position. Given how well the Guild of Illustrious Mages appeared to be running, though, perhaps there was something to be said for their system of leadership.

      “Well, if you’re in a fixing mood, I actually came down to ask about something.” It was a bit rushed, but without knowing how long they’d have to speak privately, she couldn’t chance dawdling for the sake of politeness. “I’ve been thinking it might be prudent for me to have something protective.” Despite seeming to be alone, Gabrielle still chose her words carefully, motioning to her face as she spoke to give Dejy the proper message. “With all the unknowns we’ve encountered, I’d feel better with an extra bit of defense. Is that something you could help with?”

      Dejy’s mouth was halfway open when his eyes flicked shut for a split second. As they opened, his entire countenance shifted. Gone was the cheerful, put-upon archmage who’d so gamely served as Grumph’s teacher. In his place stood a man who all but oozed disdain, a cold stare fixing Gabrielle in place with only barely restrained annoyance.

      “Is there no end to your needs? Can you truly handle nothing of your own accord? If you wish for armor, then speak to our host about acquiring some, though even a noble of your standing must realize the silliness of such an inclination. If you are in a situation to need armor, then death has already arrived. Put your efforts into employing more guards if cowardice has gripped your heart, but deliver me from your inane requests.”

      At the start of the speech, Gabrielle had been stunned, but the sound of footsteps arriving behind her explained things nicely. By the time Dejy finished, she was ready to play her part as well, bowing deeply. “Thank you for your time, and your guidance, Archmage. I confess, fear overtook logic, sending me to action without proper thought. You are right, and I apologize for taking your time.”

      Turning, Gabrielle found herself staring at Leomar Ardrane, who was waiting with a greeting. “Lady Gabrielle, a pleasant morning to you. I was searching for your guard, and heard he was last seen heading toward the stables. It is an unexpected joy to find your company waiting, as well.”

      “My good host, the pleasure is mine. I thank you for your willingness to so swiftly dispense your reward to my guard.”

      “It is not as much kindness as necessity, for the day ahead is a full one, and my wife was displeased I’d added to our schedule,” Leomar admitted. “If I may borrow Timuscor, we can begin his training session.”

      Looking from Leomar to the still scowling Dejy, Gabrielle stepped forward. “Of course, by all means. I think it best we leave the archmage to his studies. I shall accompany you, assuming that that is no problem.”

      Behind her, Timuscor offered one last scratch to Mr. Peppers before walking over to stand next to Gabrielle.

      Tapping his chin for a moment, Leomar eventually nodded in permission. “I prefer to train in privacy, but as his employer, you’ve the right to see what he’s capable of. Besides, I’m usually concerned about unintended students learning as observers; you’d need a good bit of combat practice to take anything from just watching. Not the sort of thing most in our position acquire.”

      It took all of Gabrielle’s self-control not to let an ounce of smugness into the demure smile that lit her face. “Oh yes, I’m sure the complexities of combat will be lost upon me, but I do enjoy watching the dance of it all just the same. Please pay me no mind whatsoever as you train.”
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      Timuscor gripped the practice sword, an implement of blunted wood that might crack a bone, but wouldn’t lop the limb off entirely, giving it a few test swings to get the proper feeling. Based on Leomar’s movements so far, Timuscor wasn’t confident in his ability to land a blow, though he intended to give his best all the same.

      They stood under the morning sun in a small sparring ring not far from the stables, Timuscor in his gleaming armor and Leomar clad like he was off to visit dignitaries afterward. On the railing, Gabrielle watched with an expression that showed only the mildest of interest. The elf was doing a few brief stretches, staying busy as Timuscor grew familiar with the weapon. Leomar’s wooden sword hung lightly in his hand, as if no more than an afterthought.

      Once he felt comfortable with his temporary sword, Timuscor stepped closer to the center of the ring. “I believe I am prepared.”

      “All right then, let’s find out what I’m working with.” In a dash, Leomar darted over, sword already in motion. The attack was fluid and without warning, but thankfully at speeds Timuscor could almost match. He flung his shield forward in time to stop the first blow, turning Leomar’s sword away and swinging back with his own weapon. It sliced only the air, as Leomar twisted out of range the moment his blade was blocked.

      No retreat, however, as Leomar used the momentum to spin in place, swinging around to almost land a blow on Timuscor’s head. Moving on instinct, Timuscor rolled his shoulders up at the same time he leaned his head as far back as his helm would allow. What would have been a sound strike sailed wide by less than an inch. The kick to Timuscor’s torso, however, he was unable to dodge. Worse, because he was off-balance, the strike sent him tumbling back onto the ground.

      “That wasn’t bad at all! You’ve no idea how many trainees can’t even stop my first blow, let alone two. Like most who fight with armor, you prioritize tracking the larger threats, but even a modest kick can be a danger if you present vulnerabilities.”

      Without rushing, Timuscor rose back to his feet and readied his weapon to go again. Leomar didn’t make him wait long, his sword swinging in seconds. This time, Timuscor attempted to parry, sliding his enemy’s blade aside. It worked at first; then, without warning, Leomar’s strength seemed to spike tremendously, pushing Timuscor’s own sword aside to slash at the metal protecting his stomach.

      Despite scoring the blow, Leomar appeared taken aback, moving several steps and looking Timuscor over once more. “Now that’s interesting. I hadn’t planned on using my particular talent in a mere sparring match, but I did it on instinct when I saw your blade get close. You wouldn’t be holding back, by chance? After so many battles together, my gut is rarely wrong about the danger of an opponent.”

      Pondering the question, Timuscor initially found he wasn’t sure himself of the answer. Was it holding back to not use his paladin strength? The power felt like it was special somehow, tied to the mantle he’d worked so hard to earn, but ultimately it was meant to be a tool that aided him. Being unfamiliar with it would do neither him nor those in need any good when he had to lean upon that borrowed might. Still, he wasn’t sure it was incorrect to start softly when training with an unknown partner. “I would not say I have held back, rather that I have not been coming at you with the same effort as if this were a battle for life and death.”

      There was a brief flicker of a smile on Leomar’s face before it was soon buried beneath a more proper, stoic countenance. “I was in need of a distraction this morning, and it seems you might be a better fit than anticipated.”

      Unlike before, Timuscor wasn’t able to react when Leomar struck. As with his strength moments prior, Leomar’s speed increased exponentially, turning the elf into a blur until his sword smacked into Timuscor’s shield. “If I am to honor my word and offer you a true training session, then I must see your weaknesses and strength on proper display. Have no fear; even if you somehow manage to score the luckiest of blows, I am not without protection.”

      Another slash, this one at the very edge of Timuscor’s shield. The message was clear: Leomar didn’t intend to give many more warnings. With a flick of his eyes to Gabrielle, waiting at the edge of the ring, Timuscor made his choice. For as much guidance as they’d received in Notch, Timuscor’s title of paladin had been gained right before they departed. He’d not gotten a chance to properly test and train his new gifts; this wasn’t an opportunity he could rightly pass up.

      Even mid-battle, it took no more than a thought to touch the power flowing through him—through all of them, really. Magic coursed through their world, accumulating into mana that could be used to defy reality itself. Most could only use that internal pool, be it as fuel for spells like Grumph, or for augmenting physical power like Gabrielle. Timuscor was slightly different, though. He, like the paladins of ages gone, was attuned to an aspect of the magic winding its way through their world, meaning that he could draw upon the source directly.

      New strength filled his body as Timuscor saw the next blow coming, and this time, when he parried, he knocked Leomar’s attack off course and sent his arm thudding back. Timuscor moved to hit with his shield during the distraction, but the hefty metal whiffed as Leomar was suddenly in an entirely new position.

      The elf unleashed a flurry of strikes, each one moving a little harder and faster than the blow before. Timuscor was able to stop three of them and ignore four others. The last hit, however, very nearly drove him off-balance with the force of it, despite being well-braced. Were he in lesser armor, Timuscor doubted he’d have been able to stay upright.

      “My, that is a sturdy stance.” Finally stepping back once more, Leomar circled Timuscor like a calino, studying carefully. “Usually, when I offer these tutoring sessions, the recipients have glaring deficiencies to target, obvious points to work on that will increase their overall capabilities well. You are not like most guards, who are taught about the concept of battle. I believe you are a man who has seen, and survived, true combat.”

      “I have had different jobs before my current position.” Lacking Thistle and Eric’s gifts for gab, Timuscor fell back on the simple, blunt truth. It offered up a sort of explanation, just one that was short on any sort of detail.

      For Leomar, it evidently confirmed whatever suspicions he’d been harboring. “Those must have been very interesting jobs, for you to have learned a skill commonly associated with barbarians.”

      It was good fortune that Leomar was facing away from Gabrielle and couldn’t see the momentarily stunned expression on her face. Timuscor looked confounded enough for the both of them, anyway. There was not an ounce of artifice to it; he genuinely had no idea what Leomar could be talking about.

      “Surprised I uncovered your trick so soon? I can’t blame you. Most of your opponents wouldn’t even realize mana-reinforcement could be used without the usual mind-clouding side effects, let alone expect such a unique skill from one in your position.” Leomar was all but purring now, visibly pleased with his flawed deduction. “How I envy you, able to wield such a surprise in battle. My own gift has long been public knowledge among the kingdom, a necessary cost to the Astrafrond’s glory, but it robs me of so many tactics.”

      Leomar dashed in, swinging twice. The first slash hit Timuscor’s shield with virtually no impact, the second was so strong he heard the wooden sword creak as his feet slid several inches back in the dirt.

      “I too can use mana-reinforcement, turning the accumulated magic in my body to raw physical power.” Leomar darted away, taking a few steps and lining up his blade in what was clearly planned as a lunge. “Now I know what we’ll be training with our time. One of the most important ways to use this skill is reflexively. All the strength in the world doesn’t matter if you can’t call it forth fast enough. Instead of taking the blow, bring forth your own might to halt it.”

      Adjusting his stance, Timuscor brought his shield up to the ready, waiting before calling the greater power to his limbs. Leomar’s point was valid, and once Timuscor was able to master summoning his strength on reflex, it could make a critical difference in combat. If he wanted to gain control, he’d have to do this the hard way.

      “I am ready to try.”

      “The good news is, you’ll have lots of chances to practice.” Leomar steadied his grip, muscles bunching a moment before he flew forward. “Although, depending on your endurance, that might just as easily be bad news.”
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      Pushing open the door, Russell was struck by the mundanity of what awaited him: a sizable conference room, stocked with five round tables, each surrounded by chairs. Bottles of water waited in front of each seat, along with a sharpened pencil and several sheets of scratch paper. A white screen had been set up at the far end of the room, accompanied by soft humming from the ceiling and the projector that went with it. Video cameras were positioned in each corner, putting the entire room in view, while several speakers were installed along the walls, though they remained silent for the moment.

      Out of the five tables, three were already filled. Another group of players was huddled together near the entrance, whispering over stacks of character sheets. One of the players, a tall woman wearing an actual cloak, gave them a friendly wave before the rest of her party pulled her attention back to their prep work.

      Under other circumstances, Russell might have risked being late to go offer some friendly hellos and encouragement, but this was not a deadline he intended to miss. Hustling to a table some distance off from the other present players, his group grabbed chairs and began to unpack. Dice were brought forth, character sheets removed from folders, and, of course, rule books were stacked with gentle thuds. Whether in Russell’s dining room at home or a conference center states away, there was always something distinct about a gaming table.

      He’d only just gotten his GM screen in place, keeping the others from being able to read his notes or the module, be it by accident or otherwise, when a crackle came from the speakers. Moments later, the soft hum of the projector turned into a minor roar as it fired up to full power. An image began to form on the large screen at the end of the room, a picture of the Spells, Swords, & Stealth logo.

      “Good morning, everyone! Welcome to the first ever Spells, Swords, & Stealth Gorrian’s Eve Celebration.”

      Silently, not daring to risk missing a word, Russell put his head in his hands. The voice was a bit distorted and more professional than he was used to, but there was no mistaking it as anything but belonging to the woman with the colorful hair he’d consistently dealt with. Was she seriously the only person who worked for this company?

      “To get the obvious out of the way, some of you might have compared notes and realized that you’re not sharing conference rooms with any other teams on the same module path as you. Don’t worry. That was done by intent. As parties meet in-game, you’ll be moved to the same space to share interactions; however, since you’re all starting independently, we’ve split you up for now.”

      Some of the players at the other tables sent around looks that ranged from mildly suspicious to simply curious, but the voice was still going.

      “When we give the signal to start, please play as normal. We’ll be keeping an eye on everything and may call out to certain parties when they encounter more players or some of our other surprises. Parties that are wiped out may retire to the Former Adventurers’ Lounge for the remainder of the event.”

      Russell had been listening along, mildly surprised by the setup, but it was the last line that sent a shock down his spine. They were expecting parties to be wiped, meaning every character killed? It did happen in games, though not that frequently, if the GM was properly balancing encounters. For the organizers to expect so many they’d designated a room to collect everyone… it was a good reminder that Russell needed to take things seriously.

      Especially considering that if his friends’ characters were wiped out while there was magic at work, Russell had no idea what would happen to the people playing them.
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      Eric felt the needle kiss his skin, yet there was no prick of pain. As ever, Veria’s hands were constant and sure, working with practiced precision. As the son of a tailor, he’d been keeping up his clothes on their journey, as well as doing some occasional mending for the others, but his efforts were no match for those of a true master.

      He stood stiffly as she worked, still unsure how he’d ended up in this familiar position. Eric had come to visit that morning, hoping to speak with her in private, and soon after their greeting had found himself being hustled into the morning light of his mother’s window so she could see to work. She’d fallen upon him in moments, fussing over the weakened stitches that were still several weeks from true danger. Had he been thinking, Eric would have donned one of the loaned tunics from Dejy, but once she had him, it was already too late.

      There was a haunting homesickness to it all, reminding Eric of the life he’d had before adventuring in a town he could never return to. It was hard not to wonder what Veria would say if she learned even part of the truth: that her son was barred from Maplebark by a bargain with a god. That would be hard enough to swallow without touching on the Bridge and its tie to a mysterious other world, one that Eric now suspected his father had been somehow connected to, as well.

      Knowing how well all of that would go over, Eric didn’t dare venture down such controversial conversational paths. However, he couldn’t permit himself to fall into mere small talk either. He’d been lucky to catch her alone; there was no telling when the next opportunity would arise. “Much as I do appreciate the care for my clothes, there was a matter I wanted to discuss with you this morning.”

      “Did you now?” Veria’s hands never wavered, weaving her smaller needles through the cloth of Eric’s sleeve, making him wish he’d worn armor to this meeting instead. Sitting nearby was her sewing kit, featuring all manner of thread and needles in varying sizes, all the way up to the ones used for yarn that Eric had always thought were ridiculously large, bordering on daggers. His mother was one who valued preparedness, and even when traveling, she had come ready for any sort of tailoring emergency.

      “I suppose I was wondering…” Eric found his tongue flailing, trying to put the complicated question into simple words. “Why didn’t you tell them?”

      “Ah, you mean that fateful day when you were all ‘kidnapped?’ How my son stopped by to cryptically tell me that he was going on a journey, and I shouldn’t worry, even if I didn’t hear anything for a long while?” Not even a tremor as Veria finished the forearm and moved on to the left elbow of Eric’s tunic. “There was no point to it, as I could see. I too thought you’d been swept up in whatever happened to the goblins. Whether you were taken or stumbled into it wasn’t a matter worth dredging up. Our children were considered dead, what good would debating the particulars do? The goblins were gone, as were the demons that attacked, as were you.”

      Shame flooded Eric’s cheeks in the form of a soft blush. At the time, they’d been so focused on surviving; they hadn’t given any thought to what those who found the scene might think. The choices weren’t ones Eric regretted; they’d undertaken this journey specifically to protect their families in the first place, and had done a fair bit of good on top of that. Still, he wished they’d found a way to let their loved ones know they were safe.

      “Since we’re asking questions, I suppose I do wonder why you and Gabrielle are putting up this pretense,” Veria said, shaking Eric from his guilt-reverie. “You two have been thick as thieves since you could toddle, and love one another dearly, but it is not the love of romance or marriage.”

      How he wished there was an answer to her question that was as straightforward as what Veria had offered. “It’s… easier this way, pretending to be a couple. People ask fewer questions.” Granted, the ‘people’ in question were their own family members, but the statement still held fundamentally true.

      “If you say so.” With a flick of her shears, Veria chopped off the end of a rogue thread, leaning back to admire her handiwork. “There we are. You need some new attire, but it will no longer shame the family business for you to be seen in these. Though I did note the evidence of previous mending, and the quality work that was done.”

      Finally freed from his role as a semi-statue, Eric flexed and stretched, loosening his joints. His mother was packing away her needles and supplies, meticulously setting each into their designated places in her sewing bag. She looked smaller than he remembered; in his head, she filled up so much of a room. The temptation to simply stand there and let the conversation drift to pleasant topics pulled at Eric’s tongue. Yet there was a lead they’d gotten on their journeys about the Bridge and the people who could interact with it, one he’d never expected the chance to pursue, until fate, the gods, or some force unknown had dropped the opportunity before him.

      “Unless you have pressing matters, I was wondering if we could sit and talk for a bit. I have some questions… about Father.”

      “Oh? Now that takes me back.” Veria smiled, a tranquil grin as she sailed through a sea of memories. “When you were little, there were so many questions. I thought you’d never tire of hearing his tales of daring and adventure.”

      At her words, Eric’s mind was sent back as well: he was sitting in front of the hearth as his mother spun stories of his father, the valiant paladin. “I was thinking a bit of actual history.”

      “I’ll have you know that every one of those stories was true. Well, essentially true, anyway. I may have added some colorful embellishments to keep the attention of an excitable young boy.”

      “They were certainly effective,” Eric admitted. He’d first become a guard in part because it was one of the only ways someone in Maplebark would receive training with weapons and armor, a step toward being closer to the phantom image of his father. “But I wanted to know more about the man than the myth. How did you two meet? Do you have any knowledge on where he came from?” The last query burned in Eric’s mouth, a question that had been building steadily as he learned more and more about the abilities of paladins. He thought his tongue was stayed after that, right up until it added, “And how in the gods’ graces was a paladin killed by a serpent bite?”

      As a child, Eric had never questioned the story. His family had been riding through the woods when the snake appeared. A slaithen—huge, fast, and able to kill a horse in seconds with their fangs. That his father had fought it off, killing the beast in the process, was impressive, but it was no wonder the venom in its bites had taken him soon after. It was an end befitting a paladin, one that Eric had clung to all his life.

      Until he learned paladins weren’t affected by poison or venom. Some part of the divine power they wielded neutralized such substances in their body, a fact that had come in handy when they first met Elora and she tried to dose Thistle. That realization had opened a great deal of questions about the truth of Eric’s father and his demise.

      Oddly, there was no real surprise in Veria’s eyes. She merely nodded at the question, and perhaps even perceived the slight accusation, as the words rolled over her. “Seems you’ve learned quite a lot on these travels of yours. Let’s see now. How we met was simple enough: one day, some poor choices led me into a dangerous place and your father rode in to the rescue. I’m afraid I know little of his origins; it was a topic he never wished to dwell upon, and I didn’t press it out of respect. As for your final query… you’re right. The bite of a serpent, even a slaithen, could not kill a paladin.”

      For a fleeting instant, fantasy gripped Eric’s heart, fueled by a childhood shadowed by one who was missing from it. His father could still be alive, out there somewhere fighting evil, maybe even an ally they could call—

      “When your father died, he was no longer a paladin.” With a sigh, Veria slowly closed her sewing kit. “Their mantle need not be a permanent one. It can be lost or set aside, depending on one’s choices. In his final adventure, your father’s time as a paladin came to an end. Hence why he was able to settle down and start a family: he was no longer endlessly called by the errands of the gods.”

      There was an unexpected amount of force in her final words, one she made no effort to muzzle, though when Veria spoke next, her tone had returned to normal. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but you were so enamored with the legend of your father, and what would be the point? Powers or not, to his end, your father lived as a paladin. He fought for those who were weaker, protected them from the might of monsters and tyrants. If the gods didn’t recognize that, then it was their failing, not his.”

      Eric had taken blows from monsters that impacted him less than the revelation his mother had just dropped. It felt as if his stomach had simply vanished, like all the organs above it might drop into freefall at any time. A younger Eric would have crumpled, one of his life’s foundations suddenly rocked. But that Eric would have lacked the benefit of perspective, and he wouldn’t have known the truth of a paladin’s powers. What the gods sought were those who would serve their ends; even if Grumble was a kind deity who watched over his followers, Thistle was only his paladin because he would work toward Grumble’s goals.

      Then there was the matter of Timuscor, a man who was so suited to the role of paladin he’d forged his own way to gain the mantle, rediscovering a path lost to the ages. Yet when he’d sought it through traditional methods, none of the gods were willing to make the offer. Even if Timuscor’s goals had aligned with their own, he would always put duty to those in need over obligation to a god, and that alone made him undesirable.

      It was entirely possible that Eric’s father had remained true to what he believed was right and still lost his paladinhood. Paladins were not the sum total of goodness in the world; one could fight for those in need even from the shadows. That was a truth Eric needed to believe for himself, even more than for the memory of his father.

      “I understand. Whatever else may have happened, he was the kind of man who fought with his very life to protect the ones he loved. Father had the soul of a paladin, whether or not the title was still attached.”

      It was a rare treat to see his mother blink in surprise. Usually so composed, she seemed to take everything in stride, as if it was what she’d expected all along. “My, you truly have seen quite a bit on your journey.”

      She stowed her sewing kit at the foot of her bed, then opened her door. “I find myself ready to hunt down some lunch. If you’re free to join me, it would be lovely to hear more about your travels and adventures since you left.”

      Though Eric would have loved nothing more than to share his own tales of daring with her, even now, he had a part to play. Discussing family lore within the castle walls was acceptable—it mattered little if anyone was listening in. Upholding his cover as Gabrielle’s guard was too important to risk, even if they seemed perfectly alone. “I’ll do my best, but there might have to be more creative embellishments allowed. There’s only so many ways to tell stories of battling with hungry monsters attacking us on the road.” Inspiration suddenly struck, as Eric saw a way to turn the subject and gain some much-needed information. “I wonder, maybe instead, you could enlighten me as to why Hurmic has been so aggressively unpleasant since seeing me. Did Gabrielle’s parents punish him heavily for our presumed kidnapping?”

      “Oh, that,” Veria chuckled. “No, they were their usual too-kind selves. Hurmic is just unaccustomed to finding a task where hard work doesn’t guarantee success. Since his efforts for courting me have all failed, I suspect he thinks it’s some sort of grudge from when you were working under him, as though I’m not capable of simply disliking him on my own. Honestly, that sort of thinking is exactly why we’d be a bad match, regardless of his fantasies.”

      Despite Elora’s training in controlling his face and being aware of his expression, Eric’s jaw hung open and his eyebrows leapt toward his hairline.

      “You’ll catch flies like that.” Without pause, Veria swatted the bottom of his chin, softly pushing his mouth closed. “Much better. After all, given the truth of your situation with Gabrielle, this might be a fine chance to meet a nice noblewoman. Can’t very well go wandering around looking like you caught a mace to the head. Now, let’s go see about that lunch while you get composed.”
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      As evening drew closer, the manor buzzed with activity. Unlike the prior night’s festivities, this event would be attended by all guests present. Perfume wafted down the halls and a symphony of clanking jewelry rang out from the rooms as the nobles prepared themselves for socialization. Already several attendants and guards could be found running up and down the hall, pretending to ensure that everything was “properly prepared” while staying in a home where they held no authority. Hearing their shouted demands made their employers feel taken care of, though, so the pretense carried on regardless.

      In their shared common room, the adventurers masquerading as guests were adding final preparations for the night ahead. Timuscor carefully pulled the tabard over his armor; it bore no symbols, but he’d been told it was fitting for such a formal occasion. Since it didn’t impede his movement, Timuscor saw no harm in the addition; otherwise, he’d have rejected it flat out.

      The morning training still hung heavy on his mind. Despite bringing his best to bear, even tapping into his paladin strength, Leomar had outclassed him at every turn. It had served as a fine reminder to not grow overly confident, for there were always stronger opponents waiting to be discovered. Whatever their next challenge might be, Timuscor was determined to rise to it.

      Thistle’s armor remained contained inside his ring; for the night, he added only a pair of his enchanted daggers that would return to his hand, making no effort to conceal them. Were he asked to take them off, then he would happily comply, but for the moment, Thistle preferred to be armed. It hadn’t escaped his notice how the Ardranes kept referring to this night as an event, which could simply mean a party, or might indicate something more perilous.

      As to the journal, he tried to put it out of mind. The idea of setting aside the power that had so often helped, even saved, his friends was preposterous… for anyone but Madroria. Thistle knew himself well enough to recognize the temptation that burned inside his heart, offering up no needless excuses. It didn’t matter: even if he’d loved Kalzidar’s proposal, there was no chance he would trust the god to uphold his end of the bargain unless Kalzidar was willing to make a vow, words that would bind him as a god—and Kalzidar would never accept such a condition. That was what Thistle told himself whenever his focus wandered, at least.

      Eric was in his leathers, wearing a tunic that looked a far sight better than the last time any of his friends had seen it—a giveaway that he’d spent the afternoon with his mother. Veria’s talent, and passion, for her craft was well known throughout Maplebark.

      Testing the position of his short sword, Eric drew, making sure everything flowed properly. Double-checking the details was all he could do for the moment. After the thrill of silently shadowing the staff at the inn, Eric was finding himself feeling more and more penned in the longer they stayed at the manor. He could have gone off sneaking, but the manor was vast and staffed by magic users; with no idea where to start looking or what to seek out, doing so was a high risk with minimal chance of reward.

      Unlike the others, Grumph was dressed purely for work, with no regard to fashion or appearance. Given his role as attendant, it was possible Thistle would stay at Gabrielle’s side even during the event. The same was true for her bodyguards, Eric and Timuscor. As her porter, however, Grumph didn’t expect he’d be welcomed to whatever event was planned. Rather than waste the time trying, his plan was to try helping the staff of the manor.

      As he waited for the others to dress, Grumph worked on his Spark Dart cantrip. Casting in such a confined space was obviously out of the question, but that didn’t stop him from going through the process mentally. Every motion, gesture, and word was etched into his mind by repetition, yet this was different from any other spell he’d worked with thus far. Because Grumph knew not only the actions, but what purpose they served, he felt his understanding of the mana’s flow deepen with each mental run-through. When the time came to finally cast it once more, Grumph expected he could manage quite a bit faster than he had during the carriage fight.

      Of them all, Gabrielle sat the stillest. Already enrobed in a fine dress, hair styled and a smattering of borrowed makeup applied, she looked the perfect picture of a refined young noblewoman. A refined young noblewoman who could not stop mentally replaying a battle from earlier that day.

      Leomar had used an ability similar to her own barbarian fury, flooding his muscles with mana to enhance their potency. But there were so many differences in his application of it. Watching the way his limbs would slightly swell with perfect understanding of what it indicated, Gabrielle had been able to track Leomar’s use of the mana-reinforcement, as he’d called it. Unlike a barbarian, whose technique was more akin to tearing open floodgates and letting the body be suffused, Leomar had used his mana in short bursts. For a few seconds at a time, he would enhance himself with high amounts of mana, then let it fall away. In those moments, his power was devastating. Yet even that wasn’t what had captured Gabrielle’s attention the most.

      Never once had Leomar lost his focus. Somehow, he was using mana-reinforcement without the torrent of energy impacting his ability to think. When Gabrielle tapped into that power, her mental cohesion took a sharp dip. All she could focus on was fighting, and if that wavered, then so too would her strength. If she could gain her augmented strength while staying fully in control… Gabrielle could only imagine the power.

      Deep within her, she felt a small echo of the sentiment from Ovrium. It seemed her axe was on board with more power, as well.

      The sharp knock on their door jolted everyone into movement. Eric and Timuscor moved in front of Gabrielle, while Thistle hurriedly pulled the knob. Standing in the hallway was one of the Ardrane staff members, roughly the same height as Eric, with silver jewelry adorning the long tips of her ears.

      “My lady. I have been sent to guide you to the event this evening. As one who will sit at the Ardrane table, it is imperative you arrive punctually, and the manor can be difficult to navigate.” She bowed her head as she spoke, not even meeting Gabrielle’s eyes.

      Embarrassing as Gabrielle found such displays, she knew the elf was merely adhering to etiquette. Other nobles would be incensed if they weren’t shown what they deemed to be proper respect. “Very well. We are prepared to leave.”

      “With apologies, my lady, I’m afraid tonight’s event will require your staff to be elsewhere. You may keep a single guard with you until the event begins. After that, I believe how you proceed will be upon your discretion. I’m sorry I cannot offer more information. To preserve the integrity of the competition, we are given minimal knowledge of what is to come.”

      Not entirely unexpected that they’d have to split off, though Gabrielle was surprised by the strict limitations. If the other nobles were agreeing to a single guard each, then the prize they were chasing must be truly spectacular. Most preferred to walk with as close to standing armies as they could manage. With the threats of monsters, bandits, and other nobles, there was rarely a time when any felt they had too many protectors.

      The greater question for her was which guard to keep. In terms of combat, Timuscor was certainly the superior choice; however, Eric had a better talent for keeping his ears and eyes open. There was also the matter of not knowing what the others would be getting into. Although they lacked concrete details, there had been plenty of hints that it may involve combat.

      “I understand. Eric shall accompany me,” Gabrielle declared. “What of the others?”

      “Another shall be along to fetch them shortly.”

      Nodding, Gabrielle motioned for Eric to join her. Without any idea of what they were facing, she opted to send out the ones with the best chance of survival. Timuscor and Thistle both had paladin abilities and healing, while Grumph could summon his magic. Eric’s tactics were the most conditional; he was also more vulnerable than the others. Besides, having him at her side around the other nobles might prove useful. That was a battleground he was far better suited for.

      Together, they left the suite and followed their guide down the halls. Part of Gabrielle had been expecting the Ardranes to reuse the same massive room from the night prior, but as they walked farther and farther, it became clear they were headed to a new destination. Finally, after what seemed like an increasingly twisted procession of steps, doors, and halls, they arrived.

      “My lady.” The elf gestured to the huge doors that hung open, through which could be seen a grand ballroom. It was vast, the dark wood of the walls and floor making it seem nearly endless, lit by blazing magical orbs that floated gently around the ceiling. Silver and gems were interwoven like vines along the walls, tracing their way in elegant designs, all leading to an enormous display on the rear wall.

      Behind the elevated tables where the Ardranes and their personal guests would be sitting towered a mural of a massive tree, built directly into the wall. Silver, gold, and metal Gabrielle couldn’t recognize formed its trunk and branches, with nine enormous glittering gems hanging like fat fruits from its limbs. Without knowing all the materials, she couldn’t even begin to estimate its value, save that it would clearly be tremendous. Gabrielle’s first thought was that the tree must be some sort of god to the elves; such wealth was usually reserved for art only when it earned divine favor.

      “Forgive my ignorance, coming from a small village as I do, but that sculpture is magnificent. Does it hold some significance?” His question alone was enough to make Gabrielle glad she’d brought Eric along. Asking questions meant admitting she didn’t know something, and among aristocracy, that could be read as weakness. An incredibly stupid view on the process of learning, but then, there was a reason she hadn’t cared for this world of high society.

      Turning to face the tree, they watched as the elf bowed not just her head, but her whole torso to it. “An etching of the Astrafrond, offered by Laktastra the Serene, one of the greatest metalsmiths known to ever live. Though he held no title of nobility, still he sought a seed of his own, and in exchange, he offered a gift that could not be equaled by another. Graenth Ardrane was a lover of the arts and accepted the bargain.”

      “Someone gave the family that, just for one of these seeds?” Gabrielle didn’t even bother to hide the shock in her voice, her tone verging on disbelief.

      Their guide shook her head. “Laktastra made the offering in the hopes that he might be considered to compete for one of the seeds, despite lacking any position. This was in the days before King Varlar forbade entry by those who were not of noble blood; it was mere tradition at the time. Graenth gave a seed outright, from his own yearly share, in respect for what had been created. It is believed he hoped more would follow the example, presenting him with more masterworks of art, but few had Laktastra’s confidence, and none matched his skill.”

      Eric kept his head low and his voice quiet, even adding a bit of a nervous fidget Gabrielle knew to be feigned. “I mean no harm, and please cast this question aside if it in any way oversteps, but may I ask why there is such effort? What is it about these seeds that many are willing to go so far to obtain one?”

      Perhaps to counter Eric’s fearful phrasing of the question, their guide smiled placidly. “Worry not. There is no secret in that regard. It is unknown.”

      “Unknown?” Gabrielle couldn’t help herself as curiosity took hold of her tongue.

      “Yes, my lady. The seed of an Astrafrond is a seed of magic. Upon consumption, it bonds with one’s mana and blooms, shaping itself into a magical ability. No one knows what they will receive, only that it will be suited to them, as it comes from themselves, in a way.”

      Locking eyes, Gabrielle and Eric looked at the tree sculpture with new appreciation. Not just for the beauty on display, but the magic it represented. If the nobles were willing to compete this hard, then it was unlikely that the gifts manifested were simple tricks.

      Suddenly, Leomar’s words echoed in Gabrielle’s mind: that everyone knew his talent because it was a testament to the Astrafrond’s glory. Had he gained the mana-reinforcement ability from a seed? It would be some while before she could share her suspicions with Eric, though one glance at his face told her they were already on the same page, pondering an identical question.

      What sorts of powers might it unlock within each of them? After all, if it was that effective on nobles, she could only imagine the impact it had on adventurers.
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      Not long after Gabrielle and Eric left, another Ardrane attendant arrived, though this one was not alone. A shorter elf with his hair tied into a ponytail counted them off as he arrived, making quick scratches on a sheet of parchment. Surrounding him were the employees of other nobles, padding along as he led them to the next destination. Thistle, Grumph, and Timuscor fell in at the rear of the crowd. Soon, they halted at another suite, where more joined their growing numbers. Nobles might warrant personal escorts; however, the same could not be said of their retainers.

      By the time they were led away from the residential wing of the hall, their crowd had almost doubled in size, creating quite a ruckus as they trudged along. As they made their way deeper into the manor, the tight confines of the crowded halls suddenly opened into a vast stone space.

      Wooden tables ran the length of the room, delicious scents wafting in from meat sizzling on what appeared to be nothing more than normal stones. Fritz, a traveling merchant with many other talents, had once shown off a portable version of something similar; the stones were enchanted with heat magic to make for more covert cooking. In a room like this, with only narrow shafts for ventilation, it would be the lone option besides choking to death on smoke, or building a brand new chimney.

      Already seated at several tables were dozens more people, most wearing the crests of different noble houses. They tore into the food with abandon. Skewers of seared meat, platters of roasted vegetables, loaves of fresh bread—nothing that would be deemed high culinary fare, but a substantial meal meant to fill one’s stomach.

      For the first time since they’d all been gathered, their elf guide addressed the group. “We are currently halfway between the sixth and seventh bells of the afternoon. You will have until the eighth bell to dine and prepare. Please eat your fill, and when the time arrives, be ready. Only those who participate this evening will be permitted to continue in the contest, and a noble who has run out of champions is disqualified for the year.”

      A ripple of fear pulsed through the crowd. The majority of those present were guards, experienced in some manner of fighting and willing, at least in theory, to lay down their lives to protect their charges. However, as guards to nobles, they were all well acquainted with how their employers handled failure and disappointment. While not all would take punishments into outright cruelty, none would be pleased by failure.

      Done with them, their guide waved his hand, motioning for them to get food. With the elf’s wordless dismissal, they surged toward the plates and huge serving trays, Gabrielle’s friends very much among the fray. Not knowing what was ahead, they didn’t want to risk facing trouble on an empty stomach.

      Of course, the fact that the food smelled incredible and all three were still fresh from dining on the trail certainly didn’t hinder their enthusiasm.
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      Gabrielle was not the only noble at the Ardrane table. Presumably, the Ardranes themselves would soon be joining; however, even with their absence, there were others already seated. Out in the ballroom, Gabrielle spotted her parents and Veria, all under the watchful stare of Hurmic. As their eyes met, Klert gave his daughter a robust wave, grinning at the sight of her sitting at such an important table.

      Realizing the other nobles took notice as well, Gabrielle wished that she could hide her face, or turn and talk to Eric. Anything to distract her from the annoying hiss of judgment as it slithered around, tempting her peaceful front to crack as she told everyone here where they could shove their unsolicited opinions. Unfortunately, Eric was standing three feet behind her chair, as were the rest of the bodyguards at the Ardrane table.

      Twisting to the side, Gabrielle found herself staring into a set of dark eyes that hadn’t been there when she sat down. Curly brown hair hung down around the warm gaze, the dark eyes surrounded by a dusting of freckles all arranged symmetrically around a sweet smile. Instantly, Gabrielle felt herself turn distrustful. When nobles pretended at kindness, it meant that they were up to something.

      “That must be nice.” The woman nodded toward Klert, whose hand had finally tired and returned to the table. Looking at her closely, Gabrielle realized they appeared to be around the same age, for as much as that was worth. With all the magical options available to those with money, there were many methods to fight the advance of time, and that was without considering factors like potential elf blood, or Gabrielle’s own undead condition.

      Deciding to give this woman no more fuel than possible, Gabrielle kept her tone polite and neutral. “To what do you refer?”

      “Having a parent so excited for you.” Idly, the woman began twirling one of her many curly locks around a finger. “I’m sitting at this table because the great Bravant Oltive is an old friend of the Ardranes, as well as their primary supplier of weapons and armor. A lovely perk, and yet I will have a great deal of trouble thanking Father for it, as work keeps him so busy we hadn’t talked in a fortnight before I left.”

      This had to be a trap. No noble spoke so openly about their family or personal vulnerabilities. What Gabrielle wouldn’t have given to have Eric in whispering range at that moment, someone to conjecture with. Lacking such a confidant, Gabrielle elected to continue falling back on politeness, offering as little of herself in the process as possible.

      “I am sorry to hear that.”

      The woman rolled her eyes at the bland response, and Gabrielle found herself liking this stranger a bit more, despite herself. Enough to engage in a tad more conversation. “Were any of your family able to join?”

      “All too busy,” she replied. “Mother is Father’s Head Blacksmith; it’s how they met and fell in love. My siblings are older; they’ve already competed for a seed. One even succeeded; the rest are waiting until their decade is up. They could still attend as guests, but none were willing to take the time just for a Gorrian’s Eve feast.”

      The mention of this woman knowing prior competitors made Gabrielle eager to dig for more. However, she had a part to play. While they’d ignored formality a bit already, some components were inevitable.

      “Well then, your company shall be their loss and my pleasure. I am Lady Gabrielle, Daughter of Klert.”

      “So I saw.” Her gaze darted back out to the huge room where Gabrielle’s father was raising a glass high in the air. “I am Lady Vivorialla Oltive the Fourth, though for the sheer sake of timeliness, I insist you refer to me as Viv.”

      For a split second, the wrong instincts tried to kick in, and Gabrielle almost went to grasp Viv’s hand like she would when meeting a new adventurer. Catching herself in time, she quickly offered up a lift of her hand and a slight seated bow, the proper greeting for nobles unable to politely stand.

      Viv returned the gesture, and with that, the bare minimum of introductory protocol was satisfied. “I am glad to meet you, Lady Gabrielle. Have you attended the Ardranes’ event before?”

      There was little value in a subterfuge that was easily dispelled, so Gabrielle made no effort to hide that particular truth. “I have not. In truth, I know little of how any of this works, even why your family must wait a decade to return.”

      She might not have admitted outright ignorance among the others, but Viv had opened up by sharing information most would have kept hidden to preserve appearances. For Gabrielle, showing this small amount of weakness was still a risk, but a calculated one. Learning more about what was happening might help her whole party, and it certainly wouldn’t hurt to make a new ally, tenuous or not.

      “A function to limit attendees that the Ardrane family imposed,” Viv explained, seemingly unfazed by Gabrielle’s declaration. “Once you try for a seed and fail, you must wait ten years before being allowed to compete for another.”

      “What about those who succeed?”

      This time, Viv did show a slight reaction, a minor twitch of life around the eyebrows. “They have no reason to return. After you’ve eaten an Astrafrond seed, new ones do not grant further abilities. Thus, previous winners are not permitted to compete.”

      That at least explained why there weren’t more nobles present, considering the prize on the line. Just as Gabrielle was about to inquire further, the room fell suddenly silent. Taking the cue, she followed the collective stare of the assembled nobles, turning her head to the main entrance.

      Leomar and Amtrinae Ardrane were clad in outfits befitting royalty. At a glance, their garb appeared simple, unless one could appreciate the weave of the threads, the splendor of the material, the delicate touches a less refined eye would glide past. Together they strode, natural beauty elevated to a point of near transcendence. The room watched in perfect silence as the pair made their way to the table set at the rear before the enormous Astrafrond sculpture.

      Upon arrival, they did not sit. Instead, Amtrinae looked out to the room as a whole. When she spoke, her voice carried perfectly to every ear, even as her tone stayed constant. “Dear guests and friends, what a joy to see you in our home for another Gorrian’s Eve. As we do each year, our celebration begins with a moment of reflection.”

      Turning away, Amtrinae now faced the sculpture like the rest of her guests. Ever so slightly, her head bowed to the plant, voice remaining unchanged. “None know how Thessily Ardrane grew the Astrafrond. Some say it was found in the darkest lair of an ancient temple buried deep within a mountain; others believe it was a gift from the gods for slaying a threat to the world. Some even theorize that she created it herself through true mastery of the arcane. To this day, its origin remains a mystery. Thankfully, her descendants were taught to care for it, to nurture it, and to ensure the bloom. The coming days will test you in many ways, some that may seem peculiar, but understand that it is all necessary. For generations, Ardranes have overseen the Astrafrond, and this year, we shall pray for another successful bloom.”

      Silence fell once more. This was not the intimidation of those in a higher social station arriving; the quiet felt more intense, somehow reverent, like Gabrielle had stepped into a god’s temple without realizing.

      Then Amtrinae clapped her hands together once, and the spell was broken. Facing the crowd once more, she offered a slight bow, then took her seat.

      Looking across the table, Gabrielle noticed with a start that Dejy had joined them and was now seated on the opposite side. She hadn’t even seen him step in the front door, let alone sit down. Judging by the bored gaze resting on his brow, it seemed he was in his grumpy public persona, so she’d have to wait some while to speak with him. Even if she and the archmage were publicly linked, they weren’t supposed to be on especially friendly terms.

      With Amtrinae finished, Leomar stepped forward, his voice carrying the same way hers had, only more forceful. “Tonight, the blooming process of the Astrafrond will begin. This will take several days, at the end of which, on Gorrian’s Eve, the bloom will be finished and the seeds will appear. It is no secret why you are all here: each of you wish to take one of the seeds for your own. During the upcoming festivities, your champions will be tasked and tested. These events will be to aid the bloom as much as for the sake of competition. At the end of our contests, on the lone night each year our vault permits entrance to those not of Ardrane blood, the victors shall stand before the Astrafrond and receive its gift. The first of the steps demanded to taste such victory begins this evening.”

      Leomar raised his hand and snapped once. From doors all around the room, servants appeared, some holding platters of food, while others were laden down with jugs of wine and ale. “Let dinner commence, and I would recommend you eat swiftly. At the eighth bell, I will explain the night’s task, and you will each have important decisions to make.”

      Keeping her expression mildly curious, painfully aware of just how on display she was at this table, Gabrielle wondered what Leomar was hinting at. Unless Viv was especially knowledgeable and in the mood to share, Gabrielle’s odds of finding out in advance were minimal, and Eric was stuck standing to her rear. All she could do was hope the others were having better luck digging up information than she was.

      Something about Leomar’s tone told her that when the night’s activities began, their party was going to need every advantage they could get hold of. Until then, however, Gabrielle had a role to play.

      “Lady Viv, if you would be so kind, please pass the roasted potatoes. After inhaling that scent, I may ignore protocol and reach across you otherwise.”
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      Dinner offered Gabrielle ample time to examine the other nobles in attendance. Most were what she expected at this sort of event: well-dressed people with very proper manners and few actual skills. Some might be smart, a few even hard-working, but Gabrielle had learned quickly as a youth that nobles like her father, ones of caring and character, were the exception rather than the rule.

      That didn’t mean he was the only one present who understood dedication and effort, however. Lady Loyten looked almost strange with her entourage whittled down to a single guard standing behind her. Given that she still wore her armor and had a weapon at the ready, the image presented was hardly one of vulnerability. Her back remained ramrod straight even as she methodically shoveled down food.

      She made for a sharp contrast to the noble seated a table over; Lord Prent was swinging his wine glass wide as he spoke to a stiff-faced man in finery composed only of yellow and black hues. Behind him, Lord Prent’s poor butler looked aghast, yet could offer his employer no reproach, especially in such a public environment.

      Not far from them sat a man who reminded Gabrielle of a turtle, if there were a version composed of metal and cursed with a permanent scowl. While Thistle and Timuscor wore full sets of armor, this man looked as though he’d ripped the armaments from a city’s wall and welded them onto his person. How he could even move under all that weight was interesting enough, that he did so gracefully pricked at Gabrielle’s sense of danger. An opponent not to be taken lightly.

      Another heavily-armored fellow sat nearby, though this one had a far more jovial manner. He spoke loudly to the other nobles nearby, frequently pausing to check on both his and their guards, asking if any required refreshment. The act was intrusive, yet no one remarked, meaning he held enough physical or political power to get away with such minor slights.

      In contrast to the armored nobles was a man dressed from head to toe in golds and blacks. Bizarrely, he was accompanied by a swarm of bees that rested in the center of his table, much to the chagrin of his table’s motley assortment of guards and the unfortunate nobles seated nearby. The bees were quite well-mannered, however; none were flying off to other tables or lancing guests with their stingers. The oddest part was when an attendant cleared a plate and a swell of buzzing rose up, almost like a word of thanks, though Gabrielle was sure she’d simply misheard over the distance.

      Loud shouts drew Gabrielle’s attention to a figure that made her do a double take: it was a dwarf, cheerily praising the wine. Dwarves were uncommon in most kingdoms outside their own. It wasn’t for a lack of diplomatic relations: the Dwarven kingdom of Montrave was a valued trading partner to all and held ties with several other kingdoms. It was simply that few dwarves ever wanted to leave their mountains. They were most comfortable when surrounded by stone, and the majority found living in the “exposed world” deeply unpleasant. The ones she had encountered were almost entirely adventurers, unified beyond boundaries of race and culture by their desire to charge headfirst into deadly challenges at every turn.

      A fresh plate of roasted carrots was set down near Gabrielle, startling her momentarily. Deciding it was perhaps time to focus on her own table a bit, her gaze roamed around as she speared and bit into one of the steaming vegetables. Were she entirely human, Gabrielle would have gasped at the heat from the food, but her undead tongue was not so easily injured.

      Aside from Viv, the Ardranes themselves, and Dejy, Gabrielle couldn’t make much out of the others at the head table. Most wore clothing much nicer than her borrowed dress; only Dejy’s robes were of similar quality, and he had the excuse of being an archmage. For the most part, they all seemed unremarkable outside their wealth, save for a trio that Gabrielle now realized was seated slightly apart from all the others.

      Three people, clad in gold and red robes, with hoods that obscured most of their features, were all clustered together. They ate in perfect silence, heads facing forward, as if there was nothing of interest occurring around them. Quietly eating dinner should have been the least intimidating thing possible, except for the shiver that ran down Gabrielle’s spine. If the turtle man had pricked at her sense of danger, these three slammed their entire fists down upon it.

      Thanks to her twisting head, Gabrielle took notice when several Ardrane attendants all entered the hall at once. Each carried several scrolls in their arms. They scattered through the room like seeds in a breeze, taking up stations at equal intervals.

      Upon seeing them complete their journey, Amtrinae Ardrane rose from her chair once more. “Dear guests, as you enjoy your dinner, there is a matter that must be attended to. While we are glad to host you here to partake in the gifts of the Astrafrond, our foremost duty is to its protection. In the course of this event, you will learn some details of the Astrafrond’s magic, and the steps needed to ensure a bloom. Those who wish to participate will need to accept a Vow, binding their ability to speak of such subjects with any who do not share the same Vow.”

      Nobles considered themselves too refined to loudly yell and grumble over such an announcement, but the withering glares and disdainful sneers conveyed their sentiments just as well, if not better.

      Amtrinae was unaffected by their hostility, countering with a serene smile. “I’m sure that many of you are displeased to learn of this requirement, but know that it has been imposed on all who have come before you, even if they were unable to speak of it. Should you wish to withdraw, you are welcomed to remain as a guest to enjoy the holiday. And while I know none of those present would stoop to such boorishness, the actions of those in past years have forced me to add a small warning. Know that this requirement is not imposed solely by us, but was also ordered by King Varlar. The Astrafrond is deemed one of Thatchshire’s Greatest Treasures, after all. All who attempted to circumvent this requirement are not just breaking a rule of our manor, they are defying a royal decree.”

      Any thoughts of complaint were driven from their owners’ heads with force, like priests chasing demons as they cast them out. The magic of King Varlar was known and feared all throughout the kingdom, and while he was considered a kind ruler overall, that mercy did not extend to nobles he believed were entertaining notions of treason. Even the idea of ignoring his directive was too dangerous to let linger.

      After Amtrinae’s speech had concluded, the attendants shifted back into motion. One by one, they visited the nobles, delivering a scroll into their waiting hands. Gabrielle didn’t know enough about those present to be certain, but she greatly suspected they were going in order of rank, Duke to Marquess, followed by Earl, then Viscount, with Baron and then Lord being last.

      The exception seemed to be her table, where all the attendants arrived simultaneously, setting down scrolls in front of several, but not all, of those present. Dejy was one of those lacking a scroll, though he made no mention of it, instead focusing on the freshly arrived fish within his reach. A few of the older nobles also lacked scrolls, and none of them seemed surprised either. Among that number was not Viv, who was hungrily tapping the edge of her scroll, as if urging it to unfurl.

      Gabrielle regarded her neutrally, resigned to waiting, though it wasn’t for long. The attendants completed their task swiftly, feet well-practiced at this particular dance. Once they were done, they filed out together, just as Amtrinae resumed speaking.

      “All of those who wish to compete for an Astrafrond seed, please examine the scrolls in front of you.” Amtrinae snapped her fingers, and at once, the scrolls all unfurled. “The magic will reach your employees through the pledges they have sworn; only you need accede to the Vow. Those who accept should lay a hand upon the circle at the bottom. In one minute, the spell will begin.”

      Hurriedly, Gabrielle looked over the document, reading its words several times. They were not especially complicated, just a Vow agreeing not to disclose anything she learned about the Astrafrond or its blooming ceremony to those who did not share her Vow. It was no wonder they knew so little about this odd plant; on top of its seeds being exclusively offered to nobility, there were also magical efforts put in place to limit information getting out. She dearly wished it were possible to glance at Dejy for guidance, but on such a public stage, someone would notice.

      Long before she expected the minute to have elapsed, Gabrielle laid her hand upon the arcane symbols forming a circle at the bottom of the scroll. She wasn’t planning on talking about the Astrafrond anyway, and bowing out wasn’t an option. The more they learned about the Astrafrond, the surer it seemed that such a valuable item would be kept secure in the Ardrane vaults. Competing might offer her a chance to learn more about the defenses, or maybe even gain entrance past them, depending on what exactly was entailed in making an Astrafrond bloom.

      Still, none of those reasons were why Gabrielle’s hand moved so early. It was because she saw Klert, face brimming with excitement, slap his own hand down on the scroll at his table. For a minor noble like himself, being invited to this event was fantastical enough; he’d never be able to resist the chance to compete for a valuable prize, as well. And Gabrielle couldn’t allow herself to be removed from whatever contest was planned if her father would still be playing. The adventurer’s instincts she’d been slowly cultivating told her that there was danger afoot, guards or not.

      “Eager, huh? I get that. Damn, do I get that.” Viv slapped her own palm down, as well. Every noble present did, eventually, no matter how sour the looks upon their faces. None held such position that they could argue with an edict from the king of this domain, and those stupid enough to try had not received invitations.

      The minute ended, and Amtrinae lifted her hands. For the first time, Dejy paid interest in something other than the food, twisting his head to watch as her fingers twisted into intricate patterns. He was hardly alone in that: it was hard to resist observing the display, especially as the air in the room seemed to grow thick with power.

      Traveling with Grumph, Gabrielle had gotten to see a great deal of casting, both the practice of it and actual application in battle. She’d also been witness to more complex spells from other mages, though those occasions were far fewer. Watching Amtrinae, Gabrielle’s perspective shifted.

      All those prior attempts at magic suddenly seemed clumsy and trivial. Unseen energy flowed from Amtrinae, through the scrolls and the hands of those accepting their terms, connecting them to the greater spell she was forming, a bond they permitted to form in exchange for a chance at incomparable treasure. The spell connected with the mana of each one, joining them together into the power of the magic, binding them to the conditions of their Vow.

      With a final flourish, Amtrinae lowered her hands, and the scrolls simultaneously dissolved into ash. She lowered herself with the steady grace befitting one in her position, yet it was plain to see that she was drained; casting such a spell on so many had clearly been demanding.

      The stunned silence that settled upon them was shortly shattered by the sudden shouts of Dejy. “Bravo! Fantastic!” He clapped his hands together over and over, a one-man standing ovation for the spellwork that had just been put on display. That no one joined him seemed to be of little concern; in fact, Dejy appeared to have no interest in the crowd at all. An attitude that surely rubbed some of the nobles in a most unpleasant way.

      “So many at once! I’ve seen scrolls used as mediums before, but a mass conduit for what is traditionally a one-person spell… we must talk once time permits.”

      When Dejy had leapt up, Gabrielle feared for a moment that he’d forgotten his planned demeanor, but seeing the bemused expression settle onto Amtrinae’s face, she relaxed. While gruff might be public-Dejy’s default, he was still a known archmage who’d just witnessed what was evidently an impressive show of spellcraft.

      “I’m afraid that won’t be for some while.” Now that his wife was seated, Leomar Ardrane rose in her place, his own plate clean while his wife tucked in to her dinner with gusto. How many times had they done this, to plan their handoffs so seamlessly?

      “With the Vow in place, our time of beginning draws near. Your guards and staff are currently concluding their own dinner and will soon be led to specific points within the manor. How things will go for them tonight will depend on how well they’ve been trained, equipped, and the information they will receive. Which means very shortly, each of you is going to have to make a choice. The first that will determine whether or not you’re fit for the honor of an Astrafrond seed.”

      The smile on Leomar’s face reminded Gabrielle of watching him train Timuscor, an expression that she couldn’t imagine boded well for the night to come.
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      Ancient runes flared to life around the Ardrane estate, causing the guards at the perimeter to flinch. Most of them had been in the family’s employ for years, if not decades, yet this moment never grew any easier. All along the edge of the Ardrane property, the area that had been claimed by Thessily Ardrane so long ago, magic crackled to life as the moon lifted into the sky overhead.

      None of the guards rushed, regardless of what they might have desired. Even so far from the main house, they couldn’t risk such a poor showing as to break form. Slowly, they marched their way along the ground, ignoring the increasing sounds coming from the nearby forest. Beasts and monsters were beginning to stir, the Astrafrond’s effects manifesting, but they were of minimal concern for the moment. Those glowing runes were empowered by the same event aggravating the local wildlife, and in the centuries since she’d created it, no rogue creature had broken through Thessily’s magic barrier. If that enchantment had functioned all year round, so many guards wouldn’t have been needed.

      However, the barrier didn’t stop all beings that were drawn to the Astrafrond. That was why the nobles’ competition began this evening: they could show their merit and be of use all at once.

      As for the estate guards, they filed one by one into a shack set slightly farther in from the property’s edge. Several such structures were scattered around, allowing for the guards in various parts of the grounds to reach one in time.

      When they’d taken this job, Leomar Ardrane had told each one stories about what had happened to guards who thought they could survive outside during this night. Some had dreams of proving themselves worthy to fight for a seed, others had stubborn pride, and a few had simply been reckless. None survived, and most died painfully. The older guards didn’t need the stories; they’d been around long enough to see it happen themselves, and the memories of the corpses they found the next morning still slithered into their thoughts without warning.

      Together, they huddled in the tight confines of the shack, lacking in every comfort save for one: safety. Within the warded walls of the shack, they would go unassaulted. It was the same magic woven through the manor, allowing the invasion to be handled somewhat tactically.

      With their resources and magic, the Ardranes could have extended that warding to the property as a whole, yet they did not. Every guard had a theory of their own as to why, though a great deal of them centered simply on cheapness. Only a few suspected the truth, and they were wise enough to keep that to themselves.

      After all, if the Ardranes wanted all those things slaughtered on their property, there must be a reason for it. And so long as the shacks kept working, the guards were generally happy to let alone any questions they might have.

      Tonight was a problem for the nobles to deal with. The gods knew they could certainly use a few.
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        * * *

      

      When dinner was done, the attendants were waiting. Grumph barely had time to push his plate away when one appeared behind him, motioning for the party to follow. He exchanged a brief look at Timuscor and Thistle, both of whom quietly fell into line. Seeing little option, Grumph did the same.

      They were led out of the dining hall, following several of the other groups. They swiftly began separating as one by one the attendants broke off down various hallways, leading their charges deeper into the winding estate. Grumph strove to build a mental map as they moved, attempting to understand the design of the twisting halls. Such confusion was blatantly intended by the design, a way to keep potential invaders or spies busy as they bumbled about.

      His success was minimal; there were too many turns to entirely track, yet Grumph persisted all the same. Much like Gabrielle and Eric, Grumph was feeling hemmed in by the conditions of their circumstance. Facing danger was a part of his adventuring life that he’d accepted early on, but usually in those situations he would be holding a huge heft of wood with a demon-bone jutting out from the top. Sure, there were spells to fall back on, but a sturdily swung staff solved plenty of problems on its own.

      Tonight, Grumph’s staff remained tucked away, along with his moon-spider silk robes. Magic was still possible, but everything he’d seen about the Ardranes made him think they’d have a way to detect such power. At least it was there as a fallback, depending on what they were in for.

      Several times during their trek, the group descended short flights of stairs, until they had to be at or near ground-level once more. Arriving at a junction of three hallways, the attendant guiding them suddenly came to a halt.

      “If you will please note the runes engraved along the floor and ceiling.” Motioning upward, their attendant pointed to a pair of identical circles at the top and bottom of the junction area, perfectly encircling the point where the halls all met. “Once the event begins, it is highly recommended you do not leave that circle. Certain safeguards exist within the runes that are not in place outside them. Someone may be along to explain things further.”

      Spinning around, the attendant started to walk off, only to be halted by a hurried yell from Thistle. “Beg your pardon, but could you possibly elaborate more? What are we to do here, and why is it that we only ‘may’ get further explanation?”

      The attendant paused, faced them, and performed a deep bow. “With apologies, I’m afraid I cannot answer those questions. The rules of this evening are quite clear. If you are to gain help, there is only one person it may come from. What happens to you next will be in their hands.”

      Lifting his head up, the attendant spared them a brief glance that Grumph thought looked an awful lot like pity. “I can only hope the noble you’ve chosen to serve is braver than most.”
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        * * *

      

      “Right this moment, two things are happening.” Leomar Ardrane addressed the assembled crowd with pomp and glee, clearly relishing his time commanding their attention. “The first is that your guards and employees are being moved to specific areas within the manor, places where certain enchantments have been carefully laid. Second, is that the Astrafrond’s blooming process has begun.”

      Stirs of excitement filled the room, waves of discussion that crashed and broke upon the shores of Leomar’s stern gaze as he waited for silence to return. It did so swiftly, and only then did his speech resume. “This is only the start, mind you; it will take several days to complete. And as it blooms, the power in its seeds can be sensed by nearby creatures. Thankfully, Amtrinae’s ancestor had a mind for security and wound a powerful barrier around her estate, one that will keep most monsters at bay. Those which are incorporeal, however, cannot be so easily halted.”

      A snap of his arm, and suddenly Leomar was pointing out the nearby window to the great grounds surrounding them. “The area Thessily Ardrane settled in was chosen deliberately; to the north resides a stretch of wildland where elemental energy bursts forth from other realms, forming into lesser elemental sprites. That is what makes the area so rich in mana, an essential need for the Astrafrond to bloom. However, those sprites will be unable to resist the call of such a lure; few are powerful enough to be capable of thought, let alone self-control. Were they to reach the Astrafrond, they would feed upon its energy, denying us this year’s harvest… perhaps more, if the damage were extensive.”

      Gabrielle found herself suddenly compelled to take mental stock of their equipment and its viability in affecting incorporeal opponents. Through her experience as an adventurer, she recalled that such enemies should be vulnerable to magic and enchanted weapons, but there was some variance depending on the monster in question. The easiest example was holy magic, which would be great against an evil ghost, but not nearly so effective on an elemental spirit seeking a mere meal.

      She knew Thistle had several enchanted daggers, and Timuscor’s sword was extremely magical, even if elementals weren’t likely going to trigger its true power. Eric and Grumph weren’t as well equipped: the former had an inherited short sword with a gem that added a once-per-day enhanced strike. The blade did carry a blessing from its first owner, Eric’s father, but she wasn’t sure if that would be potent enough. As for the half-orc wizard, normally he’d have been perfectly suited for such opponents; however, without his staff, Grumph’s tactical options were limited. If he was in view of anyone who might see him cast, it was all the worse; he’d be hesitant to use spells.

      “As most of you have hopefully surmised, we will not be allowing the Astrafrond to serve as a main course to wayward sprites this evening,” Leomar continued. “The manor has been carefully warded with defense against this threat in mind. It is impossible for us to halt the flow of sprites, yet we can contain and control it, turn a flood into more manageable streams. Those in your employ have been dispatched to key holding points the sprites will be forced to move through. They will be protecting the Astrafrond from its impending assault.”

      A rabble rose fast, several nobles even jumping to their feet, but Leomar ignored it all, pressing on like the room was still in rapt silence. “Any who wish to remove their forces are free to do so, but in the process, they will also remove themselves from the competition. Those who do not defend the Astrafrond shall never taste its gifts.”

      That quieted things down faster than any burst of yelling could have. The vehement concern for their employees vanished quickly, the half-risen nobles sinking quietly back into their chairs.

      “Which brings us to you, the competitors, and the first choice of your contest. This room is warded; stay here, and you shall not see nor hear any sort of disturbance. Leave, and an attendant will show you to your employees. Three things you should know before making your choice: the amount of sprites slain will be the metric by which our first night is judged; your employees have been told nothing of the threat they’re facing; and those who leave this room will not be permitted to return until tomorrow morning.”

      More complex than Gabrielle had been expecting; this was a test of judgment as much as martial skill. If a noble had properly trained and equipped their guards, they were unlikely to be taken down by such a threat, whereas those who’d been cheaper would find their fighters struggling. Past that, there was the element of information versus risk. A noble could leave the room and put their safety in the hands of their guards, giving their employees a better chance by knowing what they were facing. A noble could also stay put and enjoy the evening, if they had total confidence in their guards or no concern whether they died.

      Sounds of a chair scraping filled the air as Lord Prent hoisted himself up from his table with a soft sway. “What a riveting idea! Sorts out the dunderheads who showed up with quantity rather than quality. Some of us understand the value of good help.” He lifted a glass of wine that certainly hadn’t been his from the table and made a cheers motion to the Ardranes. “My thanks to the hosts, for this chance to shine. Butler! As you are my only guard or employee present, it seems we need to hurry. Otherwise, the Prent family will have no representation in this contest.”

      Quick as the closest attendant moved, by the time she was at Lord Prent’s side, he’d already finished the wine. He tossed the glass casually over his shoulder, where his butler snagged it from the air and delicately set it back on the table, his face conveying all the apologies his mouth could not.

      The clattering of armor drew Gabrielle’s attention to Lady Loyten, who had risen as well. Not much surprise there; she didn’t earn her reputation by avoiding the front lines of battle. Interestingly, the turtle-faced man covered in armor made no motion to mirror the movement, instead focusing on his dinner. All throughout the room, nobles were standing, though only a handful compared to those present.

      “Oh wow, can you imagine going out there? I’d like to win and all, but not bad enough to take a risk like that.” Viv was ogling the standing figures, unaware that her tablemate was seconds from joining them.

      All that had stayed Gabrielle’s legs was curiosity; she’d gotten so caught up in watching who stood that her own rise was momentarily delayed. Seeing one figure leave their seat in particular spurred her into motion, however. There was never a doubt in Gabrielle’s mind that she would join the others; the thick of battle sounded far more enjoyable than more socializing among high society did. But witnessing Klert get to his feet was a swift reminder that her friends weren’t the only ones to account for.

      Standing tall, Gabrielle rose to her full height, looking out at the room and steeling her resolve. One way or another, she was going to make sure her family made it through the night. Even if she had to blow her cover to do it.
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      It was disgusting, what passed for nobility these days. Earl Codderfon took great pains to keep the sneer from his face as he watched what amounted to little more than a country bumpkin sit in the same space as one of his lineage. What was worse, such a specimen had been permitted to compete for the same invaluable prize. From the moment the short man had caught his eye, Earl Codderfon had found him offensive. Such a man had clearly been invited due to happenstance and fortune rather than being called forth by the strength of his social position.

      That dislike had only intensified when the Earl learned of the prior night’s antics. A man of such low station, yet his daughter dined with the Ardranes themselves? Utterly unacceptable. All that saved Earl Codderfon from leaping to action when a member of that so-called noble’s group jostled his table in passing was the knowledge that better opportunities would soon arrive, and his wisdom proved swiftly correct.

      Listening to the rules of the night’s contest, Earl Codderfon heard more than just what was spoken; he caught the hidden opportunity being presented. The nobles who left this room would be putting themselves at greater risk, and not just from the sprites. There was no rule preventing some of one’s forces from splitting off to attend to other tasks, such as the removal of fellow competitors.

      Ordinarily, the earl’s ambitions would halt at wiping out an opponent’s forces; killing another noble could bring all manner of complications and headaches. But in the case of the bumpkin, an exception could be made so that an example might be set. Besides, what sorts of allies would a man like that possibly have to take vengeance for him?

      Rising from his seat, Earl Codderfon examined the room, making careful note of who left and who stayed. This was an opportunity for him, true, but he certainly wouldn’t delude himself into thinking he was the only one entertaining such possibilities. Heading out to give his men the orders meant putting himself in danger as well, and it was prudent to know who else might be stalking the halls.

      Most were of little concern, like the half-sloshed Lord Prent; however, there were some threats that had to be accounted for. While Earl Codderfon would flee from Lady Loyten on sight, he didn’t expect someone of her reputation to hunt the competition. Duke Aprolok was already standing, heading for the door without a moment’s pause. Thankfully, the loud clatter of the duke and his men would make steering clear of them an easy prospect. Had he thought there was any risk of facing that man’s forces, Earl Codderfon would have sat back down hard enough to injure his tailbone. It was never wise to be in the path of the Conquering Duke when he marched.

      Passing an oddly dressed man who was wandering toward the door while heartily finishing a honey-covered slice of bread, Earl Codderfon settled on his decision. The threats he was most concerned with were either staying put or unlikely to cause problems. Idly, he did notice the bumpkin’s daughter rise from her seat at the head table, but she was of no concern. From tales of the prior evening, it seemed she had a guard who was a good fighter, but that alone wouldn’t be enough to matter, even if she and her father combined forces.

      Awaiting Earl Codderfon were eleven trained soldiers who, combined with the guard at his side, would make short work of whatever sprites came their way. Then they could move on to more enjoyable prey. With a flourish of his cloak, Earl Codderfon followed the attendant that had appeared nearby.

      It was time to remove the filth from this grand event, as only a true noble could.
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        * * *

      

      Count Crensen sat at a minor table, as was befitting for one of his station. The guard to his rear was well-geared, though wore nothing ostentatious. He was outfitted for function, a choice many nobles made in lieu of gilding their employees in a display of wealth—not that anyone expected such extravagance from a Crensen, anyway. They were known for their prudence, for spending on what was necessary, but only what was necessary. The sole feature of note regarding the Crensen family was their talent with keeping track of details, making them sought after for treaties, major purchases, and similar enterprises.

      It was a carefully cultivated image, one that had been honed over generations and that the count had no interest in upsetting—even if he did itch to join the already poorly played game. Earl Codderfon’s naked aggression was so obvious it was a wonder he hadn’t gone for his sword during dinner. That might have been cause for concern, but it seemed the prideful old man hadn’t even caught on to his true opponent for the evening. Noticing that little maneuver alone had made dinner worthwhile, and that was on top of the outstanding food.

      Tempting as it was, Count Crensen remained seated, helping himself to another mound of simmered squash. He had no worry for those in his employ; elemental sprites were pesky for the unprepared, but his guards were more than capable. As for the greater game, better to let the night serve its purpose in eliminating the smaller threats. By the time morning arrived, those unfit to compete would largely be driven out, narrowing the field to true threats only.

      Once that point arrived, Count Crensen would know who the worthy adversaries were. Until then, he had an excellent dinner to enjoy.
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        * * *

      

      Being a guard was, oddly, a task Eric found himself well-suited for, despite his prior failures in the role. Although he’d never match Timuscor on the martial front, there was an unexpected power that came with being ignored. Since beginning their lives as adventurers, Eric and the others had been forced to act as such, especially in public. That meant they were always a bit too dangerous to ever leave people’s attention entirely; one never quite knew what an adventurer might get up to next. As a guard, on the other hand, Eric was barely above what he imagined true invisibility would be like. Only the careful steps of other staff around Eric reassured him that he could be seen.

      Having such freedom to examine his surroundings had been an unexpected boon, one that Eric made ample use of. While Gabrielle was stuck playing a role, he’d been free to carefully track the interplays and exchanges of the other nobles. Unfortunately, while there was no shortage of socializing, he lacked insight into the history and dynamics among those present. Still, he mentally noted who spoke with whom, how their exchanges played out, and their reactions upon parting. These appeared to be useless details, and there was a very strong chance that’s all the night’s observations would turn out to be. But the right knowledge, at the right moment, could be just what he needed. That, more than sneaking or poisons, was the true danger of a rogue.

      Not that he wasn’t glad to have his sword on hand to present a more conventional threat. The attendant leading them onward said nothing as they moved, winding around so thoroughly that Eric was certain they’d doubled back more than once. Occasionally, he would catch sounds of shifting armor and muffled conversation, but they always turned away from those routes swiftly.

      Hand resting on the hilt of his inherited blade, Eric wondered if his sword would be up to the task. When paladins carried weapons for a long while, they became blessed, infused by the holy energy of their wielder. The short sword in his possession was one such example, the glowing stone set in its hilt a much later addition that would only be good for a single hit. Was an old blessing enough to hurt sprites?

      Eric had to drive thoughts of his father out of his mind; the night was perilous enough without getting distracted. Yet the mystery of the man Fritz had suggested had been of both worlds, a paladin who’d lost his mantle, refused to dissipate entirely. Grumble had said Eric needed to understand his connection to the arcane if he wanted to become a mystic rogue, and it seemed increasingly likely that his father’s fall from paladinhood might just hold the answer. An event like that would have had to be magical in nature, perhaps even the kind that marked a lineage.

      Before he could fall too far down that hole of thought, Eric took a turn and suddenly found himself staring at three familiar faces. Timuscor, Thistle, and Grumph stood waiting, visible tension easing out of their bodies as they realized it was their friends who had arrived and not a sudden new threat.

      “Lady Gabrielle? Do you require assistance? Has something happened at the dinner?” Thistle was nothing if not devoted to his role, instantly becoming the doting aide surprised to see his employer arrive.

      “A great deal has happened. I’ll have to explain quickly.” Gabrielle looked over to their guide, who was already edging back toward the halls, no doubt intending to swiftly depart. “Do we have any indication of when the assault will start?”

      A brief shake of the head followed by an apologetic bow. “The sprites sense the call, mass together, and then attempt to swarm. Never have they arrived before the ninth bell, nor after the tenth. A horn shall be blown when they are first spotted, one that shall reach even these depths. Please know that while you are free to leave this area, only the sprites that are stopped within your circle shall reflect upon your standing.”

      The guide motioned to the ceiling, where Eric spotted the ring of runes. He noticed the floor ones as well, and by the time he looked back up, they were alone as a party once more. Those were steps silent enough for Eric to appreciate, though he could hear a distant hustling farther away if he strained his ears.

      While he checked over their surroundings, Gabrielle caught the others up on what they’d be facing. Nobody seemed thrilled about the idea of elemental sprites arriving in a swarm, but neither were they suddenly fearing for their lives. This would be a challenge, and they were accustomed to challenges. Considering some of the situations they’d fought through, a defensible hallway with warning offered upon an enemy’s approach was almost taking things easy, not that Eric voiced such sentiments. It didn’t matter if they had a few gods on their side or not: some phrases were challenges to the very universe itself and not to be uttered lightly.

      Besides, there was also the human element to contend with. He was fairly certain Gabrielle hadn’t noticed how much hostility was flowing toward her, or her father, during dinner, but Eric had tracked each and every source. Most had stayed back at the hall, nestled safely away from danger; however, some had departed. He’d also noticed that the guide hadn’t told them they couldn’t leave this area, only that sprites killed outside of it wouldn’t count toward their contributions to the defense.

      If someone were looking to narrow the field of competition, an unwitnessed event among a dispersed group offered a tempting opportunity. So tempting, in fact, that Eric wondered if it was part of the game. The Ardranes knew some nobles would seek to eliminate the competition; they merely chose not to highlight it. A hidden dimension to the contest, and though he’d caught on, that it existed at all still gave Eric cause for concern. This was only the first event: there were sure to be more coming, and if he didn’t fully grasp the risks and rewards of each one, the entire party would be at a major disadvantage.

      Despite the sound being muffled by distance, Eric still heard the nine bells toll as Gabrielle finished her explanation, which snapped him out of his fugue. There would be time enough to worry about the next challenges when they arrived; first, they had to make it through the night. Not just survive—they had to do well enough to remain in the competition. It was far and away their best chance at accessing the Ardranes’ vault.

      “Timuscor, you should block one of the halls to start; yours is one of the only weapons we can assume to hurt them,” Thistle said. “Eric and I will hold the other—a good chance to see if our blades are as effective. Lady Gabrielle and Grumph will stay behind us, toward the hallway leading further into the manor. Should the sprites get past us, do what you think is right, but please stay safe.”

      While ordering guards around did break from Thistle’s role as attendant slightly, he managed to keep to character as he doled out their starting formation. Sticking Gabrielle and Grumph to the rear made sense from both a performative and tactical perspective. Ostensibly, it was because they were unarmed and had to be protected. In reality, it offered some obfuscation from potential observers if they did have to join in the fray.

      Yanking his sword free, Eric hoped it wouldn’t come to that. The ideal outcome was that he and Thistle could hurt the sprites, and would be able to handle the swarm with Timuscor’s aid. Except life as an adventurer had shown Eric how rarely things went so well. As he waited for the horn to sound, the rogue racked his brain for backup plans.

      Whether the threat was elemental sprites or scheming nobles, Eric had to be ready for them.
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      It was a beautiful sight, no matter how deadly it might be. Kaevlen had taken this post twice before, though never on consecutive years. As one of the Ardranes’ more tenured employees, she’d too often seen the face of a coworker paling at the thought that they might be handed this task. Watching one of the new recruits pass out after pulling that dark stone from the cloudy jar was too much, though. It wasn’t even pity, not entirely. Kaevlen didn’t trust the rookie to get the job done, worried that his heart would seize in fear, thus leaving the horn unblown and those in the halls ill-prepared.

      Her own tenacity, she had more faith in. Standing on one of the manor roof’s observation platforms, Kaevlen knew it had been the right choice. Had the recruit seen what she was looking at, he’d have been racing for the door, putting everyone in greater danger, including himself.

      From the hilly region to the north, they came. At first, it seemed like fog, until one realized that fog didn’t move in bursts and bounds. It didn’t have flickering lights that appeared without warning, and it certainly didn’t pile up on itself. The sprites flowed toward the manor, massing just outside the runes. Rather than cross over, they spread out, already occupying a quarter of the estate’s boundary. Even worse, they were stacking vertically as well, halfway to meeting Kaevlen at eye level.

      During her first year, she’d almost taken this as the attack and blown the horn too soon; only some last-minute advice from one of her elders had given Kaevlen the necessary insight. That advice formed the foundation of the mantra she muttered to herself as she stared down the growing forces.

      “Don’t worry when they’re moving. Worry when they stop.”

      Sure enough, it wasn’t long after that a change rippled through the ethereal mass. The flashes of light died away, the shifting of the pseudo-fog turned suddenly still, and the air grew heavy, like a storm was about to break despite the entirely clear skies.

      This was what Kaevlen had been waiting for. Putting her lips to the horn, she let forth a powerful burst of air, producing a noise that would travel through every stretch of the manor, thanks to its multitude of enchantments. Even before she finished her clarion call, Kaevlen caught new movement out of the corner of her eye.

      The sprites were surging forward as one, like a misty wave that would crash upon the estate. Worse, the wave was rising as the fanned sections suddenly surged inward, rocketing amassed sprites even higher than Kaevlen. The first time she’d seen that happen, her will had all but broken, and she’d very nearly made the same mistake that had cost prior guards on this task their lives.

      It was her own awkward footing that saved Kaevlen the first time, causing her to trip and fall against the railings before she could run from the platform and leave herself exposed when the sprites arrived. The platform itself was warded, a fact she’d known but hadn’t been able to keep in her head during the surge of panic. By staying, she was safe, whereas running for a door would lead to certain death.

      Nevertheless, Kaevlen still had to brace her nerves as she sat down on the platform’s hard wooden floor. Knowing she could survive a flood of elemental sprites washing past her didn’t make the experience any less horrifying. Then again, it could always be worse.

      She could be one of the people who had to fight these damned things.
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      “While we are waiting for the horn, would anyone mind explaining what it is we will be facing?” Timuscor asked, still standing in position with shield and sword at the ready. “I gathered that they are incorporeal and require magic to hit. Do we know what they are capable of?”

      Thanks to being set in their positions, no one reflexively turned to look at Thistle, though they were unsurprised when his voice piped up to answer. “There are many myths and tales about the planes adjacent to ours, though I’m afraid I can offer little of firsthand accounts there. What we do know is that there are planes where elemental energies can collect, and over time, they have transformed to embody those properties. It’s from these places that elementals are born. The sprites are their lowest form, before they’ve absorbed enough energy to gain a true intelligence.”

      As one of the two people not tasked with keeping watch on a hallway, Gabrielle turned a wary eye toward Thistle. “Great, so for our first task, we have to beat up the elemental equivalent of babies. Even by the standards of nobles, that’s a dark opening act.”

      To her surprise, the gnome let out a small chuckle and spun his daggers in his hands, keeping his fingers from growing stiff. “If babies were decades old, able to hurl attacks of elemental energy, and unconcerned with who they killed in the pursuit of food, then the equivalence would better hold. Though I do wonder how many would reach adolescence in such a world.”

      The fading sounds of Thistle’s soft laughter were abruptly cut off as a horn’s tone sounded through the hallway, all but rumbling the stone beneath their feet. There was no mistaking what they’d heard; nine bells had passed, and the horn had blown. Company would soon be arriving, so they had best have their greetings prepared.

      Timuscor’s sword was out of its sheath and his shield lifted. No longer “at the ready,” he was now truly waiting for combat to begin. Thistle tossed his daggers down the hall, getting a feel for the distance and making sure the return enchantments were properly functioning, which they were. Eric lifted his short sword, hands lit by the glow of his still-charged gem. Grumph moved to put himself in front of Gabrielle, a motion that an observer might have taken as her porter acting as a last line of defense if the worst should happen. In reality, he needed a clearer line of sight down the halls. If magic was called for, it would be best used at a distance, where the chances of his friends being caught in the crossfire were minimal.

      Only Gabrielle had nothing to do, no weapon to adjust or tactics to calculate. Her palms itched. It felt like Ovrium was practically in them already; it would only take the barest of efforts, and she knew the axe would manifest. Barbarians were not generally skilled at holding themselves back, but Gabrielle forced her arms down to her sides. She managed the feat by reminding herself—and perhaps Ovrium, as well—that there was no need to summon it so soon. If she was needed in battle, then Gabrielle could call her weapon at a thought, giving her a chance at the element of surprise. Granted, elemental sprites were unlikely to care about such a trick, but there were the other nobles to consider.

      Although Gabrielle didn’t have Eric or Thistle’s observation skills, she could recognize bloodlust when she saw it, and several nobles had left the chamber looking to kill more than just some elemental sprites. She expected most of them had eyes for each other, long-standing feuds and rivalries finally sighting a chance to be settled. As a nobody of a noble, it was unlikely she’d be worth the effort of targeting, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be stumbled upon and dispatched as collateral. The idea of summoning her axe long enough to etch surprise into an enemy’s face before she separated it from their shoulders filled Gabrielle with an unexpected sense of delight, followed quickly by one of surprise and suspicion.

      Where had that come from? Was it Ovrium, an aspect of their connection, or a side effect from Cythllia’s changes?

      Or, a voice very far down inside Gabrielle whispered, was it just her, a part long-denied that had finally been offered release?

      Shaking the image from her head, Gabrielle shifted her focus back to the current impending threat. From elsewhere in the manor, they heard sounds now. Shrieks, yells, calls to battle… the sprites were arriving, which only made their empty hallway feel all the more ominous. Gabrielle tried not to worry about her father; she couldn’t risk searching for him until they fully understood the dangers of their enemy. If the sprites had illusion or misdirecting powers, there no telling where she might end up, or who she could be tricked into attacking.

      Timuscor’s armor creaked and Grumph’s boot scuffed along the stone floor. No one made a twitch that was unnecessary as they waited, unsure where the attack would come from, only certain that it would be arriving soon.

      Finally, the first flicker appeared around the edge of Thistle and Eric’s hallway. A malformed orb emitting a light mist bobbed around the corner. Only those with sharp eyes caught a good look, however, for the moment it poked into view, a dagger whistled through the air and struck it in near-center mass. The orb let out a muddled hiss, like it was bubbling up through water, then burst, spilling an abundance of the mist it had been trailing along the ground.

      Thistle’s dagger was already back in his hand, and overhead, a small flicker of light could be seen in the ceiling runes. It seemed the Ardrane tallying magic was based on their position, not the sprites’. “Thank Grumble. The dagger worked, which means Eric’s sword should, as well.” Thistle stepped slightly closer toward the edge of the circle, getting a better look at the remains of his slain spirit. “We’ve also learned that they aren’t especially durable. Our best bet is to focus on more attacks, rather than stronger ones. I expect them to have an overwhelming numbers advantage, so how we funnel them will… be… key.”

      The trailing words were enough to cause everyone to glance over. Even Timuscor took his eyes from his own hallway to see what had stymied the gnome. Greeting them was a veritable torrent of sprites. They filled the entire hall like a twinkling mass, a phenomenon that might have been pretty if it were stationary. Instead the sprites were racing around the corner, bearing down on Thistle and Eric’s position.

      “Learned one more thing,” Grumph added, dearly wishing he had his staff in hand. “They travel in packs.”
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        * * *

      

      It was pathetic what passed for power among this lot. Bad as the nobles were, at least they carried an inherent understanding of their limitations. They were “in charge,” as it were, but few believed themselves to be strong. Most accepted the truth of their weakness and hired help to offset that vulnerability. Some might have marked that as cowardice, but to him, there was courage in admitting one’s failings and taking the steps to improve.

      There were even a few of the more martially ambitious nobles that he could respect. The Conquering Duke was one such example. Duke Aprolok cut an imposing figure, but anyone who did the right research would learn what truly made him terrifying was the devotion of his men. So much did they love their duke who marched in formation, ate in the trenches, and fought side-by-side with those he commanded, that there was virtually no task he could ask they would not answer.

      Unfortunately, nobles like that were a rarity. Far more were akin to Leomar Ardrane—those who thought fancy equipment and a few handy tricks made them powerful. At least Amtrinae was an archmage; given proper conditions, she could present a sincere threat. Not that he planned on letting her have those conditions in the first place.

      For now, he merely observed, showing no sign of acknowledgment as the elemental sprites brushed against the fringes of his senses. The awareness was magical, one of the skills he’d learned through the years. As one of the few to hold his position for a long time, the man had been given ample opportunity to reflect on what distinguished those who survived from those who succumbed. There had been several theories through the years; his current one was that it came down to ambition.

      When many of his ilk gained their new power, they were consumed by the idea of it. The potential, the new paths opened—that power filled up the entirety of their vision; it was all they could consider. Some, however, were like him: satisfied with the bargain itself, but their thirst for power far from sated. They would continue to work, train, and learn new skills and abilities, the power they’d been given turned into a single tool in their arsenal. An incredibly potent one, true, but still only one aspect of what they were capable of.

      That, in all likelihood, was why the nameless man had lived while the others died. He did not depend solely on the gift from his god, thus making him more versatile. Perhaps, when this was done, he would write a missive for the others, a recording to aid those who also followed this treacherous and thorny path.

      After all, as a High Priest of Kalzidar, he had a duty to record such enlightened musings for the sake of posterity.
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      The wave of elemental sprites crashed against them, yet the party held firm. Between Thistle’s daggers whizzing through the air and Eric’s short sword flashing without pause, the two were able to keep pace against the sudden influx of attackers. Timuscor should have been overrun, save that to his own surprise, the shield on his arm actually held the sprites at bay. While the shaped sheet of metal possessed some minor enchantments, he hadn’t expected it to truly halt intangible foes.

      Thanks to their lack of mass, the ever-expanding crush pressing against Timuscor was manageable, especially once his sword started to swing. Wherever it swept, sprites burst, spilling their shapeless mist to the ground as more instantly swept in to fill their place. It was the same with Thistle and Eric; no matter how many sprites were cut down, the numbers never seemed to truly diminish.

      Muttering softly, Grumph began to shape a spell. With his friends holding the line and no witnesses present, doing it right was more important than hurrying. Lightning crackled along the tips of his fingers, slowly forming into the shape of a dart. Against a seemingly unending tide, Grumph’s new cantrip was exactly the tool he needed: a spell that could help chip away at their foe’s forces without depleting his limited supply of mana. Of course, that tactic only worked if Grumph did the casting properly; otherwise, his own mana would be used, and defeat the point.

      The first dart flitted through the air into Timuscor’s hallway, striking a sprite in the center of its spherical shape. There was a sizzling crackle before the pop, then it was only mist falling to the floor. Grumph let out a quiet sigh of relief. There was no reason he could think of why his spell wouldn’t affect their enemies, but it was reassuring to see tangible proof.

      His second and third darts went much the same, and Grumph found himself wondering if it would be better to switch tactics. Hitting a single target per dart was much less efficient than the melee attacks most of the others were using. If he was willing to commit to a spell, one incantation could summon a magical weapon that was sure to be effective. It would take a substantial amount of his mana, though, and would have to be dismissed quickly if anyone else happened upon them.

      On his fourth dart, however, something different occurred. The cantrip formed as it was supposed to—perhaps a hair faster than the first three, as Grumph grew more confident—and was then fired down the hallway Thistle and Eric were furiously fighting to hold. It zipped along toward its target: one of the countless elemental sprites bearing down on them. This one, however, let out one of those occasional flashes that came without warning, a blue-white light flickering for an instant before the spell hit.

      Grumph winced at the explosion, a crackle of lightning rippling through the air, buzzing over his skin. This sprite hadn’t merely burst; it had detonated when the dart hit, sending a wave of electrical energy blasting out. Thistle and Eric were both momentarily stunned, but within a few seconds, they had recovered. In that time, it would have been possible for the sprites to overrun them—only, that didn’t happen.

      Largely because all of the nearby sprites had popped in the explosion.

      From further down the hall, new beings flowed in to occupy the vast gap that had appeared without warning. All thoughts of moving to melee leapt from Grumph’s mind. Attacks like that could make a genuine difference in this kind of fight, if he could figure out how to replicate the unexpected fluke. It was obvious to him that the sprite he’d struck must have had some stored lightning of its own. They were, after all, not called elemental sprites without reason. As Thistle said, each one was composed of elemental energy. Now that Grumph was paying attention, he realized the flashes of light were clues to their natures.

      Some flickered with hues of red—probably future fire elementals. Timuscor’s blade cut through one just as it was turning blue, but a darker, deeper blue than what Grumph was looking for. There were greens and purples, silvers and beiges, colors with correlations he could only make the wildest of guesses about. Then, at last, Grumph saw what he was looking for: a blue-white flash. He wasn’t sure if the explosion had occurred simply because of the hit, or whether it had been the timing of the strike.

      Luckily, there was an easy way to test for clarification now that Grumph had a sample to experiment with. Lining up his shot carefully, aware that Timuscor was on the verge of taking a step back, Grumph let the lightning dart fly. It zipped down the hallway, narrowly avoiding other sprites that moved through its path, before finally connecting with its true target.

      As it turned out, hitting right after a flash was not a crucial factor in causing the explosions. The instant his dart made contact, another boom tore forth, causing sparks along Timuscor’s armor as it turned his heap of enemies into nothing more than mist upon the ground.

      “Sorry,” Grumph called, watching Timuscor slowly shake the static from his joints. “If I cause them to detonate nearby, we’ll feel it too.”

      “A temporary inconvenience in exchange for a moment of respite. I will happily take the bargain whenever you can offer it.” Timuscor was already back in position, able to make small adjustments as the storm of sprites surged forward.

      “Considering our ability to recover from minor damage far exceeds our capacity for attacking entire areas, it is indeed a fine trade to make.” It was a very Thistle way of reminding Grumph that two of their members were paladins, so the small injuries caused by the explosions wouldn’t pile up on them.

      A flick of the eye let Grumph examine the ceiling overhead. Roughly a quarter of the rune circle was glowing now, increasing by small amounts every time a sprite was cut down. When it filled, would they be permitted to leave, or would it simply mean they had satisfied some baseline element on the competition?

      More importantly, Grumph wondered how the other groups out there were doing. Most of the guards wouldn’t be as strong as adventurers, but there would be an abundance of them. Nobles typically traveled with squadrons of guards—even Gabrielle’s parents had over a dozen with them. If they were properly equipped, numbers could make this an easier fight. Those who couldn’t damage the sprites, though… they were in for a tougher time.

      Conjuring another Spark Dart in his hand as his eyes scoured the hall for a blue-white flash, Grumph realized that this was an ability he needed. Attacking entire swaths of the battlefield at once was something no sword could manage, no matter how gifted the wielder. There were certain strategies that only magic could accomplish, ways to make himself truly useful as a caster. When he next had time, Grumph would open the spellbook Dejy provided and see what sorts of spells he could find for targeting multiple enemies at once.

      That would come much later, though. For the moment, Grumph had eyes on a blue-white flash down Timuscor’s hallway and a lightning dart crackling in his half-orc hand. A wizard’s work was never done.
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      Lord Kassaway ignored the annoying orbs bouncing off his magical shield. The rings on his and his guards’ hands were not cheap, nor was any of their equipment, but it was a price that had paid for itself countless times over. Usually, the shields created by the rings were intended as a temporary measure, buying one enough time to retreat or ward off an especially dangerous attack. Against such paltry enemies as elemental sprites, they were practically suits of armor. The inherent magic of a sprite was painful to flesh, but caused little damage on its own. The true danger of these enemies was being overwhelmed, death by a thousand strikes. With none able to destroy the barriers outright, their owners were able to funnel fresh mana into the rings, negating the damage caused.

      The only disadvantage to this tactic was that keeping the shield empowered drained their mana as the minor attacks whittled away at them. If they encountered any serious opponents, it would mean immediately falling into retreat. Lord Kassaway intended to cull the field while his guards took care of holding the circle where the attendant had placed them; an opportunity like this was too useful to pass up. Taking out any competitor would serve Lord Kassaway’s goals, but there were also a few old grudges he wouldn’t mind a chance to settle. By the time those sprites were done, any corpses would be nothing but bone and dust, making it impossible for anyone to determine how, exactly, they might have died.

      Sounds of battle reached Lord Kassaway’s ears, causing him to signal a halt. Grunts, hurried steps… cheering? It sounded like someone was watching a performance.

      “Excellent. Now the ones over there!”

      It took a moment, but soon a smile spread across Kassaway’s face as he recognized the voice of a fellow lord. The uninhibited volume and slight slur made placing it a relatively simple task; Lord Prent was not known for his silence or decorum.

      “Oh my, that trick again? I’d expected something fresh.”

      Waving the others to move again, Lord Kassaway headed toward the source of the sounds. Truth be told, he had no actual quarrel with Prent. The man was like a dog that always pissed the floor: unsightly, but until it was his floor, Kassaway saw no reason to care. This was merely an opportunity to take out another competitor, even if it was a stretch to call Lord Prent that in the first place.

      “That one seems quite perturbed at you. Perhaps it will—oh, never mind. Nicely done.”

      Shifting around a corner, Lord Kassaway expected the hall to be thick with sprites, annoyances he’d have to try and peer through. Instead, what met his eyes nearly made the noble leap back, which would have caused quite the clatter, since his guards were already directly behind him.

      A virtually empty hallway stretched before him. The few sprites in it were trying to escape the streaking blades of a single man dressed in the simple attire of an attendant. Yet his movements were sublime, every turn and twist an act of precision as he leapt through the air, artfully wiping out three of the fleeing sprites. More were entering from the very turn Lord Kassaway peered around, and with a quick motion, the man mumbled under his breath and pointed his sword in their general direction. Half the sprites burst instantly, which explained how the hall was so empty, while opening up an entirely new set of questions.

      Before the man could fully turn, Lord Kassaway yanked his head back around the corner. Were it just the single combatant, even one demonstrating such skill, he might have pressed on. His own guards were not lacking talent, and while one-on-one they might not match such skill, there was no reason to fight that way when he had the advantage of numbers. In truth, it was not the man he now recognized as Lord Prent’s butler that caused Lord Kassaway to turn back.

      Raw power was one thing, a known variable that could be accounted for. Far stranger was what Lord Prent himself had been doing. With a glass of wine still in hand, the half-drunk noble was sitting on the other side of their circle, directly in the path of another hall that should have been feeding more sprites into their position. Except the sprites weren’t advancing, nor were they striking barriers like the ones around Lord Kassaway and his guards.

      They were fleeing. Battling to fly from Lord Prent as fast as they could, even as the sprites at the rear were attempting to push forward. Sprites might be intangible to objects and people, but they were quite real to one another. Their retreat was causing the entire hallway to become a locked-up, writhing mess.

      Swords and magic, a powerful underling—Lord Kassaway understood all that. Whatever kind of power Lord Prent had to make the elemental sprites react like that, Lord Kassaway held no desire to uncover. Part of being a successful hunter was knowing when the prize wasn’t worth the risk. Wordlessly, he motioned for the others to turn back.

      Best to go searching for some easier prey.
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      By the time their rune circle was halfway full of glowing light, the party had fallen into a rhythm. Timuscor would defend one side, while Thistle and Eric held the other, and Grumph hunted for a sprite with lightning energy to target. Whenever he found one, the wizard would call a short warning, and then fire. The blast would momentarily clear out one of the halls, while also adding a substantial bump of light to the circle, permitting the defenders to briefly rest. Grumph’s eyes would shift to the other hall to search for a new target, and the process repeated. They might have had a harder time of it if the lightning sprites were in short supply, but the fact was, with so many of the damned things, some were bound to be carrying the necessary charge.

      Sitting in the backline, experiencing a rare view of the battlefield, was a place Gabrielle never typically found herself. As she watched her team fight, Gabrielle was struck by just how far they’d all come since first setting out on their journey.

      Her friends were strong. Not by the highest standards they’d seen—none of them was ready to take on an ancient dragon or apply for residence in Notch. But they had fought a dragon, even if it was young. They’d battled and clawed their way through multiple kingdoms, living the perilous life of adventurers, and from her new vantage point, Gabrielle could better appreciate how much the experiences had changed them. Even now, lacking much of their equipment and limiting how much power they used, the group had successfully built a defensive formation against a literal flood of enemies with barely any notice.

      Once Grumph had found the lightning trick, any lingering worries for the party’s safety were blown away like so many sprites. The truth of the matter was that for nobles and their guards, this was undeniably a taxing and terrifying experience. But to adventurers, it was just another hurdle to overcome. While not necessarily an easy one, the parameters of the test offered plenty of advantages, like the hallways themselves. Were the sprites not being funneled, and thus permitted to attack on all sides, the battle would be far fiercer, and more dangerous.

      The same most likely couldn’t be said for her parents, though. Now that she knew the battle was under control, Gabrielle was ready to focus on finding her family. Unfortunately, she wasn’t quite sure how she’d fare wading through a literal sea of sprites, and getting herself killed wasn’t going to help anyone. She needed the others to come, as well; Grumph’s dart-explosion technique was just about the only way to advance quickly.

      And she was certain they would follow when she asked… after the circle was filled. Gabrielle was indeed worried her parents might be in danger, but they knew Madroria’s situation, and about the angry god striving to hurt her, to say nothing of the barbarian’s own divinely appointed task. Falling out of the contest, losing their chance at Kalzidar’s priest—it just wasn’t an option. They’d have to search for her parents once the task was done.

      Suddenly, there was a break in the pattern. Eric and Thistle’s hallway had just been cleared, giving the gnome enough time to covertly place a hand on Eric’s elbow. The flicker of healing light was hard to catch amidst the mist and chaos, making it appear as though he were merely steadying a friend.

      No sooner was he healed than Eric’s eyes widened. He snapped his fingers once, managing to get Thistle and Grumph’s attention. Timuscor was out of their line of sight due to the hallway positioning and was busy hacking away at sprites, anyway. Eric tapped his ears, then pointed down the hall he and Thistle were defending, where a fresh wave of flashing spheres was already surging closer. He held up five fingers, then made a gesture like two fingers were legs walking carefully.

      Quietly. Sneakily.

      Someone was trying to creep up on them while they were busy with the sprites. That was concerning, and meant they’d need to change tactics quickly if they didn’t want Grumph’s abilities to be discovered. More interesting to Gabrielle was the fact that someone could sneak through all of this in the first place, though. They had some manner of moving through the sprites without being hurt, and for five of them to manage meant it was either an ability one person was using for the whole group, or more likely, a boon granted from some sort of item. If Gabrielle could get hold of such an object, she might be able to go find her family without waiting for the others.

      Despite the warning, there was little to be changed. They couldn’t alter the overall configurations; it took all they had to keep the hallways blocked, especially with Grumph holding back on the Spark Darts. Until they knew what they were facing, it was too risky to make the first move. The mystery group could easily be some observers from the Ardranes, doing rounds to make sure everyone was playing fair. The intuition of experience told her otherwise, but Gabrielle was open to being pleasantly surprised.

      By the time the visitors arrived, Gabrielle too could hear the soft thuds of their steps and shifts in their armor. She wasn’t usually clearheaded enough in battle to catch such subtle details—the cost of her fury’s power was the way in which it narrowed her focus. Tonight, she could practically position them in her mind, focusing on the hiss of their whispers, the clank of their armor, the clatter of a bow.

      Wait… a bow?

      Too late, Gabrielle realized their plan. Elemental sprites were insubstantial, meaning that they could move through unenchanted objects. Or, put another way, unenchanted objects like arrows would be entirely unhindered by their presence. No matter how thick the swarm looked, a mundane arrow could fly right through, concealed by the sprites until it emerged—which it did now, cutting a small gash in Thistle’s shoulder as it hit.

      The arrow landed near Gabrielle’s feet, red tip glistening in the light of the rune circle. It should have bounced off Thistle’s armor; except, he wasn’t wearing any because of the stupid role he’d been forced into. Already, Gabrielle could feel the anger building, as well as the mana expanding her muscles, waiting to be used. These bastards weren’t even going to fight them, probably didn’t even know who they were. They would hang back, using the sprites as cover, firing blind until enough lucky shots connected. Either Gabrielle’s party broke and ran—abandoning the contest, as well—or they were picked off one shot at a time.

      Worse, they had no real means of fighting back against that strategy. Thistle’s daggers were enchanted, so they’d be blocked by the sprites when he tried to throw them. Even if they weren’t, hurling his blades blindly down the alley wasn’t likely to do much more than tire out the gnome’s arms. Eric’s crossbow was tucked away with the rest of his rogue equipment, not that one bow against five was a steep improvement. Timuscor only fought using melee, and Grumph’s magic had the same issue as using enchanted weapons. He’d never be able to reach their opponents with a wall of sprites blocking the way.

      Four more arrows followed the first, one thumping into the chest of Eric’s leather armor while the rest missed entirely. A little higher and the shot might have caught Eric in his unprotected cheek, or worse.

      Fury demanded Gabrielle step forward, but she fought it off, determined not to lose her sense of reason. That didn’t mean she intended to let her friends sit there and die, however.

      “Grumph, I need you to clear the hallway, and then some. Keep the explosions coming and don’t worry about me.” Within her, Gabrielle felt Ovrium stirring. Hate in her heart turned to a thirst for retribution—exactly what the axe wanted—and she felt no shortage of the emotion toward whatever faceless cowards that attacked her friends.

      Reaching down, she grabbed the skirt of her fine dress, silently hoping Dejy had a magic to repair the borrowed garment. Ripping through the material was too easy with her strength. She carefully opened up slits in the sides. With a few test steps, Gabrielle confirmed she had improved her legs’ range of motion. Then she fell into position. Legs bunched up, torso down, feet planted; it was like so many of the Maplebark Fall Festivals where she, Eric, and the other children of the town had sprinted around the orchard. Gabrielle had never won those races, but then, she also hadn’t possessed undead strength and the fury of a barbarian coursing through her.

      When the explosion came, she was ready. Letting the anger in, Gabrielle felt her legs flood with mana, increasing her strength substantially. Paired with her existing undead augmentations, it meant that the starting leap she took forward carried Gabrielle past Thistle and Eric and halfway toward the approaching wall of sprites.

      Between her advancement in position and the wiped-out chunk of sprites, Gabrielle could get a look at their attackers for the first time. All of them were covered in shimmering light, presumably some sort of shield to keep the sprites at bay. They also wore matching expressions of shock; clearly none were expecting a huge chunk of their cover to suddenly explode into mist. Only one of those surprised faces struck Gabrielle as familiar, a noble she’d seen at the dinner. They hadn’t spoken or interacted; this was most likely just a crime of opportunity. Knowing that this murderer could have come for anyone, including her family, was the last straw.

      By the time her feet found a rhythm on the ground, Gabrielle had fully given herself over to fury. She raced toward the approaching sprites, no longer concerned with the petty pain they might cause her compared to threat of the enemies waiting behind them. When the section she was approaching exploded in a wave of electrical energy, Gabrielle never even missed a step. She felt the tingle wash over her, yet there was no sense of discoordination in her limbs. The same couldn’t be said for the archers, whose shots went into the walls and floors as their arms were surprised by the unexpected blast around them.

      The noble watched her with interest, but not worry. Why should he be concerned? All he saw was a young woman racing toward him with a frenzied glare. She had no weapon in hand, no armor to defend with; after the first arrow they landed, she would be helpless as the sprites overtook her. It was exactly the sort of reaction she was hoping for, one that would let her make full use of Ovrium’s hidden status.

      One more blast opened up the way between Gabrielle and the archers, energy striking their shields without penetrating. Making matters worse, they weren’t surprised this time, and their arrows flew true to their target. Thanks to a few quick steps, Gabrielle managed to avoid two of the three that were heading for her body, the lone successful shaft slicing across her ribs. What little pain there was felt distant and brief. Gabrielle charged onward undeterred, ignoring the scrambling guards who hurried to load new arrows into their bows.

      Only the noble didn’t bother. He was reaching for a short sword sheathed at his side, realizing the time for ranged strikes was now past. There was no care in his movement, however; the wild-eyed woman running toward him apparently still presented no cause for concern.

      Without breaking stride, Gabrielle raised her arms up, locking her elbows in front of her nose and mouth. It appeared as though she were protecting her face, and if any of the guards noticed that her hands were held at curious angles, the detail didn’t demand immediate attention.

      Her fellow noble had his dagger half-drawn when Gabrielle suddenly surged forward, putting an extra burst of strength into a step as she pushed off. It looked for all the world like she would collide with the man, likely bouncing off the shimmering energy around him the same as the sprites and Grumph’s spell did.

      “Ovrium.” She didn’t need to speak the name. It simply seemed right in the moment: calling to her partner, beckoning for it to join the fray. In an instant, the axe was there, perfectly in position thanks to the angle of her hands. Facing a target who hadn’t realized he needed to defend against an up-close axe-strike, there was nothing in her way except that shimmering shield.

      With the leadup of her run, Gabrielle had built substantial momentum on top of the undead fury empowering her arms. It made the swing wilder, and more powerful, than anything she could normally manage. That was why she’d gotten close: to ensure that she’d hit some piece of the other noble, no matter what.

      Still, he never appeared concerned, even when the weapon appeared. No doubt he expected the shield to save him. Magic was indeed a powerful tool that could turn the tide of many battles, but there was danger in leaning on it too much. Items could be lost, enchantments could be broken, and seemingly impregnable defenses could fall to the right counter ability.

      For example, an axe capable of cutting through magic.

      There was no discernable resistance as Gabrielle swung, not from the shield, the throat, or the spine. Before the magic had fully finished fizzling away, the noble’s head had landed, rolling to a stop beside a now-trembling archer.

      Turning, Gabrielle flicked the blood from her axe and selected her next target. Sprites were already bursting forward to fill the gap left by Grumph’s explosions. Soon, they’d overrun the position entirely.

      She was going to have to finish this quickly.
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      There were few benefits to being a rural noble with little standing, but one among them was the need for function. Many of those in attendance had brought guards who lived with them, guards who stayed in luxurious manors and had the time and space to hone their skills on training grounds between the rare true entanglement. Guards from smaller towns were not nearly so pampered; with adventurers wandering through and monsters sniffing around for meals, there was never a shortage of work to be done. True, the threats were usually small, rarely worse than the monster equivalent of a fox, but they were constant.

      That was why all of Klert’s men were wielding weapons of magic. Not enchanted with sharpness or speed, these swords had been worked with a magic to make them extra durable and self-repairing. It was an enchantment designed with function in mind, but the fact that it allowed them to cut through sprites was a welcome boon indeed.

      Sending hurried directions, Hurmic guided the guards, shifting them to rest and holding positions as they worked to defend the two hallway entrances. Thanks to their numbers, it was relatively easy to keep rotating people as their arms tired, and the backline cut through those few sprites that made it past. It was comforting to Klert, even as his heart filled with ever more panic.

      “We need to find her,” he said yet again, earning a pat on the top of his head from Elzaben. “She’s got so few with her, and only two of them are guards.”

      “I’m worried too, darling, but we can’t go rushing down the halls. Fighting our way through these numbers would take days, even if we knew where to look.”

      Resisting the urge to grind his teeth—barely—Klert glared at the countless orbs cutting him off from his daughter. It had been one thing when he thought this would be some game or contest; never had Klert imagined the Ardranes would expose their guests to such overt danger. Although, were he to take a moment and reflect, Klert might have been forced to remember that he had chosen to leave the protection they provided.

      “For what it’s worth, I think they’ll be fine.” Veria was quietly working in the corner, sewing a piece of fabric not yet formed enough to hint at its eventual shape. “We all saw that Timuscor fellow fight, and if they’ve been surviving on their own for this long, then I can’t imagine some sprites would be enough to do them in.”

      All who were present pretended not to notice the wince from Hurmic at the mention of that name; the head of the guard had made no mention of the prior night’s defeat.

      Tilting her head and wrinkling her nose, Veria looked down the hallway to her right, which was blocked by guards endlessly cutting down the assault of sprites. “Did you all hear something?”

      Klert and Elzaben both stared into the sea of sprites, unable to discern anything other than mist and orbs. Neither could hear much over the grunts and swings of their defenders, although this battle lacked the sound of impact. No metal rang against metal, or sword sliced through flesh; the sprites simply popped and dissolved, never making so much as a whisper at their end.

      “Nothing,” Elzaben eventually replied.

      “Must have been some echoes playing tricks on me.” Veria shook her head, as if clearing out the phantom sounds. “My point was, I think it’s best we have faith in them and focus on those currently fighting for us. Though I suppose I won’t have much call to do emergency stitching against this sort of enemy.”

      Badly as Klert wanted to rush in and hunt for Gabrielle, Veria was correct. Getting themselves or their employees hurt would only hinder what aid they could offer in the future, and right now, there was simply no way to leave the rune circle where they stood.

      From his pocket, Klert lifted a silver rod. At a thought, it twisted to life, bending and stretching until Klert was holding a gleaming poleaxe with a blade that looked sharp enough to cut stone. Due to his height and build, Klert never held ambitions for the sword. Up close, he was at too many disadvantages, which was why he’d learned to fight at a distance. A poleaxe held a great many uses, one of his favorites being the ability to land strikes before enemies could draw close.

      The weapon Klert held was one of the most expensive items he owned, a true, magical implement that could be kept always at the ready. Hands covered in calluses gripped the weapon and brought it into position. Klert was not like the nobles in safe cities whose blades were for show. He carried a weapon because sometimes one was called for, and those were not occasions where the town mayor shied away.

      With a thrust, he took down one of the countless sprites. Its place was soon filled by another. So be it. He didn’t really expect to make a huge difference, but this was an excellent outlet for the frustration building at being unable to check on Gabrielle. More importantly, it could give the guards a second or two of breathing room. Even with rests, they were tiring, and every little bit he could help would be worth the effort.

      After all, the willingness to embrace hard work was another advantage of being a rural noble.
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      Two hallways over, the sprites were rapidly corroding nearly a dozen corpses. The group had started out in high spirits, buoyed by the ease with which their sorcerer conjured a magical wind to push the sprites away. Not many could afford to keep a magic user among their guards, but when it paid off, the coin was never missed. Together, they’d made their way through the halls, guided by a tracking spell.

      It was impossible to know who felt it first. They were professionals, and as professionals were not going to complain about something as silly as stomach pain. If one had eaten too much at dinner, they had only themselves to blame. Then someone vomited, and who among them broke that seal was instantly irrelevant, as everyone else quickly followed suit.

      Only then did realization hit, seeing the sickness in one another’s eyes. This many people didn’t happen to get ill at once. Unfortunately, by then, it was much too late. Hurriedly, they grabbed the sorcerer, desperate for a mystical cure, only to find him pale and unconscious. Worse, the wind began to die away.

      It was the noble who lasted the longest. Thanks to his excellent tutors and an array of magical items, the man was hardier than any of his guards, a fact which bought him roughly five more steps before he came crashing to the ground, causing the sound that would reach Veria’s ears.

      Rasping, hands clutching to grab the stone and move forward, he refused to accept this ending. Not here, not for him. No battle, no grandeur, not even an understanding of what had happened. This couldn’t be right. Something would give. He’d find a way to triumph in the end.

      When the last of the wind gave out, the sprites that were kept at bay swarmed over the dead bodies, their energy eroding them bit by bit.

      By the time the contest was over, there would be barely enough left of Earl Codderfon and his men to determine who they were, let alone what had caused their deaths.
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      The scream brought Gabrielle up short. It was inhuman, absolute terror contained within, and coming from only a few feet away. One of the guards who’d been with the noble she just beheaded was staring at her in unadulterated panic, backing away and stumbling in the process, bow shaking in his hand as he held it defensively.

      For the first time since she’d seen her friends hurt, true clarity broke through and Gabrielle realized the direness of her situation. She’d left the formation entirely, was going to be overrun by sprites shortly, and had just executed a man without so much as a word of warning. That part didn’t bother her too much; once someone fired arrows at her head, the situation was kill or be killed. The trouble was, she’d done it by drawing Ovrium, who still thrummed in her hands, hungry to be used.

      Which meant her pallor of life was gone, so the guards had just watched a noble woman transform into an undead while calling for an axe and killing their boss. Whether it was the axe or her own instincts, a voice whispered quietly to Gabrielle, telling her a truth she very much didn’t want to hear.

      If there were witnesses, the lie would be undone.

      They’d been trying to kill her too, but it was hard to hold on to that sense of righteous indignation as the four archers backpedaled, fear abundant in their eyes as the shimmering shield around them flickered in and out.

      Flickering… the shields hadn’t done that before. Glancing at the corpse she’d just created, Gabrielle saw the last twitches of life fading away from the body that had lost its head so suddenly, it hadn’t received the order to die. On the left hand was a glowing ring, one that was flickering at the same time as the shields.

      Realization hit, and she spun to the archers, stepping toward them. “Wait!” Well-intentioned as it might have been, that step was all it took to break their thinning resolve. The archers turned and ran, barreling toward the impending wave of sprites and sealing their fates.

      Rings that granted magical barriers were incredibly expensive; even for a noble, it would be a daunting cost to outfit all of his guards with such items. Connective rings were tools that could be matched to more powerful items, sharing their enchantment. They were far cheaper, but with a few key drawbacks, like the copied version always being inferior to the original.

      More importantly in that moment was the fact that the connective rings only worked when the original item was activated. With its wielder dead, none of their shields would hold. The flickering barriers fully popped and fizzled away seconds before the archers hit the surging sprites, which Gabrielle took as a small mercy.

      They likely didn’t live long enough to suffer.

      Not eager to join them, Gabrielle turned to flee, then paused. She was fairly certain hauling around the body of a noble was asking for trouble, but the adventurer in her wouldn’t let useful loot go unclaimed. Grabbing his wrist, she yanked on the ring she’d seen glowing, then thought again and took all the jewelry from his hands. Four of the rings came free, while the one she knew was magical remained wedged on his finger, locked by some lingering spell. A shame to pass on it, but Gabrielle still had four others. Even if they were mundane, the jewelry could be sold off to pay for supplies, a fund that always needed refilling.

      Tucking the rings into a pocket on her dress, Gabrielle released Ovrium and started to run. Unlike before, she was heading back toward her friends, aware of the shrinking distance between her and the sprites.

      Narrowing her gaze to a target ahead of her, Gabrielle tried to focus on the muscles in her legs. They were pushing hard, shoving her forward with incredible force, but it was nothing like the speed that Leomar moved with. If they were both using the same tactic, why was he able to move so quickly, while Gabrielle seemed to have hit her limit at a far slower pace? She concentrated, feeling the ebb and flow of power in her body. Despite her thighs and calves being swollen with might from the mana she poured into them, Gabrielle realized that the energy was fading, and had been ever since the scream broke through her fury.

      Maybe that was the difference: the ability to hang onto cohesive thought while augmenting one’s muscles. She couldn’t see how it would make that much difference, but it was evident there were aspects to this tactic still outside her knowledge. Thankfully, her current legs were up to the task, especially once Grumph hurled a dart behind her and set off another explosion. With the extra breathing room, she was able to leap past Eric and Thistle, coming to rest within the circle of runes once more.

      Part of her wanted to stop and process what had just happened, the life she’d taken along with the four others her actions had ended. Killing people wasn’t like fighting monsters; Gabrielle wasn’t able to brush it off, and feared for the day when she could. Much as she might have wanted that moment, what she needed was to know her family was safe.

      Dropping down into a crouch, Gabrielle produced the four pilfered rings and started looking them. There was a slender chance they might magic to offer, perhaps an enchantment to let Gabrielle search for her parents.

      So absorbed was she in looking at the rings, Gabrielle didn’t even notice when the circle finished filling up, though she certainly caught the flash of light and what came next.
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      “Chalara, keep those fires burning! Timanuel, give up on the weapon and use your shield as a swatter! Wimberly, we need that acid shooter now, or they’re going to overwhelm us!”

      As a forest warrior, Gelthorn felt at peace in the wilds. When they had received the mysterious missive and ventured through the portal, she had been apprehensive, fearful this would be yet another excursion into the damnable lands of so-called “civilization.” And while they were in search of a city, it was one of magic and myth, appearing seemingly at random, which meant, until they succeeded, much of their time would be spent outdoors.

      She’d even been filled with tentative joy as the nearby townsfolk explained that if they sought to enter the disappearing city, their first task would be to catch a glimpse of their target. Armed with camping supplies and an enchanted eyeglass with which to magically examine the appearing town, all provided by the town mayor, they’d set off to enjoy a night under the stars. Only a scant few hours later, and Gelthorn found herself aware of how dire the situation was by acknowledging one simple truth.

      As the swarm of popsquitos dove low, she dearly wished her party had the protection of a roof and walls. Her swords and arrows were near useless against swarms, but Gelthorn had encountered them in the forests of her youth and knew one tactic that always proved effective. With a two-handed grip on an old buckler pulled from the depths of her magical Sack of Containment, Gelthorn swung the shield right through the swarm, managing to smash a few dozen in the process. Unfortunately, that amount barely mattered compared to what they were facing, and what was worse, one of the popsquitoes managed a bite on her wrist.

      Immediately, the insect started to swell. Much as Gelthorn wanted to drop her shield and knock it away, there wasn’t time. In seconds, the popsquito had swollen itself to the point of near-bursting, and then it crossed the threshold. Blood sprayed out as its body exploded, scattering to the winds and staining Gelthorn’s arm, making her a more tempting target.

      Popsquitos were aptly named: bugs that would suck the blood from a body until they literally burst. The airborne blood would call out to more of its kind, drawing them in to drain the source dry. Gelthorn once heard an elder’s conjecture that the popsquito eggs must also be released in this process, as otherwise, they had no known mating cycle, yet had failed to die out, despite the efforts of many. Until this evening, Gelthorn had only encountered them in story and small swarms.

      Now, the air practically teemed with the hungry monsters. No wonder the people of the town didn’t want to come use this eyeglass on their own, not with this infestation claiming the land. From the gates of the city, Gelthorn noticed billowing green clouds rising from the fires, presumably some sort of popsquito deterrent to keep them from migrating inside. Thinking back, there had been clues that something was amiss, such as the vendor really pushing insect-repelling herbs. At the time, Gelthorn had misread it as someone who desperately wanted to make a sale; only now did she realize the worry had been for her and her party.

      Still, it wasn’t as if they were defenseless. Swords and arrows might be ineffective against swarms, but that was where magic like Chalara’s shined. No sooner had the buzzing of untold wings reached their ears than Chalara had begun casting, weaving several walls of fire around the party to ensure they wouldn’t be instantly overwhelmed. Between the countless bug corpses that sizzled against her walls and the occasional fireballs detonating in the deeper parts of the swarm, Chalara was running far ahead of the others on total kill count.

      But Wimberly was looking to even things up as she put the final twists on her latest device, one forged from dire need and Wimberly’s growing surplus of ready materials. Pipes ran to and fro, connecting various tanks, nozzles, and devices entirely of Wimberly’s creation, none of which made any sense to Gelthorn. Gadgeteers were to casters as casters were to those with no magic; what they did seemed wholly impossible and bizarre. Yet it worked. Little faith as Gelthorn had in the seemingly random assortment of metal that had been assembled, she had almost total trust in her teammate. The almost was there simply because… well, sometimes the creations of gadgeteers didn’t quite work as expected.

      “Get down and over to me!” Wimberly yelled, all the warning there was time for before she turned a series of valves.

      The device before her suddenly shot up. Claw-like metal feet dug into the ground, supporting a thick metal pole that extended vertically from the base. Timanuel gave one last swat, then dove for the device, tearing up hunks of grass with his armor in the process. Gelthorn hunkered down with far more grace, pulling her body as near to the pole as possible. Chalara was the last to arrive; she’d been mid-cast and opted to finish up rather than let the mana be wasted. Her fireball was near enough to warm them all briefly before the sorceress plopped down next to Gelthorn, visibly spent.

      A grinding and churning filled the air as the device finally clicked into action, spurts of purple-green liquid firing off from the multitude of nozzles that had been fixed in place. More liquid followed, covering new angles as the swarm attempted to move in closer. No sooner had the first popsquito touched the liquid than it fell. The swarm was too thick for it to reach the ground unimpeded though, and as it fell, each bug the popsquito touched joined the descent.

      Around the party, it rained poison and popsquito in equal measure, Wimberly’s acid shooter providing constant cover from the seeming endless assault. Getting back to town would be a pain if the bugs didn’t eventually scatter, but before they could even consider a retreat, there was still a task that needed attending.

      “Chalara, once you’ve recovered enough mana, we should ready that eyeglass for when the town appears. I can’t imagine any of us want to do this again tomorrow.”

      The shudders that met Gelthorn’s words were an unspoken, unanimous agreement. Even if they were momentarily safe, it was disconcerting to sit under a font of death, watching countless lives instantly snuffed out, too aware of just how easily one wrong choice could lead them to the same fate as the piles of insect corpses forming around them.
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      The room was not as lavish as many they had been in thus far; however, one needed only take note of the craft and materials used for the walls and fixtures to know it was a place of power. As teleportations went, the transfer was rather gentle. An inexperienced mage would have left those moving through space with twisted stomachs, at the very least, but other than the flash of light, there was no indication that they’d changed locations until their surroundings came into view.

      Seats ran along the edges of the room, benches crafted from gold and velvet shoved to the side like so much debris in the way. Light came not from torches, but glowing stones spaced out at key intervals across the ceiling. Along the walls were tapestries of the Ardrane family crest, some also featuring depictions of the Astrafrond. Standing at the rear of the room was a single figure, smiling placidly as she waited for them to get their bearings.

      Shaken from the sudden change, Timuscor started forward, only to be halted by a hand from Thistle as he motioned to the waiting figure. Together, the pair stepped to Gabrielle’s side, helping her up from her crouched position on the floor. At least her axe was already put away, meaning she once again had blonde hair and a flush in her skin.

      Taking a moment to steady herself, Gabrielle turned to address their greeter, as only she had position to do so.

      “Amtrinae Ardrane.” Gabrielle offered their host a brief bow. “Am I to take this to mean we have succeeded, or failed?”

      The barest touch of a smile was hinted at by the edges of Amtrinae’s mouth as she motioned for everyone to approach. “If what you have offered represents failure, then the mind reels at what would be demanded for success.” They drew close and her head shook, perhaps accompanied by a thought of laughter.

      “The offering you presented was both robust and timely. While not the first to finish, you did so at an excellent pace. Curiously so, I must admit, seeing as you possess only the two guards, an attendant, and a porter. Far fewer than most others in attendance.” Amtrinae’s eyes danced across the party, spending extra moments on Thistle and Grumph. “Although there are certainly no rules barring you from employing those with multiple talents.”

      “Offering?” The word came unbidden, because had Gabrielle remembered her situation, she certainly would have stifled it.

      Thankfully, Amtrinae seemed to expect such a question. “As with all plants, the Astrafrond must be fed to bear fruit. In these days before it blooms, the energy it consumes increases exponentially. Sprites are excellent collections of unformed elemental energy, which will nourish and replenish the Astrafrond as it endeavors to bloom. Tonight, you have earned the right to move forward in competing for one of the seeds by helping to ensure that very prize will be produced.”

      “So the tree and the sprites are both food for the other,” Gabrielle surmised. “I assume the circles were part of the collection somehow?”

      “A specialized series of enchantments to make sure none of the energy is lost,” Amtrinae confirmed. “As well as offering a minor shield, and a teleportation array once the task was complete.”

      Managing to hold a stoic face, Gabrielle forced the words off her tongue as casually as she could manage. “But what if one of my people had been outside the circle at the time when we finished?”

      “That would be most unfortunate, and why our attendant cautioned you against leaving. Without the rune’s protection or any backup, it is unlikely that one left behind would survive. Though if they did, they would of course be welcome to continue competing.”

      “Okay… okay.” Letting go of her detached demeanor, Gabrielle deflated slightly and released a weary sigh. “I’m sorry. We are grateful to have survived and continue on, I just… my family is out there, and Father is the type to jump in too deep if he thinks it’s needed. If this breaks the contest’s protocol, then forgive my ignorance, but I have to ask: are you able to check in on them? Even just knowing how they are faring might help put my mind at ease.”

      The display of vulnerability earned Gabrielle a gentle pat on the shoulder from Amtrinae, whose expression remained serene. “Sadly, the influx of sprites makes attempts at scrying all but impossible; they are a river of fluctuating magic that would tear apart any spells of seeing. What I can sense is the rate at which each circle is sending offerings, and the pace your parents are setting is not one of a group in danger.”

      “Thank you so much. That truly helps to hear.” Gabrielle offered up a blazing smile, lowering her head in gratitude to Amtrinae. “Still, I’ll only be sincerely relaxed once I’ve laid eyes on my parents again. Would it be possible for us to rest nearby until they arrive?”

      “Given the speed with which they are making their offering, I don’t expect you’ll have to wait long for them to join you. In the next room, you will find more food and water to help with recovery. Ale and wine can be provided upon request, though I would encourage you not to let your people celebrate too deeply into their cups.”

      There came a shadow of something more in Amtrinae’s eyes at that, a danger stirring in those entrancing pools. “After all, tomorrow, the game continues.”
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      To no one’s surprise, Amtrinae proved correct. It was less than fifteen minutes later that Klert, Elzaben, and Veria were led into the antechamber by Hurmic and their guards. The group looked exhausted, far worse than Gabrielle’s own, but their number remained undiminished. None of their staff had died, even if some of the guards appeared nearer to that line than was preferable.

      The reunion was excited yet brief. Hugs were exchanged and thanks to the gods were voiced, but there was no talk of merriment or celebrating their survival. Out of danger, exhaustion hung over most of them like a thick cloud. Gabrielle was unbothered thanks to her undead endurance, and the adventurers were more accustomed to long fights, but the event had been draining on all accounts.

      Assured that Gabrielle and Eric’s parents were safe, Gabrielle’s team accepted the guidance of one of the Ardrane staff waiting outside the door to lead them back to their rooms. It hadn’t escaped notice that at no point were they ever being taught how to navigate the manor on their own; without a guide, they’d be lost in seconds—one of the many hurdles they still needed to work around. Were a speedy exit from the manor required, they wouldn’t be able to afford wasting hours wandering the halls.

      The walk was largely silent, broken only by Gabrielle inquiring to make sure they were safe from the sprites. After a speedy reassurance that this area of the manor was heavily warded, and seeing no floating orbs to disprove that notion, they finished the journey in silence, arriving at their quarters quickly.

      Ready as most were to collapse upon arrival, the figure waiting for them inside with a heavy scowl gave them a start. Even the attendant looked uncertain at the presence waiting in the large seating area. Before she could ask a question or object, Dejy snapped off an order without making eye contact.

      “Leave us. Your employers already know I am here and why. I have matters to discuss with this group. Matters regarding a particularly loud boar in the stables that they are going to find a way to quiet down, lest I forget my limitations as a guest on this estate.”

      Without a second glance, the attendant all but vanished, slinking down the hall in total silence. There would be double-checking to be sure the Ardranes did in fact know he was in another guest’s chambers, but she had no intent of arguing with an archmage, especially without at least an army for backup.

      No sooner had the door shut than Dejy’s demeanor melted away to reveal his casual countenance. “How ridiculous do people think archmages really are? I complained about a pig grunting and the staff looked like they thought I was going to turn them into bats.”

      “How is Mr. Peppers?” Timuscor asked. He hadn’t been able to visit since that morning; it was the longest he’d been away from his boar since they’d first become partners.

      “See for yourself. He’s part of why I stopped in.” Dejy held open the sleeve of his robe, pulling it far wider than the fabric should have allowed. It fell all the way to the ground, and out of the opening bounded Mr. Peppers. He bolted over to Timuscor, who happily embraced his friend before taking a more careful look.

      Tapping the golden band around Mr. Peppers’ right tusk, Timuscor looked up at Dejy questioningly. “Has being around the finery of nobles given him an interest in accessories?”

      “More that us being around nobles gave me an interest in his ability to utilize them,” Dejy countered. “Wasn’t easy to get a ring onto one of those tusks, let me tell you; took a good part of my afternoon tweaking the resizing magic to work on a body part other than fingers.”

      Hearing the loud thuds of hoof on stone, Eric suppressed a sigh. “I really hope it conceals him from the Ardranes, because I don’t think they’ll be happy about us bringing an animal into these chambers.”

      Clearly the words were a half-formed joke, yet Dejy nodded all the same. “There is formidable protection from observation magic, but to be safe, that’s also why I came while the sprites were active. That much chaotic energy would shred scrying attempts.”

      Dejy crossed the room to Timuscor and Mr. Peppers, tapping lightly on the ring. “The primary purpose of this ring, the whole reason I created it, is to expand Mr. Peppers’ natural divine camouflage. Ever since you told me about your journey and that unique trait, the idea has been percolating in the back of my mind. It took me quite a bit of doing, let me tell you; the weaving of that magic is beyond anything I’ve ever seen. My original goal was to replicate it, but just managing the extension took every trick I know.”

      “Hold on.” Thistle almost started forward, not quite sure he believed what Dejy was saying. “You mean, the way Grumble can’t see him?”

      “I mean the way gods can’t see him,” Dejy corrected. “While Mr. Peppers is wearing that ring, we should be free of eavesdropping, be it from magical or divine sources.”

      The shock of what they were hearing stunned all but Timuscor into silence, as he was busy muttering kind words to Mr. Peppers while scratching the boar under the chin.

      Seizing one of the luxurious chairs, Dejy pulled up a seat and conjured a mug from seemingly thin air. “Now then, since we’ve got some privacy, tell me how your night went. Because frankly, once you all left, dinner turned downright boring, and after a day cooped up working on magic, I could use some entertainment.”
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        * * *

      

      Bit by bit, the flow of elemental sprites slowed. The energy that had made up the countless semi-formed beings flowed along the conduits of the manor, most winding down deep into the vault where a plant unlike any other sat, surrounded by inscribed pillars and a half-dozen intricately carved statues.

      Along the runes it flowed, to the dirt beneath the stark white trunk, into the hungry roots greedily sucking from the area’s ambient power. Yet not all the energy took this path. Some was channeled into an arcane array in another section of the manor, empowering a rune that would begin repelling the sprites. Without it, the orbs would be a constant nuisance, flitting about long past when their purpose was served. This way, the tree was fed and the matter settled.

      Next, the ground would need to be cleared for the upcoming day’s event. That would come through the night, however. As energy entered the repelling rune, the arcane symbol’s strength grew, steadily driving more and more sprites from the grounds. Every sprite that fell helped to send its brethren back.

      From a balcony, Amtrinae watched as the magic sprang to life, ensuring everything went as it should. Too many mages made the mistake of hubris, believing their work to be infallible. In truth, Amtrinae was not immune to this tendency, as a few partially melted items from her past could attest. But on this front, she denied all pleadings of her ego. The annual task of the Astrafrond simply carried too high of stakes.

      One mistake was all it would take: one error in the sequence of events needed to produce the seeds and a chain of unbroken harvest reaching back nearly to the days of Thessily Ardrane herself would be severed, dissolving the bargain that kept their family safe in the process. That was why Amtrinae oversaw this seemingly trivial detail, just as Leomar was attending to tasks technically below his station. Pride and position were irrelevant against stakes such as these; all that mattered was results.

      The Astrafrond would bear its seeds, or the Ardrane family would be ended. Therefore, the harvest must succeed. Amtrinae would make certain of it.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they’d finished recapping their battle to Dejy, he’d produced a few more of the mugs and handed them around. Only Timuscor and Grumph had no interest. Shaking his head, the archmage finished off his current glass, then swirled the mug, causing it to refill. “They’re playing dirtier than I expected. Opportunities like tonight… they don’t come around often for nobles. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s part of the draw to some of them.”

      “A chance to fight sprites?” Timuscor was now brushing Mr. Peppers, using a comb certainly intended for the fine hair of an aristocrat, though it worked just as well on a boar.

      It was Gabrielle who answered. For some strange reason, she felt a responsibility to admit the failings of nobles, despite never really considering herself among them. “What we just walked through was a chance for major shakeups through assassination. Normally, bumping off another noble of significance is a big deal. In the short term, you have to deal with guards; in the long term, they might have allies that will take revenge. Within those halls, the number of guards were limited. There were practically no witnesses. The sprites obscured vision, as well as blocking out attempts to scry, plus they eroded the bodies of all who died. If you wanted to take out a rival without any proof of involvement, then that was a perfect opportunity.”

      “Which may have been the true temptation for some in attendance,” Thistle added. “There are more forms of power than just what the Astrafrond purports to offer. The right kill could change the fates of entire regions.”

      Although Dejy’s head bobbed in agreement, his brow grew pinched. “You’d think the promise of the seed would be enough of a lure, though. Adding in a place for dark deeds to be done… the Ardranes must really want to ensure their event is attended each year. I suppose it would be expensive to pay staff to handle tasks such as managing the flood of sprites, but adventurers would be less demanding and equally willing to compete for one of those seeds.”

      Eric was quick to spot the flaw in such a strategy. “Or burn down the manor in an attempt to steal them as soon as rumor spread. Having worked alongside several adventurers, even the best of them lean toward the reckless side. There are times when that’s gone for us, as well. Something about the nature of the job.”

      “True, adventurers are not a resource called upon for anything that lacks delicacy. All the same, I can’t imagine nobles were the easiest solution to this problem. Something to mull over.” With a flourish, Dejy made his mug vanish. “It’s about time for me to head back; the sprites have started fleeing. Before I head out, though, a few quick presents.”

      From the sleeve of his robe, Dejy produced a dark slab of metal with straps of leather fixed to the back. “Here you are, Gabrielle, as requested. Something to hide your face in the event action is called for. If I had more time, I could have enchanted it to bind onto you as a tattoo for easy transport, but with Mr. Peppers’ ring to work on, all I managed was a shrinking charm. Hold it and think small.”

      The hunk of metal turned out to be a mask, one shaped roughly to the proportions of Gabrielle’s face, but with features that were twisted and horrifying. She slipped it over her head and found the fit surprisingly perfect; Dejy had gotten the size just right. Removing the mask, she imagined it scaling down in size, condensing in her hand until it could slip into a pocket like no more than an oddly shaped coin.

      Within the seconds, the mask had complied, earning her a whistle from Dejy. “Nicely done, and quick at that.”

      “Not my first magical item.” Tucking the mask into a pouch at her side, Gabrielle lowered her head to Dejy. “But I am thankful, just the same. I appreciate it, and all the help you’ve given us so far.”

      “Please, it’s a hunk of metal with some minor magic woven in.”

      “Also intimidating,” Grumph added.

      Dejy suddenly looked sheepish as he fumbled about in one of the pockets of his robes. “I actually didn’t start out with that particular design in mind, but sculpting was never my strongest suit. After a certain amount of error, it’s just easier to accept the inevitable and make the best version still possible. In my case, it was a fairly horrifying face that I’m honestly a bit glad to be rid of. Aha!”

      From the pocket, he produced a slip of parchment. Turning to Thistle, he handed it over. “My other gift is really more of a passalong. The attendant who brought me in here wanted me to give it to you, Thistle, as Gabrielle’s chief employee. Looks like you’ll get a chance to do some digging from the other side of the social ladder.”

      Reading the note over, Thistle nodded his agreement, though not with much enthusiasm. “It seems Grumph and I are to be ready in the morning to report in with the other nobles’ staff. Whatever tomorrow’s event is, we’ll evidently be taking a hand in the preparation.”
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      With a sigh of relief, Russell closed the last book. Despite the close calls, his players had safely made it back to the nearby town at sunrise and returned the magical eyeglass to the mayor for analysis. The next evening would surely come with new challenges, but for the moment, everyone was resting at the local inn.

      Stretching his back, Russell looked around the ballroom. It was hard to chart the passage of time with no windows, and it had been hours since they broke for lunch when it was brought in. Based on the rumble in his stomach, dinner had to be drawing close. They’d played essentially the whole day through. As he scanned around, something caught his attention.

      Russell realized the room was down a team. When the day had started, there were four of them in here. Now, only three remained. Had the others finished early? There was supposed to be some sort of announcement to mark the end of the day, and this wasn’t a situation where skipping information was prudent. Thinking back, he recalled something mentioned about moving teams as they met up in the game. The fourth team had probably encountered more players and needed to change locations.

      Lost in reverie as he and his friends put their supplies away, Russell was not alone in half jumping from his chair when the speaker crackled to life, a too-familiar voice bubbling out.

      “Good evening, adventurers, and congratulations on a fine day of questing! We’re pleased to see everyone having so much fun with the new module and hope your preparations for Gorrian’s Eve have been going well. We would also like to send our condolences to the characters who found their final rest, and the three groups that have already retired to the Former Adventurers’ Lounge.”

      Around the table, everyone reacted. Bert’s eyes went wide, Cheri mouthed a curse, Alexis shrank in on herself, and Tim gripped the table. Three? Three entire parties were wiped out, and they still had an entire day before the real celebration—and presumably challenge—kicked off. It was only the first night of the module, and while his party had faced a few tight situations, they’d still had plenty of tricks to pull out. Three full party wipes in just the first battle meant this module was a lot more perilous than they’d realized.

      “For those of you still questing, don’t go thinking the day is done just yet. Lunch was a meal of necessity, but dinner is a social occasion. Join us in Conference Room B-B-Five for fine food and friendly banter with your fellow players.”

      Russell’s pulse quickened. He’d been waiting for a chance like this. Finally, he would be around other people playing this strange module and free to converse. He could investigate further, see if anyone else had strange or magical experiences while playing. It was part of what had drawn him to the event in the first place.

      So why, then, did Russell suddenly find dread in his stomach rather than excitement? After a few seconds of self-reflection, the truth became obvious; it was one he’d been glossing over in all the buildup. In order to pursue that plan, Russell would first have to risk sharing his own experiences. It was a game about magic; if he tried to be subtle or hint around the topic, someone might think he was just role-playing and go along with it. Even if he did have the courage to stand up and sincerely ask whether anyone had been possessed by their modules, there was the very real chance that no one else had. His group might be the only ones who’d touched magic, which would make asking others about it make him seem weird at best and unhinged at worst.

      “Guess we’re all having the same thought,” Cheri said. Russell glanced up and realized he hadn’t been the only one lost in contemplation. He was already nodding when Cheri finished her notion, forcing Russell to halt his neck mid-motion. “How much do we want to trust any of these other players?”

      “That… was not where my mind went,” Tim replied. “I was thinking about Timuscor, and whether or not anyone else has their old characters wandering around inside the module. Have we met one? Would we know if we did?”

      Alexis leaned forward, and everyone quieted on reflex. “Personally, I was wondering if we’d hear about any new sorts of magic people had seen, but I do understand what Cheri means. Maybe opening by asking if they’ve seen something so impossible, it shattered their understanding of reality is a bit heavy. We can’t trust they’d take it well.”

      “Suppose that makes me the only one who was still mulling over the eyeglass and that mysterious town, which seems about right,” Bert chuckled. “I think you’re all probably correct, though; might be best to ease into the more unbelievable side of all this. Some players are bound to have had normal experiences. We should start by keeping an eye out for anyone… doing the same, I suppose. Look for those who are also search—”

      “Damn it all, that was not what I meant,” Cheri interrupted, her face turned in an expression Russell rarely witnessed. She was serious. “Did none of you notice that the mayor mentioned that their wizard believed the city’s issues to be caused by powerful artifacts? Of which, there are a set number. I was listening to one of the teams that went to the fancy noble party during lunch; it sounds like they’re competing for one of a handful of super-powerful magic seeds. I bet if we dug around, and everyone was honest, we’d find out that the other events have similar limits. Surviving and winning are different conditions.”

      A sharp hiss came from Bert’s teeth as he sucked in air. “Crap. And we’re all playing on the same battlefield, so it’s probably a matter of time before we encounter the others.”

      “Thank the dice at least one of you gets it.” Cheri leaned in and motioned for the others to do the same. “There are big fat magic prizes at the end of these modules, the kind that people would kill for. Which is exactly my concern. We’re here to find out what’s going on with the magical fuckery; other people are probably here just to play. So if they see a chance to take out the competition, some might not be able to resist. After all, to them, it’s only a game.”

      Nice as it might have been to refute Cheri’s concern, Russell merely had to think back to his original party, of which solely Tim remained. A plan of betrayal and character murder was exactly the sort of thing Mitch would have proposed, causing Glenn and Terry to follow.

      Around their table, silence held domain as none found a way to object. They’d all had a game with their own versions of Mitch—anyone who played long enough would. All it would take was one greedy impulse, an ambush, and their journey could come to a sudden halt.

      “So again I ask, before we walk in there and everyone starts mouthing off about their spells, stats, and preferred combat tactics: how much do we trust our fellow players? Because until the answer is ‘a lot,’ I’d advocate for keeping our cards close to the vest.” Cheri’s expression suddenly warped, a cheery smile fixed in place as she leaned deeper into their quasi-huddle. “Of course, that also means we need to learn as much as we can about the other teams. Both in case they’ve got magic to talk about, and to see if we need to develop any particular… countermeasures.”

      The Game Master in Russell twitched as memories of Cheri’s ideas for “countermeasures” echoed through his mind. But soon after, a smile of his own landed on Russell’s face. For all the headaches she could cause, Cheri knew Spells, Swords, & Stealth well. She’d been playing since childhood, back when family games were still a thing, and her passion had never dimmed. If another player decided to target his group, there were few people he’d rather have rolling against them than his older sister.

      In fact, that went for all his players. Tim played a paladin like rogues rolled to pick pockets—it just seemed to come naturally to him, and Timanuel’s might was a reflection of that dedication. Bert was smarter than he was muscular, and that was saying something about a man who looked like he could flex out of his shirt with a thought. Thanks to his mind guiding Wimberly, her strategies and devices had saved them from catastrophe more than once. Quiet as Alexis was most of the time, her ferocity as Gelthorn in battle could be genuinely intimidating, sheer force of personality overriding her actual appearance. In the game, Gelthorn was their most efficient killer, and without all the spectacle that Chalara caused.

      Anyone who came looking for trouble would find a party bursting at the seams with it. Suitably reassured in their chances of survival, Russell took a deep breath and steeled his nerves. Even if they were planning to lay relatively low for this first night, it would still doubtlessly be the most stressful part of Russell’s day.

      Bracing himself, he set off to be social with strangers.
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        * * *

      

      Florint all but flew through the woods, catching glimpses of the morning’s first grays as his feet tore through the underbrush. If not for the enchanted boots protecting them, the snaring roots and slippery leaves would have taken his footing a half dozen times already. Not that he had any choice but to keep running, anyway; the sounds of pursuit were drawing steadily closer.

      A stinging sensation spread across his back, and Florint tapped the bracer on his left arm. Several symbols appeared; his finger quickly selected one shaped like a glowing leaf. The symbol had no inherent meaning, only that it was what he’d selected to represent Purifying Tonic when the potion had been added to the item’s extra-dimensional space. Potion Bracers lacked the dazzle of armor that shot lightning, but when one needed to use potions in a pinch, it was a literal lifesaver.

      Flashes of nausea washed over Florint, but the tonic had come right on the heels of the poison, so its effects were largely mitigated. A good thing, too: Florint saw a nearby tree’s trunk shatter, the remains crashing toward his head. With an extra burst of speed, Florint dashed under the tumbling foliage.

      A horrific wail rose from behind him. Hopefully, the creature had been crushed under its own attempted trap, or at least slowed by the obstruction. Florint held on to that hope, even as he denied his weary body’s request to stop and rest. He’d been running for what felt like hours, weaving and dodging as he endeavored to get back to the manor. All that effort would be for nothing, though, if he let his willpower falter now.

      At last, he broke through a line of trees, the sight of a glowing magical barrier meeting his eyes. It would have been enough to make him fall down and weep, except the crashing from behind was still coming, and his pursuer had already made up much of the ground it lost to the falling tree.

      Never stopping, Florint barreled forward, waving his hands to alert the guards. He hoped they recognized him, or were at least smart enough to see if he was able to pass through the barrier. Regardless, the fear of a few arrows held no power compared to what was giving chase.

      Several of the guards on duty shouted, and one raised his bow; mercifully, an older woman grabbed the rookie’s weapon and pushed it down, pointing in Florint’s direction and waving for people to clear the way. Assuming he survived, Florint would buy that guard a drink; hell, he’d cover her whole damn tab for the night.

      Bursting through the barrier without a thought to what would happen if it rejected him, Florint skidded to a halt and finally dared to look back. Nothing was there; not in the clear section he’d run through, anyway. Back at the tree line, he caught movement among the shadows. It lingered for several seconds before fading away. The other guards were drawing close, and much as Florint wanted to simply lie down and rest, he knew his task wasn’t complete.

      Not until the Ardranes knew what he’d discovered living in their woods.
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      Morning came early for Thistle. The wee hours were one of the few moments he had for any time alone, a commodity he’d once been all but drowning in. That was a long time ago, however—before Madroria, before the adventurers, before Grumph and Maplebark. Yet no matter how the years changed him, Thistle still enjoyed some time alone with his thoughts, especially when there was so much to ponder.

      As he dressed and readied himself for the day, Thistle’s thoughts turned to the journal, as they often had since acquiring it. First, he’d been preoccupied with uncovering its secrets; then, with testing his hypothesis. Now, he was trapped in an endless torment of knowing Kalzidar’s offer, likely just as the vile god had intended.

      There was a time when Thistle would have tossed off the mantle in exchange for Madroria without a second thought. He’d never wanted to be a paladin in the first place, not like Timuscor, who’d been so doggedly determined. It was a role forced upon him by necessity, or a gift imparted in a dire moment to help save his friends. That was the trouble with gods. They played on too big of a scale; it was impossible to ever know their plans. Losses today could lay the seeds of tomorrow’s victory, and in games spanning that long, it was inevitable that pawns would be sacrificed. Why, then, should Thistle let his wife linger in peril for a god who didn’t owe him the same loyalty?

      Slipping on his simple cotton shirt over his twisted arms, Thistle’s eyes landed on the metal ring that still felt heavy on his hand. For nearly any other god, that line of thinking would work, but not Grumble. Even setting aside who Grumble chose to watch over—the mistreated masses known as minions—Thistle knew the god’s care for his followers. In the hidden temple outside Briarwillow, they’d had to fight to free the soul of another of Grumble’s paladins. The effort had itself been tremendous, to say nothing of all the work that came before, even demanding a final act of power from Grumble himself. All for one soul whom he refused to leave behind.

      No, Thistle could say many things about gods in general, but Grumble had shown loyalty. If he made this choice, it would be a betrayal, pure and simple. There was no refuge to be found in pretending otherwise. Thistle’s finger ran along the length of the ring, feeling its cool metal pushing back.

      His mind drifted back to the first paladin of Grumble, who’d managed to steal a piece of Kalzidar’s divinity. Then his mind turned to Timuscor, and the incredible power he’d displayed fighting the priestess of Kalzidar at the end of their time in Notch. Kalzidar was asking him to throw away the abilities of a paladin, and Thistle’s first assumption had been that it was to hurt or shame Grumble.

      But what if that starting point had been wrong? What if there was another reason Kalzidar wanted him to cast off the mantle? The power of a paladin… it wasn’t what most people believed. They thought of it as a series of gifts from the gods, except Thistle now knew better. That power existed independent of any deities and was far more potent when gained directly. Which shouldn’t matter, since Thistle had gotten his from Grumble.

      A memory flashed through Thistle’s mind, flickers of a vision he’d witnessed while on the path to freeing Grumble’s first paladin: one armored man fighting against entire waves of enemies, wielding power nearly beyond comprehension. After learning the full story, Thistle had assumed the might came from the stolen part of Kalzidar’s divinity, but that didn’t answer the question of how the warrior had been able to steal it in the first place.

      Prickling tingles moved along Thistle’s brain as bits and pieces formed together. The power of paladins was far more complicated than virtually anyone realized, yet he’d learned the truth. Timuscor had found his own route to claim it, so who was to say there wasn’t a way to do the same even after initially gaining powers from a god? Thistle had seen something that certainly hinted at the possibility and was currently in possession of the magical armor of someone who might have pulled it off.

      With a start, the new revelation struck. His armor… it could only be worn by a paladin. Thistle knew that in his soul, merely from being in contact with the ring. The properties of the armor were largely a mystery, but seeing as it had endured direct strikes from dragons, he could certainly say it was durable. Magical, too, beyond the ring-reshaping.

      Staring at his hand in new wonder, a fresh idea occurred to Thistle. Was the ring playing a part in protecting them? Kalzidar was a god; smiting should be on the table. Thistle’s working hypothesis had been that there was an accord between gods about attacking their followers; otherwise, smitings would occur every other day. Then again, how many people pissed off deities like they had?

      Snores from Grumph alerted Thistle that his time to ponder was drawing short. Soon, the half-orc would rise, and they’d have to report to work with the other staff. Giving his ring one final look, Thistle lowered his hand. He needed to understand why Kalzidar was making this move if Thistle had any hope of properly countering it. Currently, there were just too many unknowns. The wrong choice might play directly into that bastard god’s scheming.

      There was one area where Thistle could learn more, though. In truth, it was one he should have been researching since the start of their trip, but Thistle had been taking his gift for granted since it was thrust upon him. Now that he was faced with losing that power, Thistle had begun to realize how little he really knew about the abilities that had suddenly manifested at his fingertips. Where they came from, how they worked—if they could be made stronger.

      Thistle needed to learn more about paladins, and quickly. Kalzidar would expect an answer soon and demand it in as painful a way as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Silently, the figure walked through the halls of the Ardrane Estate. Although the layout was confusing by nature, it also still had to function when not being used to confound curious nobles. After some investigation and mapping, she’d eventually found a pattern. It took a few tries to work out the specifics, but as she’d now walked for a full half hour without getting lost, success appeared to be achieved.

      With that, her back relaxed slightly. It pricked at her brain, being stuck somewhere without knowing the escape paths. Especially with how many murderous nobles were skulking around. While out on her journey, she’d passed several other sneaks doing a worse job with both navigation and stealth. Presumably, they were out hunting for information: an assassination mid-battle was one thing; one in the middle of the night was another.

      There had been a particularly talented form she’d passed near the kitchen, one that had whipped its head up at her approach. She’d ducked down before being spotted, but it was a fine reminder of the skill level present. Just because most nobles didn’t think to bring one with her talents to such an event didn’t mean that none would, and nobles could afford true skill.

      Finishing her circuit, she began heading toward the guest chambers, confident in her direction. Of course, it was just her luck that the morning she’d managed to map the manor, she’d also discovered they were heading to the woods for the day’s events. Carriages and horses were being prepared, to say nothing of the bustling kitchen staff she had to avoid. Just when she’d figured out the halls, there would be new terrain to tackle. Still, information like layouts had a long shelf-life of usefulness, especially if some of the nobles decided to start acting more boldly once the contest neared its end.

      For now, she’d just gather as much information as possible about the impending departure. It wasn’t easy within the confines of her role, yet that was also what made it difficult—and therefore fun. It had been much too long since she allowed herself a proper challenge.
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        * * *

      

      Amtrinae removed her hand from Florint’s head, fingers drifting through his sweaty hair as they rose from his temple. Once she released, his whole body flopped over, lying limp against the rich green couch cushions.

      “Did you…” Leomar let the question ask itself, not even turning from his position at the window.

      “A sleep spell. The man could certainly use the rest, and I’m not in the habit of snuffing out the useful ones. Doubly so when they prove loyal.” Amtrinae took a pillow from the end of the couch and tucked it under Florint’s head. There was no waking him, but a poor sleep could lead to a stiff neck, and they would need him in tip-top shape for the work still to come.

      “I wasn’t privy to the divination spell’s results. If he’d been lying, I wouldn’t blame you for casting something stronger. But since he’s breathing, that means he was either telling the truth or was enchanted to believe it.” Leomar sighed, age creasing his flawless features for a brief instant. “Meaning there’s a gods-damned venerad in our woods. No wonder everything has been evacuating.”

      Joining her husband, Amtrinae looked out from the window over their lands and the verdant forest beyond. Somewhere out there was a venerad, a monster formed of toxic plants that grew together and interwove until their collective mana pushed them to sentience. Once, Amtrinae had an instructor postulate that venerads were cousins to the dryad, both being plants whose high mana advanced their cognitive capabilities. However, while a dryad was born of one tree, the venerad was an amalgamation of poisonous plants, and their natures reflected that difference.

      Where dryads were sure and steady, venerads were mad and ferocious. It lashed out at living things with near abandon, often to the point of self-injury. Hearing the story from Florint, Amtrinae suspected it was neither the barrier nor guards that had halted the venerad’s pursuit: it was the clearing. Venerads were unstable, constantly feeding off the foliage around them. Where the forest ended marked the edge of its domain—a fact that might have been far more useful if they weren’t planning on sending dozens of people into those woods that very afternoon.

      There was no getting around it, either. When the aloonstalks short forth, they would only have until sunrise to harvest them. If the harvest failed, so too would the Astrafrond’s bloom, and that simply would not be allowed to come to pass.

      “It can’t be a coincidence,” Leomar said. “Not in the same year where the king’s agents arrive days early. An adversary seeks to see us undone, and they have laid careful plans indeed.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps the gods decided we were due for a proper trial. Ill-fortune comes for us all sooner or later, and we have held our position for a great many years.” In truth, Amtrinae thought Leomar had the right cut of it. This stunk of scheming. But he had a habit of forgetting the greater picture when focusing in, so better she remind him to consider all options.

      Leomar crossed his arms. “For what we donate to the temple of Fraebe every year, it had damn well better not be just bad luck. I might have to beat a refund out of some of the priests.”

      “Darling, do try not to disparage the god of fortune right when we are in the middle of the bloom and facing several problems already.” She took a slight joy in watching Leomar’s eyes alight with panic, followed by a bow of the head for a short prayer of apology. “For now, we have to figure out what we’ll do about today’s event.”

      It took a few moments before Leomar raised his head once more, but when his eyes opened, they were focused and certain. “We proceed as planned. We can shift the intended location east, toward the edge of the forest opposite where Florint encountered the venerad, but there is always the risk that it could migrate. This activity is never truly safe, anyway; we were already going to warn them about the zotts that infest the area.”

      “You’re not worried a venerad might scare them off?” Amtrinae asked.

      Her husband smiled briefly as he nodded. “Some will flee, certainly. Maybe many of them. Yet as each one quits, the others see their chances rising. Enough to balance out the risk. What is the weight of a single venerad in an entire forest against a one-in-eight chance at incredible power? Or one-in-six, one-in-four—eventually, the numbers would hit a point where the opportunity can’t be ignored. The nobles will take up the challenge. Of that, I have no fear.”

      Amtrinae gave the idea a few moments of consideration before they turned to the next task of the day. “Just to be safe, let’s put the poorest nobles of lower standing at the outer edge. They can serve as a buffer, to help ensure no one with a real position comes to harm. We may even be able to rope that archmage into lending some assistance, if I can find a cheap enough way to motivate him.”

      “As always, my brilliant partner, your foresight astounds me,” Leomar replied. “I’ll send the updated orders out once we’ve dragged that guard somewhere other than my favorite couch.”
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      Being around the workers was a sharp change from lounging amongst the nobles. No sooner had Grumph and Thistle arrived downstairs than they were put to task, joining several other attendants from various nobles’ houses. Grumph was shown to a carriage they would use, which needed cleaning and loading, while Thistle was hustled into the kitchen to help with meal preparations.

      Although the arrangement was clearly a delegation of labor, it was plain that there was also more at work. After witnessing his fellow attendants carefully watch over each piece of food being prepared and then collecting it in their prepared bags, many bearing enchanted runes, Thistle understood the true purpose for his and Grumph’s presence. They were, in effect, there to act as a shield for both their employer and the Ardranes.

      Meals within the manor were controlled by the staff, but since it was evident they were heading away from the grounds, things would be more chaotic. Food or drink could be poisoned, axle wheels cut—the sorts of accidents that would point blame back at the hosts. With Thistle being in the kitchen and Grumph checking the carriage, they were given all the opportunity needed to spot such issues in advance. He could watch every ingredient being used on each dish; he even saw several attendants requesting portions to taste of various items. If food they received turned out to be poisoned, one could assume that the addition came after it was cooked, or that Thistle was deeply incompetent as an attendant.

      Either way, the Ardranes would be held blameless.

      In between bouts of staring, Thistle was still expected to work. He hauled pots and pans around as the chefs barked out orders to the room as a whole, trusting that someone would respond. If not for the paladin strength empowering his body, he wouldn’t have been capable of keeping pace. Another consideration to keep in mind with Kalzidar’s offer: Thistle would lose that enhancement, his twisted bones leaving him perpetually slowed and weakened. What little help he might be able to provide without his powers would be further lessened, if it remained at all.

      Thistle had gotten lost in his own head and was trying to haul a pot that was simply too large for him, given its dark, heavy material and exceptional size. Not until the pot rose from his hands of its own accord did Thistle snap out of it, noticing Grumph standing overhead, holding the dishware.

      “Loaded us up on provisions, camping equipment, and spare weapons. Attendants are getting the reins and rigging attached. Thought I’d come help.”

      It was aid Thistle appreciated, as he realized just how tremendous a task he’d bitten off, seeing the pot in full scale overhead. He had a bad habit of letting his thoughts overtake his senses, and all the business with Kalzidar and Madroria only made it worse. But they weren’t riding through wildlands anymore; he had to keep his wits about him, especially amidst other attendants.

      Thankfully, none of them were paying him much mind. Some were certainly there to do reconnaissance—a particular cluster of attendants were almost choreographed in how one looked away just as another turned toward them—but few of those glances were spared for Thistle or Grumph. The ones being watched most wore elaborate crests for what were presumably prominent nobles. The sole exception to that formula were the curious looks occasionally veering toward a composed man standing toward the rear of the kitchen, watching over a nervous chef as she carefully prepared several seared meats.

      It only took a moment of thought to place the face: Lord Prent’s butler. There was a dangerous competence to him, the way his steady eyes seemed to take in every detail. Flipping through the last few day’s events, Thistle tried to recall: had Lord Prent ever called him by name? Taking service under someone who only referred to employees by their station was an excellent method to conceal a missing name.

      Part of Thistle had expected it to be easier to discern who among them might be the High Priest of Kalzidar; the ones they’d dealt with so far were hardly subtle. But those situations were different in that they hadn’t demanded the priests use guile in the first place. Whatever follower Kalzidar had appointed to this task, they would be suited for the role. The mystery was also helped a great deal in that there were simply so many servants to account for. Guards, porters, attendants for the various nobles, not to mention the staff of the Ardrane house itself. Granted, getting installed as an employee of the manor in such short order seemed an impossible task, but a great many deeds became viable with a motivated god in one’s corner.

      Not many of the other staff he spied wore familiar faces, though a few stood out: a woman wearing a garish gold-and-yellow crest with a bee, a thick-necked man in full armor despite the surroundings, and a cheerful fellow standing patiently beside a chef who was assembling a tart.

      When the stillness came, it arrived like a wave, washing out from the far entrance of the kitchen. Knives were laid down, feet stopped, and hurried hands halted. Without understanding what was happening, Thistle mimicked the rest of the room. In his experience, when entire crowds of people all engaged in identical behavior, it was very dangerous to stand out. Grumph had already grown still at his side, a slight wrinkle of confusion on his brow.

      At the far end of the kitchen, Thistle could see three figures moving forward, each clad in elaborate robes and hoods that obscured much of their faces. Where they walked, those around them either stepped away or bowed. Not even the Ardranes had commanded such respect — the people who owned the manor, employed most of the staff present, and controlled who received an Astrafrond seed.

      “The Wordless Witnesses.”

      Thistle nearly leapt off the ground at the sound from behind him. Turning, he found Lord Prent’s butler standing nearby, carefully holding a small chest in his arms. The man tilted his head toward the three figures. “Neither of you were in the hall where they were announced last night, but better you know to avoid accidental offense. Those three are royal emissaries who serve King Varlar directly.”

      The words made Thistle’s eyes widen involuntarily, and Grumph suddenly stood a little straighter. Having already incurred the wrath of one king who’d ordered a hunt for them, neither wanted to earn the ire of more royalty. “Such honored guests. The Ardranes must be rightfully proud.”

      “That they must,” the butler agreed. “A word of caution, one passed down onto my employer and myself before our departure: the Wordless Witnesses do not speak, which grants them the power to see and hear beyond what most can fathom. When engaging with them, be respectful, be earnest, and above all else: be brief. Attention like theirs is dangerous, and best received in short doses.”

      Never speaking, traveling in a named collective; both excellent ways for a High Priest of Kalzidar to hide in plain sight. Although, taking the place of one of three emissaries of a king might be asking a lot, even with Kalzidar’s aid. If the position was filled by a sole person, it would be viable, but in this case, how could they make the other two real emissaries go along with the deception? Or would Kalzidar just assume the others wouldn’t talk about it?

      Shaking his head, Thistle forced himself to focus. If he let his paranoia overtake him, he’d start to see High Priests hiding under every chair and lurking in the depths of his soup bowl. The Wordless Witnesses were an unlikely cover, whereas Lord Prent’s butler only had to manipulate a single person into playing along. A drunken troublemaker, at that. This was an opportunity, one that Thistle didn’t intend to let slip away.

      Bowing as much as he dared in the forced stillness of the kitchen, Thistle offered the butler a smile of thanks. “We appreciate the warning; neither of us understood just who we were so honored as to share the room with. Thank you kindly, good sir. I am Thistle. This is my coworker and friend, Grumph.”

      “A pleasure.” The butler gave them both nods, his arms never leaving the chest they held tightly. It was dark wood, with several arcane symbols carved along the seam. “In truth, you owe me no thanks. It did not escape my notice that the spectacle caused that first night was instigated by my own lord’s words. Such a small bit of guidance is the very least I can do in apology.”

      It was a far more polite sentiment than Thistle expected from a man who worked for someone like Lord Prent—and it unfortunately also offered no sort of name in return. Deciding to go for the direct approach, Thistle studied the man’s stoic expression, searching for any sort of reaction.

      “Whatever the reason, such kindness will not be forgotten. There are few who would have bothered to aid us, even in your circumstances. May I ask your name, that I may greet you properly upon our next meeting?”

      “Butler is fine,” he replied. “I have no need for more than that.”

      “And a fine name it is.” Except it was either a title or a nickname, and Thistle wasn’t quite sure of the exact limits of Kalzidar’s bargains. He knew names were traded for power, and false ones couldn’t simply be worn in their place. Tricks like this skirted the line, however. It was the sort of strategy Thistle himself would use in such a scenario, which only made it all the more agitating to face down.

      Across the kitchen, they watched as the trio of figures collected several items of food from the chefs, each disappearing inside the voluminous sleeves of their robes. Between his experience shopping for adventuring items and the arcane symbols adorning them, Thistle knew at a glance that those items were far more than mere clothing. The material was unlike anything he’d seen before, and their arcane symbols were woven all over; some seemed to be worked into the very stitching itself. Certainly they offered protection past what true cloth would prove—utility as well, based on the vanishing food—and likely some manner of offense. But that only told part of the tale.

      One of their lessons in Notch had covered the use of magical items, and the restrictions to know before attempting such a task. Items that were too powerful, beyond the mana and capabilities of their wielder to control, could fail at a critical moment, backfire, or even create unpredictable magical effects. When given the choice between no item and one too powerful to control, it was better to take nothing, because at least that didn’t have the potential to harm its wielder.

      That all three of the Wordless Witnesses wore such potent items meant that the people under those robes were powerful enough to handle them. Not surprising for direct servants of the king, but a terrifying prospect if any of them did turn out to be the High Priest. It would speak to their enemy being incredibly strong, on top of being crafty enough to steal such a position in the first place.

      Thistle would just have to hope it was someone else. Unfortunately, that brought him back to the problem of figuring out who the High Priest might be from among the dozens upon dozens of support staff flitting about at any given time. Between the Ardranes’ employees and all of those who’d come along with their nobles, it was a challenge to count all the people present, let alone collect names for them all. Just about the only people Thistle could eliminate were the nobles themselves, since they had to toss their names around along with their titles, and those were never in short use.

      At that thought, Thistle cursed to himself for nearly falling into complacency, and then made a note to make sure all the nobles really were using their names. If the High Priest could find a way around that convention, then a noble would make the perfect camouflage. There were so many factors to consider, and time was already running short. Gorrian’s Eve was tomorrow, and when it arrived, his party would need to have some kind of plan in place, one they’d all be looking at Thistle to create.

      It promised to be a long day, but as the Wordless Witnesses took their leave, Thistle’s first act was to walk toward a momentarily unoccupied chef. Before the secret tasks could begin, there were still his attendant’s duties to see about.
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      As the sun rose higher, steadily approaching its midday point, a crowd formed in the front of the Ardrane Manor. Small clusters grouped around their respective nobles, some interacting while others stared in open hostility. It hadn’t escaped anyone’s notice how many of those from the night prior were now absent. Many had been eliminated from the competition for failing to fill their circle; however, some simply appeared to have vanished—or, more accurately, had eroded down to virtually nothing by an endless flow of sprites across their corpses.

      Nevertheless, the spirit among those gathered was cheerful overall. It was a fine day with barely a cloud in the sky, and for everyone present, the future still held potential victory. Still, Lord Prent’s attempt to get a drinking song chorus going fell short; the mood wasn’t quite that festive.

      Eric, on the other hand, was feeling especially tense. Being courted by the god of rogues had given Eric several advantages, one of which was the ability to sense when attention was focused upon him. An idle glance wasn’t usually enough to trigger it; in his experience, someone had to be looking at him with intent. Since arriving, there had been a few slivers of interest sent his way, usually fading away shortly thereafter.

      Today, that was no longer the case. The attention came often and lingered for a good while. Something in the atmosphere had changed. As best Eric could tell, with the first event cleared and so many of the weaker nobles eliminated, those that remained were getting serious. The more he watched their gazes, the surer he became.

      They weren’t studying him. Or rather, they were, but not him specifically. Those sets of roving eyes were taking in the entire field of competition, a stark reminder of the team that attacked them last night. Perhaps some wanted the information for self-defense, but Eric had to assume that at least some were thinking offensively instead.

      “Those jam pastries at breakfast were lovely. Did you try any?” Veria dabbed a bit of the telltale jam from her sleeve with a handkerchief; a seamstress always took pride in the presentation of her clothing, even when it was simple traveling garb, like what Eric’s mother had donned. In her boots, thick pants, and cloak, Veria looked more like they were heading out to fish in one of Maplebark’s nearby ponds, rather than tromping through some unknown forest. Klert and Elzaben were dressed much the same, with only Hurmic and the guards still clad in their usual armor.

      The change in outfits had certainly affected Gabrielle, who finally had an excuse to abandon the restrictive dresses. She’d spent half the morning before breakfast racing and tumbling around the suite, right up until their parents had arrived. It was good to see his friend happy again; being forced back into this old role was visibly wearing on her.

      “I had two of them,” Eric assured her. “There were only so many left after a certain someone struck that particular plate.”

      “Don’t blame me. Your mother is right. Those really were delicious.” Gabrielle gave him a small wink, a gesture of friendly humor that could also be read as appropriate affection for the setting. It was a small mercy that, thanks to the roles they’d chosen, displays of affection in public would be considered taboo, sparing them the discomfort of having to feign them.

      Life would have been easier for both Eric and Gabrielle if that spark was there. Growing up, it had seemed inevitable to those around them; the pair formed a fast friendship as children that had only strengthened over time. When they’d reached the age where such impulses arose, Eric and Gabrielle had even quietly made an attempt at romance, far from the prying eyes of their parents. A few afternoons of hand holding and an awkward attempt at a kiss were all they needed to see the truth: Eric and Gabrielle loved one another very much, just not in the way others had expected it to bloom.

      For them, the revelation was ultimately a relief, as the relationship they’d been expecting to change was able to persist, even stronger than before. It was their parents and those around them who had trouble accepting the lack of romance. Everyone seemed certain that they were just being headstrong children, resisting because they realized their pairing was expected, and that with enough time, they’d inevitably come around.

      The smiles from Klert and Elzaben weighed on Eric’s heart; they had only ever been kind to him, and now, he was repaying that decency with deception. Such was the path of a rogue, however, so he grinned right back at them like a dutiful son-to-be.

      Thankfully, in a flash of green light, Leomar and Amtrinae Ardrane appeared before the crowd, giving Eric an excuse to shift his attention. Like the rest of those assembled, they were dressed for an expedition into the woods, though it didn’t escape Eric’s notice that both had still donned silk and fine jewelry. For their sake, he hoped those clothes were enchanted; otherwise, their hosts were in for a lot of rips and stains.

      “Last night, through your efforts, the Astrafrond was watered,” Leomar said, addressing their crowd like he expected to already have their attention, which he did. “Those of you who remain proved your worth by contributing to the bloom. As you can see, many others were not up to the challenge.”

      If anyone had somehow missed the vastly reduced size of the crowd, Leomar had made sure they knew it now. He even swept his hand out, gesturing to those who were still present. “The first culling is always the most severe, affecting those whose ambitions outweighed their abilities. Now, the context grows more interesting. All who remain are capable, so the question becomes: who among you is the greatest?”

      “It is a question you will soon be able to answer, and the woods shall be your battlefield,” Amtrinae said, taking over. “Within this forest lays a special plant, the aloonstalk. They are thin and flexible, not unlike a common reed. You will know them by their gentle white glow; those of you with more developed senses may even sense the magic within. At moonrise tonight, they will begin to appear, quickly shooting up from the ground and soon reaching full height. Atop of each is a delicate bulb, easily broken. When the sun appears once more, all those which were not harvested will wither away.”

      Leomar clapped and attendants began making their way between groups of nobles, handing out identical bags to each. They were brown and unadorned, save for the arcane symbols along the bottom. For a moment, Eric thought they might be Sacks of Containment, but when Gabrielle received hers, he realized these were merely similar in style, not function.

      “You are tasked with harvesting the bulbs from the aloonstalks,” Amtrinae continued. “Find them, free them, and store them inside the bags provided. These will ensure the bulbs remain in peak condition until they can be returned. Unlike last night, the condition for victory is not pre-established. Those who harvest the greatest number of aloonstalks will move forward in the competition. Those who do not have our condolences.”

      This time, Eric braced for the flurry of attention that hit moments later. Everyone was looking around now, sizing up their opponents. Another contest structure that allowed nobles to work out their grudges, and this time, it seemed built into the rules. Harvesting stalks was only one method a team might use; attacking other nobles and stealing their work could prove far more efficient.

      Leomar stepped forward, retaking the metaphorical stage as Amtrinae moved back. “As I’m sure you’ve guessed, it won’t be as simple as harvesting some plants. The woods are home to monsters, though generally, they are kept in limited numbers thanks to our hunters. However, when the aloonstalks rise, a species of rodent called zotts burrow up from their lairs to feed upon them. These zotts will aggressively fight anyone attempting to beat them to their food source, which will be all of you. They are fast, with sharp claws and teeth. Additionally, the older ones who’ve fed on aloonstalks before may have acquired some unique talents, so be ready for surprises. In fact, let’s give you some practice with one such surprise right now.”

      Nodding to Amtrinae, Leomar shifted to the side, allowing everyone a better view of his wife. While he’d been talking, she had cast a spell, and with a snap, her conjuration sprang to life. It was huge and twisted, wound into a shifting form that seemed seconds from falling apart, yet moved with deadly coordination. Vines lashed out, whipping through the air so fast Eric’s eyes could barely follow. Several people in the assembly gasped, and a few guards even reached for their weapons before being halted.

      Most of those present, however, knew an illusion when they saw one, especially since the creature was floating weightlessly four feet off the ground. Whispers were already buzzing among the group when Leomar resumed his explanation.

      “Last night, we received word that a venerad was spotted in these woods. The image was provided by the memories of our guard who encountered it. While we will be sending you to a different area than where the venerad was spotted, this is a rare opportunity the gods have provided.”

      Whispers turned furtive, and it seemed several nobles were moving to speak out, which was likely why Leomar continued on before any of them could muster suitable volume. “For any who do not know, venerads are deadly creatures, living plant amalgamations that are poisonous to the touch and incredibly difficult to kill. Surviving an encounter with one is impressive; actually slaying it would be truly remarkable. That is why we decided to add a second condition for victory, for the truly bold and daring among you. Any noble who kills the venerad will automatically move forward, no matter how many stalks they might have.”

      The nobles who’d been building up steam suddenly went silent, the implications immediately apparent. Competing among the aloonstalks demanded going up against every other person present. It meant working tirelessly all through the night, because no matter how much was harvested, everyone else might have gotten more. Compared to that, defeating a single monster would be far more straightforward, regardless of how challenging it might be to do so.

      Eric’s inner adventurer stirred at the idea, his mind already wondering what sorts of senses the venerad relied on and how they might be circumvented, before he reminded himself that they’d want to avoid the horrifying plant monster out in the woods. It was funny how his journey had changed him in ways Eric hadn’t even noticed—not until he tried to fit back in among normal society.

      It made him wonder… if Grumble’s bargain weren’t in place, would Eric return to Maplebark? For so long, it had been a sacrifice he made, one he didn’t regret, yet was still burdened by. But after all of this, what would he do—go be a guard for Klert again? That life was so far behind Eric, it felt more like someone else’s. He wondered if this was a lesser version of what Timuscor grappled with.

      Turning to look at his fellow guard, Eric found the position suddenly vacant. Were they under attack? If so, it would have had to come hard and fast to take out Timuscor. Sweeping the area, Eric quickly spotted his missing ally. If the gleaming armor wasn’t a giveaway, Timuscor dropping into a kneeled position and scratching the head of a very happy boar certainly made him easy to find.

      Other animals were present, namely several horses pulling the first in a long line of carriages. Many were unique, with the crests of their owners adorning multiple areas; however, several bore the symbol of the Ardranes and nothing more. These were likely being provided to those who hadn’t brought their own carriages, a group which included Gabrielle and her employees, since they’d hitched a ride with Dejy. Mr. Peppers had apparently sprinted well ahead of the weighed down horses, eager to reach Timuscor as soon as possible.

      Ripples of laughter echoed amongst the crowd, followed by a few interested whispers. Eric could practically feel the connections being made. Timuscor was a recognizable figure, one who’d put on a show the night of their arrival. Seeing him fawning over the boar no doubt solidified him as a simple brute employed by a rural noble of little standing. Like a shelf of glass mugs stacked too closely, their assumptions tumbled together, one tipping over to hit the next, and the next, until the floor was littered in shards.

      A fresh wave of attention washed over Eric, and he was under no delusions that it was a coincidence. With the contest set up as it was, some of the nobles would be looking for the weakest remaining targets, of which his group seemed a prime choice.

      It was a good thing Mr. Peppers could be with them for the next part of the contest. Between the deadly monster stalking the woods, the murderous nobles out to lessen their competition, and the actual harvesting that needed to get done, they would need every hand or hoof available.
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      “I must say, I was surprised to receive the invitation. It was my understanding that those who were not competing could only observe a limited amount of the contest.” That understanding had come from Amtrinae’s own words the night prior, but years in his leadership position had taught Dejy when to leave certain points unspoken.

      Seated in the Ardranes’ carriage, a huge affair with the wheels and axles enchanted to handle the added weight, Dejy rolled deeper into the woods, a line of nobles trailing behind. Once they reached the forest proper, those carriages following would be split up, each sent to a different area to harvest. What the Ardranes, and therefore Dejy, would do remained to be seen.

      “A necessary precaution against those who would seek to influence the competition or learn its secrets in advance. Given your seat at the Table of Mages, I believe a bit more trust can be extended. So long as you won’t be tempted to aid the noble you traveled with.” Amtrinae smiled like she’d meant the last line as a joke, which she very well might have, but Dejy assumed every question and comment to conceal an attempt at gaining more information. This too came from presiding over an organization of people too clever for their own good.

      “Somehow, I will try to resist helping the people who dirtied my carriage and drank a good deal of my fine wine, especially since I fear they might try to beg for a ride back.” Dejy shuddered at the notion, soothing the worry with a sip from the excellent drink Leomar had prepared. “Although, if the ones in need of assistance were my gracious hosts, that could be another matter.”

      Leomar leaned forward. It was easy to let the man slip from mind when he didn’t want to be noticed, and by contrast, impossible to ignore him when attention was demanded. Dejy found his eyes drawn to the elf, who was staring steadily back. “Would that help perchance come with a cost? Say, a chance to compete for the Astrafrond seeds?”

      “Certainly not. I might be bold, but I have no intent of violating an edict of King Varlar in his very domain—with his representatives looking on, no less.” Dejy took a small measure of joy in the flash of surprise on Leomar’s face; evidently, most guests didn’t piece the situation together so quickly. “As I have no noble blood, I understand the limits on what can be offered. In truth, I would content myself merely to look upon the Astrafrond tree, under whatever precautions you deem necessary. Like all who pursue magic to such depths, I carry an insatiable curiosity, and this would be a chance to see a great wonder of the world with my own eyes.”

      Leomar’s mouth set into a line; whatever he’d been expecting as a demand, Dejy’s actual request took him by surprise. It was Amtrinae who responded, sensing opportunity. “That is… not an unreasonable request to grant, though you would require a small bit of patience. Until the bloom, it would be all but impossible. Any other time, the magics in place for its protection allow only the heads of the Ardrane family to pass.”

      “A mage without patience is simply a corpse waiting to fall,” Dejy replied. “Some wisdom from my old teacher when I tried rushing my early spells. And a day is hardly bothersome to wait out, especially among such lovely surroundings.” He motioned out the carriage window, where the edges of the well-kept fields were growing thin. They’d passed the barrier some time back, and the forest loomed large on the horizon. “The only question that remains is what you would need of me?”

      Reaching past Dejy, Leomar tapped on the same glass he’d been staring out of. “Normally, the woods would be dangerous because of the zotts, along with other minor creatures roaming through it. While our barrier keeps them out, they’re still drawn to the area, though the monsters themselves are not more impressive than calinos, or maybe a pommlegard. You won’t see many out tonight, however.”

      “Because of the venerad,” Dejy surmised.

      Leomar nodded. “You’ll find only one, but that creature is an entirely different category of dangerous. They’re so toxic, a single hit is all it takes, and anyone without the right antidotes or magic is done for. The challenges of this forest are usually appropriate to the trial and able to be handled by those who participate. With a venerad on the scene, it’s not unthinkable for a great many powerful nobles to be slaughtered on our grounds.”

      “Something we would, of course, like to avoid,” Amtrinae added. With the Wordless Witnesses in the vicinity, one could never be too clear on such matters. “My own energies will be demanded by overseeing the contest, but we hoped you might be able to create a barrier to ward off the venerad.”

      Tilting his head, Dejy looked out a different window, this toward the rear of the carriage. Behind them was an unbroken chain of horses, riders, and carriages, stretching back a considerable distance. Even after battling the sprites, a good deal of nobles remained in the contest.

      “Mages aren’t known for being humble, archmages even less so, but I’m afraid that even I have to admit when a task is this far beyond me. Given the number of people in attendance, for me to create a barrier encompassing them all, they’d have to group up in far closer proximity than I imagine you’re planning. Empowering a spell of the scale large enough to cover such a space and powerful enough to halt a venerad would simply be too taxing on my own.”

      “It’s too great a demand for me, as well,” Amtrinae admitted. “However, Leomar and I have talked, and believe we have found a workable solution. By structuring the layout of our guests’ placement carefully, we have ensured the targets whose deaths would cause the most trouble are working in a contained area far from where the venerad was last spotted. An area that would be more manageable to protect.”

      This time, when Leomar leaned in, there was a predatory glint in his eye. “Unfortunately, the ones you traveled with were not included in the group to be protected. That won’t be an issue, will it?”

      It took a tremendous amount of willpower and experience, but Dejy just barely managed to avoid rolling his eyes. Boring. Even so far from the Guild of Illustrious Mages, he was still ending up stuck in petty games and squabbles. That was the trouble with so many; they reached a certain level of power and considered themselves finished, entertaining themselves with small-minded ambitions or lording their might over others. Dejy had been fortunate in that his education came from a teacher with far greater ambitions, one who’d instilled in her student a burning desire to never stop advancing in strength. Even with so much time wasted on paperwork these days, he never forgot to train, always striving to be a touch closer to the example he’d spent most of his life chasing.

      “You are the hosts, and free to allocate guests as you see fit. My greater concern is how many will be included, and the amount of land my barrier would need to cover.” It was an obvious test. They wanted to see if Dejy really cared as little about his traveling companions as he claimed. Were Gabrielle truly just a noble with a small squad of helpers, then perhaps Dejy might have felt some duty to help, but as things stood, he could imagine few greater wastes of his energy.

      Throwing adventurers into danger was like throwing fish into a lake. It was their natural environment, even if being there did carry an inherent chance of being devoured.
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      “There’s no other way. We have to split up.”

      Gabrielle stared resolutely down at Thistle, who was already shaking his head. “Again, the danger upon discovery is too great. If any of us were seen, questions would be raised, the sort we wouldn’t want to answer. I am not against helping your parents, please hear me well on that. I just do not wish to do so in a way that endangers our mission.”

      It would be easy to call the gnome cold, but Gabrielle understood that they were both stuck in the same impossible situation. Each was trying to protect the people they loved, and unfortunately, it was possible that saving one would cut off opportunity to help the other. Nevertheless, that didn’t mean she intended to lose.

      “I understand that, which is why my plan is not to be seen. Eric can throw a cloth over his face and change his armor’s color, so even if someone does spot him, it won’t matter. I’ve got Dejy’s mask, plus my skin and hair change when I pull out Ovrium. We’re both wearing boots that increase our speed, meaning we can reach them and get away quickly, plus neither of us needs light to see, thanks to my condition and his necklace.”

      “We could set a formation around the carriage, pretend Gabrielle is inside,” Grumph added.

      Gabrielle clapped her hands together. “Great idea! Set it up like Eric and I are hidden away, trusting my employees to do all the fighting. Fits what most people would expect, in the event any other nobles wander through.”

      “What are we going to do if nobles attack again?” Timuscor looked up at the long row of carriages ahead, his hand automatically petting Mr. Peppers, who lay by his feet. “Killing monsters and slaying people are different matters.”

      “Not when they’re trying to kill you.” Thistle reached out and tapped the newer paladin on the arm, drawing Timuscor’s eyes to his own. “Monsters are brutal, but it is people who are capable of true horrors. Kindness and mercy are fine things, but paladins do not exist because the world is a gentle place that accepts fair solutions. Monster, human, gnome—all just distinctions that fail to matter once they have committed themselves to harming others without cause. At that point, a paladin must stand against them.”

      Timuscor absorbed the words for several seconds before responding. “That is certainly worth thinking on.”

      Satisfied, Thistle shifted his attention back to Gabrielle, who, along with Eric, was staring at him resolutely. There would be no changing their minds on this point, not with a venerad in the mix. Were it only zotts, then their parents would likely have been fine. Rodents, even big ones, generally only presented a modest challenge, and that was only when they moved in swarms. The venerad was an entirely different sort of danger.

      Animated plants, as they’d learned fighting Kalzidar’s priestess in Notch, were troublesome to kill. They possessed no visible weaknesses, like eyes or organs, to target, and magic helped them resist damage from attacks that would normally be fatal, such as mundane fire. Add in that a single blow from a venerad was enough to take most combatants out unless they had healing or potions, and it was easy to imagine the creature butchering nobles along with their guards.

      Thistle wanted to protect Klert, Elzaben, and Veria. He considered them friends, and good people, at that. The trouble was, weakening their own aloonstalk harvesting efforts would increase the chance of not advancing, which was an unacceptable outcome. They needed into that vault, a task that demanded staying around until at least the final contest, if not winning outright. Their group was already one of the smallest still in attendance; losing Gabrielle and Eric would substantially slow them down.

      “It’s best if you wait until nightfall. Gives you a chance to be seen in our area in case anyone snoops around, and Eric can scout out your parents’ location covertly. Once darkness offers cover, it will be much easier to conceal your identities.” In the end, it was Thistle’s own words that helped him make his choice. As he’d told Timuscor, a paladin’s job was to stand against those intent on harming innocents, which was what Gabrielle wanted to do. So long as he still wore the paladin title, Thistle intended to uphold it.

      True, it would make their task more difficult, but Thistle had always fancied himself to be clever. After all, if he couldn’t solve a problem like this, did he really expect to outwit a god? Putting his hands together, as if in prayer, Thistle began to think.
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      No sooner had the presence appeared than she was aware of it. His proximity was like a foul stench in the air, or a twanged note in a symphony. Madroria had spent her time as a captive in prayer and contemplation, but she’d also taken the time to fully familiarize herself with her cell. It appeared to be nothing more than bricks forming four walls and a ceiling; were she still corporeal, the absence of any washroom facilities would have proven extremely troublesome. Luckily, lacking a physical body meant Madroria had no need for things like food or sleep, not that she would have minded either.

      “What do you want now?”

      His voice oozed from all around; he still refused to show himself, even after all this time. Madroria had no doubt that when the shining light around her form, the last of Mithingow’s lingering protection, faded away, Kalzidar would reveal himself in a horrible and terrifying form. Probably not his true shape, however. She wondered if anyone had seen Kalzidar’s real form and would bet the answer was no.

      “Still so brusque with me. Are you really that confident that Thistle will reach you before the protection fails? Perhaps you should be endearing yourself to my good graces.”

      “I’ve seen your graces, good and ill; you can keep them all. You should have stuck to feuds with minor deities like Grumble. Taking a follower of Mithingow’s was an unfathomable error. She will split you like a butchered sow and scatter your innards across the fields as fertilizer.”

      The voice laughed, and its echo bounded all around Madroria’s cell. “Even if that were so, you would be long destroyed before it came to pass.”

      “Mortals pass every day, and even souls are lost on occasion. The savage defeat of a god—that is something of note. They will hand down stories of the day Mithingow reminded a lesser deity to know his place.”

      Suddenly, the cell grew tight, pressure pushing in on Madroria from all around. It felt like she’d be crushed, yet she forced her brain to remain calm. There was nothing to crush; she had no form. Only magical objects like the bricks could halt her from passing through. Kalzidar was merely exerting his power, one that had limits so long as Mithingow’s blessing endured.

      “Do not think your shield unbreakable. I am choosing to wear it down, because the effort of breaking it at once carries certain risks. It would be unwise to make killing you sooner worthy of my efforts.”

      When the pressure released, she was alone once more. Kalzidar had been upset, which put a visible smirk on Madroria’s face. Somewhere out there, she knew Thistle was finding a way to piss the kidnapping deity off.

      She just needed to do her part and figure out how in the heavens she was going to escape this cell.
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      “Congratulations, mighty heroes! Thanks to your collective efforts and use of the eyeglasses you were lent, we have successfully captured imprints and echoes of the mysterious town. Our town’s most experienced mages have pored through the findings, and they believe they have started down the path to creating a spell that will allow access. If any of you possess arcane wiles, the town’s mages will gladly welcome your assistance in formulating the spell.”

      There was a pause from Russell, a moment signifying the end of the town mayor’s speech. Around them, the other tables were wrapping up their own morning setups. Upon arriving to play, they’d found a sealed envelope and instructions to play up to a certain point in the module within an hour. Sure enough, just as the appointed time arrived, the speaker in their room crackled to life with a familiar voice.

      “Please open the envelopes resting on your table.”

      Russell reached forward, no other hands moving to grab for the beige envelope resting on their table. Around him were the eyes of excited, yet tired, friends. The prior night, they’d enacted their socialization plan, only to soon realize the flaw in such a strategy: it was hard finding a conversational opening to talk about real-life magical experiences. Add in the awkwardness of approaching strangers in the first place, and the task had simply proven insurmountable.

      In the end, they’d wound up hanging around making pointless small talk until the hour simply grew too late and everyone went to bed. More socializing might have occurred after hours or away from the main areas, but Russell and his party didn’t go that far out of their way to investigate. Without any idea on how to ask about magic, it wasn’t like he’d been able to dig into the weirdness with the modules in casual conversation. Their best bet seemed to be staying in the game, which meant focusing on their characters’ challenges.

      Challenges like the puzzle Russell had pulled from the envelope. It was a small, laminated square of paper, one with a myriad of lines, circles, and dots spread across it. Tilting the puzzle, Russell almost thought he saw a shape in those twisting depths. On the back of the square was nothing more than the Spells, Swords, & Stealth logo.

      “May I?” Bert had extended his hand, a look of intense curiosity forming on his face. It was the look he wore when reading over new class or item options, adding them to a mental catalog and cross-referencing existing content for potential synergies.

      Without pause, Russell handed it over. As GM, he was more facilitator than anything; the solution needed to come from his players. And if any of them was suited to the task, it was the man more intrigued by the puzzle than whatever prize it represented.

      Crackling came from the speaker, their few seconds of warning before more announcements followed. “We had a question from another room that was deemed worth answering for everyone: for those playing module number four, you are free to ask for help from any other civilians or adventurers you encounter, regardless of the plane of reality where it takes place. The town cares only for results. This applies to the challenges from other modules, as well.”

      “Well, at least someone managed to make friends last night,” Cheri sighed.

      The uncertain look from Alexis was paired with an actual question from Tim. “What makes you think that?”

      “Because the most obvious question to get that answer would be ‘can I show the puzzle to players in other groups,’ or something like that. I’m more surprised they’re actually okay with it; usually, it’s implied that a party solves their own problems.”

      “It’s a communal event, and that’s the sort of thing that would actually get some of us socializing,” Russell noted. “Might even be intentional.”

      Alexis nodded. “I can see that line of thinking. For all we know, there was no real question asked in the first place, just a fabricated context to get us thinking of cooperation.”

      Everyone but Bert grew still at that notion. It was a stretch, to say the least, but not one of them was confident enough to rule it out. At this event, on Broken Bridge’s turf, they never knew how much around them was real.

      Lowering the square from his face to the table, Bert let out a long breath. “Another explanation could be that cooperation is the only way we’ve got a hope of solving this thing. Let’s just say I instantly understand why they packaged this in a way that makes it easy to wipe clean. From what I can tell, I think I have a general idea of how the puzzle works; it brushes up against a few mathematical concepts covered in my advanced classes. Solving the thing is its own issue; the whole puzzle has to be done in multiple layers and sections, building on each other as they go. Many of them could be done concurrently, though.”

      “Uh huh. Out of curiosity, what if we don’t decide to spend our next day huddled up around a big-ass math problem?” Cheri asked.

      While the voice overhead had moved on to answering a technical question in the module wording for the groups that were helping the priests at the temple, Russell and his party shifted their attention back to the game. Turning the page to day two’s section, he was unsurprised to see a bolded paragraph addressing Cheri’s question. He’d have liked to chalk that up to magic, but anyone who’d run a game knew that no sooner did one show their players a road than they would ask to deviate from it.

      “Let’s start getting into character, but I’ll interpret that as you asking the nice mayor if there are any ways into the appearing city without that spell. He replies by telling you that there are many rumors about town of other methods to gain entrance. However, none of the town’s leadership can attest to their effectiveness.”

      “Meaning we can spend our efforts chasing whispers and hoping whichever ones we catch happen to be true, or focus on the far more difficult task that will promise success if we can complete it,” Alexis surmised, the beginnings of Gelthorn’s authority manifesting in her voice.

      “If we do go down the puzzle route, we’d also have to figure out if we wanted to work with any other group.” Cheri scanned the room, not making any efforts whatsoever to mask the gesture. “There’s strength in numbers, but this is a competition, too. Since this whole puzzle is apparently done in layers, I’m assuming that means, if someone were to hide a few small mistakes along the way, we might not notice until going back would be a pain. Or competitors might sponge off our hard work and make the next task harder.”

      Bert gave Cheri a long stare. “Why do I have a strong suspicion those are on your mind because they’re the first strategies you came up with to use on the other groups?”

      “You’re smarter than anyone with those muscles needs to bother being, and I’ve provided a lot of data to pull from.” Cheri’s grin was downright wolfish, not a hint of remorse to be seen. “There’s nothing wrong with thinking along unscrupulous lines. It’s the acting on it part where things get messy. I’m only trying to stay a step ahead of anyone who might be scheming.”

      Tim finally looked up from his character sheet, where he’d been examining every ability he had with care, searching for anything that might be of use and coming up empty. “It seems like, while the puzzle is our best shot, there is still benefit to be had from following the rumors, as well. Wimberly can spend her time on the puzzle, while the rest of us can run down alternative leads. Speaking for Timanuel, I don’t expect him to be of any help on a challenge of this nature. And speaking as Tim, that square looks like nothing but squiggles with dots, so I know I’m not going to be any good to Bert trying to help.”

      After giving the puzzle in question another glance, Cheri nodded. “I am definitely okay with us adventuring while Wimberly maths it up, but I feel bad putting all of that on one person.”

      It was Alexis who laughed, though Bert looked amused, as well. “Sorry, it’s not really that funny, but I forget sometimes that you all only ever know Bert in these relaxed settings. He enjoys the heck out of puzzles and brainteasers, finding an optimal solution to the problem. Used to end up in trouble for getting lost in them at family functions. If anything, he’s probably waiting for us to shut up so he can really get cracking.”

      “I wouldn’t phrase it quite that bluntly,” Bert corrected. “But I’m totally on board with this plan. Not like we can visit with anyone else with a puzzle until there’s a break, or we encounter them in game, so why not see how far I can get alone? If nothing else, it lets us see what pace I’m setting and how that stacks up against the time we’ve got.”

      Flipping the page, Russell checked over what was happening in the town at that moment. Early afternoon in the game world meant the city’s underbelly was just beginning to stir, and the local taverns were steadily filling more tankards. There was no shortage of rumors to chase down, it was simply a matter of which, if any, would bear fruit. Not even Russell knew that; he’d steadfastly respected the stopping point of each section, never daring to even attempt glancing ahead.

      After all the work they’d done to get closer to answers, he had no intention of screwing things up with such a silly error. Just getting to the next phase of the adventure was already looking to be challenging enough. He truly hoped they’d manage to find a way, but as the GM, all he could do was facilitate their interactions with the world.

      What they did in it was entirely up to the players.
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      Setting up camp was a swift affair, seeing as none of those present intended on sleeping. Other nobles throughout the woods might be planning to relax while those who served them handled all the work, but Gabrielle expected her night to be a busy one. Eric, his face obscured, had vanished the minute his armor’s color was altered, sauntering into the forest with barely a sound, leaving the rest of the party to explore their area.

      Their surrounds were much like most of the forest they’d passed through, filled with thick-trunked trees and soft grass. Their carriage had been left several hours back, lined up with the other transportation as servants took on the supplies and hauled them forth. Along the way, there’d been a few streams and hills, but largely the terrain was consistent.

      Save for the mounds, that is.

      Here and there dense domes of dirt could be seen, smooth mounds that rose from the ground. Their guide had loudly advised all present not to disturb them unless ready for trouble, as that was where the zotts nested.

      Scanning the area around where they’d been deposited, Gabrielle noted there were several of the zott mounds in sight, making it a dense concentration of nests. That might be trouble; the venerad was one giant threat, but enough small enemies could just as easily overrun them. Even if the party wasn’t killed, their aloonstalks could get devoured, putting them out of the contest.

      It didn’t help that they had no idea where the aloonstalks would rise. According to their guide, patches would spring up without warning through the night. Sometimes there were patterns; other accounts claimed the growth was entirely random. Magical plants were not bound to the same predictable cycles as mundane ones, meaning they couldn’t create preemptive defenses. They had no idea what areas they’d be defending, or for how long.

      The more she looked at it, the surer Gabrielle felt that this was a task designed around those with large followings. More guards meant one could spread their forces around, keeping some to watch over the zott mounds while others waited for aloonstalks. True, her party was collectively stronger, but unless the zotts proved to be especially dangerous, or the venerad showed itself, that extra power wasn’t likely to make much difference.

      “We still have a couple of hours before sunset. Anyone have ideas what to do about those?” Gabrielle pointed to the zott mounds, thankful that she traveled with friends more suited to these problems. She was best at acting once a plan was in place, so she’d trust Grumph and Thistle to form a good one.

      “Aye, there might be a notion or two rattling around in here,” Thistle said. “Seems to me our best options are ice or fire. If a certain spellcaster were able to freeze them all over, I expect it would make exiting the mounds much more difficult.”

      Grumph nodded. However, there was a clear frown between his tusks. “If they can dig the mounds, they can burrow out. More likely to slow than stop them.”

      “That thought had occurred to me, old friend. And I expect no one will care much for the other plan. We gather water from one of the streams around, boil it, and dump the content into each of the mounds. Between the scalding and drowning, I estimate most of the creatures that emerge to be confused, at the very least, and easy pickings.”

      For a moment, Gabrielle pictured the tactic Thistle described, and she had to admit it would probably be effective. But it rubbed at her the wrong way; hunting for food was one thing, as was fighting to survive. These woods were the zotts’ home, and they were here to steal a food source from them. Slaughtering the things in their nests without provocation… it felt a bit too much like the way actual adventurers were known to approach a problem.

      “That does not seem a tactic befitting a paladin,” Timuscor noted, wandering over with Mr. Peppers at his heels. They’d finished walking a patrol loop around the area, encountering no threats so far.

      Thistle offered a half-shrug with his reply. “It’s not one I take great pride in, but my understanding of these creatures gives no indication of sentience. The practice could be argued as akin to wiping out an anthill or a nest of awerps.”

      “Or a sounder of boars?” Timuscor rebutted, petting Mr. Peppers briefly. “Magic makes such assumptions probable, not certain. Within these very nests may be the first of the creatures to learn planning, speech, even magic.”

      “We can always come back to it, if no better plan is found.” With that, Grumph moved Thistle’s idea out of discussion, while still keeping it in play if needed. The longer Gabrielle observed those two, the more she picked up on the small ways they worked together.

      No objection from Thistle, who moved the talk right along. “Our situation is complicated in that we face multiple threats and can’t be certain how many of us will even be around at any given time. If Eric finds Klert’s camp, then he and Gabrielle will likely head out to protect them, leaving us down our two fastest members. Then there’s the chance of a venerad or other monster attack disrupting whatever formation we choose against the zotts. Ideally, to compensate against those disadvantages, we would pick a point to defend and hold it; however, with aloonstalks rising all night, the odds that they’ll all be in whatever patch we select are slim.”

      “Mobility is an issue, too,” Grumph added. “I’ll be the fastest left.”

      Timuscor might have been able to give the half-orc a good run for his money on that front, were they carrying even weight, but the heavy armor around him came at the cost of agility. Quick as he could be with a sword’s swing or a shield’s shift, Timuscor wouldn’t be rapidly repositioning on the battlefield anytime soon. As for Thistle, he was hindered by his size and the gnarled nature of his bones, and that was assuming he didn’t call forth his own armor to weigh him down.

      Guilt gnawed at Gabrielle; she hadn’t realized how much losing her and Eric at once would hinder the others. But she couldn’t leave her parents undefended. Not with nobles and monsters lurking through the woods. “What if I loaned Grumph my boots? That would help make up the difference in speed, and I’m pretty fast already.” Between her increased undead strength, the mana that had strengthened her body, and the ability to run without getting tired, Gabrielle would be hard even for Eric to catch in a sprint. Over longer distances, her advantage only grew clearer.

      “That could certainly help, though it would require Grumph to take a more up-front role in the battle than he traditionally fills.” Thistle looked over to the half-orc, who’d already begun to roll up the sleeves on his clean shirt. “Any objections?”

      “Wish I had my staff. Got an old spell that could use practice, though.”

      “Oh?” The concern on Thistle’s face turned swiftly to amusement. “I find my curiosity piqued. Tell us what you had in mind, old friend, and we’ll see if we can build a strategy around it.”
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      The forest was worryingly busy. Eric had expected to spend most of his efforts on avoiding the senses of monsters. Instead, he’d been ducking out of sight due to other people roaming the woods. Evidently, his party hadn’t been the only ones who wanted to survey everything nearby, though from the snippets of conversation Eric overheard, the others didn’t seem to be also searching for family members.

      The more benign of the patrols were out looking for better areas to harvest. With a start, Eric realized they’d never actually been told their spot was assigned—it was just where they’d been dropped off. All that counted was the number of aloonstalk bulbs gathered, whatever went into that magical bag. A strong enough force could drive out those present in any given area, assuming they allowed the others to escape at all.

      His concern for the venerad faded as fear over the ambitions of nobles took its place. Finding his and Gabrielle’s parents was an absolute necessity, but after his fifth escape, Eric paused. Removing the face covering, he focused and shifted the color of his armor back to its familiar tan hue. With so many other employees combing the woods, it would be more suspicious if he were caught in disguise. A glimpse of Gabrielle’s guard assessing their situation would raise fewer flags than a mystery figure.

      Eric had only been moving for a few minutes after his change when noises pricked his ear. Sharp, short, and soon muffled. Screams.

      His feet were moving before there was a moment to reconsider. Much as Eric would have liked to chalk that impulse up to the side effects of traveling with paladins, in his heart, it was a selfish fear driving him forward. Slim as the chances were, that scream could have come from Klert, Elzaben, or even his own mother.

      The forest flew by. Eric moved faster than he’d have normally dared in such surroundings, but those concerns felt distant in the moment. Trees thinned and suddenly he found himself staring at a scene of combat. Bodies littered the ground, most of them wearing matching green crests, though a few forms dressed in dark leathers were also among the mix. The source of the screams appeared to be a man with a short sword being drawn out of his chest, his killer holding a gloved hand across the guard’s mouth.

      “Damn you!” shouted a guard wearing another green crest. He let out a coughing fit shortly after his shout. Something was off about him, about all the guards wearing the crest. They were gasping and choking, though whether it was magic or poison at play, Eric couldn’t begin to guess. Finishing his fit, the guard continued, stepping back to better shield the woman at his rear. “Vile, cowardly tricksters! First you steer us from our camp, then poison the air itself. The Oltive family will never forgive such a betrayal.”

      “Skip the moralizing. We’re all hired blades here.” The killer kicked away the corpse of the man he’d slain, eyes set on the talking guard. “Our contract is for the Oltive woman alone. I’ve no desire to part a man’s head from his neck merely because he needed work. Step away, and let us at the task. Our night is just beginning.”

      That name was familiar, and as Eric looked on, the woman hiding behind the guard shifted into view. Curly brown hair and a face dusted with freckles… Eric knew that woman. She was called Viv, and she had been sitting with Gabrielle at the prior night’s dinner.

      Her face was twisted in terror now, only worsening as she listened to the killer’s offer to her men. Some appeared to be considering it; however, the guard in front of her literally spit on the ground.

      “We’ll never betray the commander’s trust. The order was to guard her with our lives.”

      “That… is a shame,” the killer replied, letting out what sounded like a sincere sigh. “I hate culling good men from this profession, but if we mus—”

      Just as Eric had been rising, trying to figure out how he was going to defeat the seven men in dark leathers with only a few coughing guards as help, the speech was halted by the sudden appearance of a blade jutting out from the killer’s throat. It was a curious design, sized between a dagger and a short sword, coming to a narrow point at the edge. Before anyone could react, another appeared, this one clutched in the hand of its owner as he swung easily through the neck of an attacker.

      Standing inches away from the two newly forged corpses was Lord Prent’s butler, who retrieved the first blade as everyone else looked on, dumbfounded.

      Finally, one of the remaining five men moved, and the others fell into motion as well. They charged together, working as a unit to strike at once, cutting off their opponent’s chance at evasion. It was seamless, showing the years of practice and coordination they’d spent honing their skill as a team.

      But it failed utterly. With a step here and a slash there, the butler turned away the slices of their swords. The attackers, on the other hand, paid dearly for their aggression. Those strange blades didn’t merely hit the leather armor and halt; they continued straight on through, cutting easily through the flesh and bone beneath. Swords clattered to the ground, along with hands that still gripped them, as howls of pain tore from the would-be killers.

      Never letting up, the butler continued to hack at the now reeling enemies, spraying blood across the forest floor, where it soaked into the earth. Within half a minute, the task was done, not a drop of blood staining the man who’d executed such slaughter, save only for on his incredibly sharp blades.

      With a flash of movement, one of those weapons was suddenly pointed into the woods, directly at a section of brush where a certain rogue was crouched in hiding. “If you do not intend harm, show yourself at once.”

      After what he’d just watched Lord Prent’s butler do, Eric was in no mood to test his martial skills against the man. Raising his hands high and trying to look as harmless as possible, Eric stood up, hoping he wasn’t about to catch a sword in the chest for his compliance.
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      “For what reason do you skulk in the brush?” Though his voice was calm, the eyes of Lord Prent’s butler flitted about frantically, taking in the entire battlefield around them despite the violence having ended. At least, Eric hoped there wouldn’t be any more immediate bloodshed, especially considering where those blades were pointed.

      “I came upon a scene of combat and didn’t wish to join before understanding the situation. By the time I grasped where my efforts would be best directed, you’d removed the problem entirely.”

      “Why is a guard sneaking around the forest to begin with?” Not a quiver in the weapons, or the hands that held them. Conversation be damned, he would be able to move in an instant if Eric offered a sub-satisfactory answer.

      For as inconvenient as it was to have family members present in such a dangerous situation, they did at least offer a readily believable excuse, in no small part because it was true. “Lady Gabrielle is worried for her parents and sent me to seek them out. She hopes that by combining forces, it will be easier to keep everyone safe throughout the night.”

      Movement came from the cluster of coughing guards as Viv stepped forward, squinting at Eric slightly. “I’ll be—that is Gabrielle’s guard. You were standing behind her chair all through dinner.”

      Slowly, the blades were lowered, though Eric didn’t think for a moment that they couldn’t be raised again. Evidently satisfied the rescue was complete, Lord Prent’s butler removed a white cloth from his jacket and began to wipe the viscera from his weapons. Where it passed, the blood vanished, yet not a single stain of red lingered on the fabric.

      Viv, having somewhat regained her composure, approached the fastidious warrior and offered a bow that was much more than ceremonial. “Good sir, I appreciate your aid today. Whatever powder they threw at my guards has put their lungs into spasms, and without help, I fear we would have all been cut down. From the bottom of my heart, I thank you for saving my guards, and myself. The Oltive family does not forget such turns of kindness.”

      “All such praise and affection should be directed toward Lord Prent,” the butler dutifully replied. “It was in his wisdom that I was sent out to see if any aid was needed.” After several seconds, he lowered his eyes slightly. “Additionally, if you should happen to have any spare measures of wine on hand, I have been instructed to buy them at a generous rate. There is fear that what I packed may not prove to be adequate.”

      It took a few seconds for Eric to parse the polite language, and once he did, the rogue was very thankful nobody was paying attention in his direction. He knew his expression of surprised humor wasn’t particularly dignified. Lord Prent hadn’t sent his butler out on a peacekeeping or goodwill mission, he’d been dispatched on an errand for more alcohol.

      Viv had apparently put it together, as well, suppressing a small smile as she nodded to the request. “It would be my pleasure, and I daresay we won’t have much call for drinking tonight. My guards will need to recover and keep their wits about them. Please, let me send you back with our bottles as a gift of thanks. Among them is a Lumal vintage I think Lord Prent will find most enchanting on the tongue.”

      “I shall communicate your sentiments as best I am able. However, Lord Prent can be willful on the matter of paying for goods, so I cannot promise he will not attempt to make restitutions.”

      “Then please let Lord Prent know that I value the lives of my employees far more than bottles of alcohol. He may view it as a trade, if that suits him better; I am paying for a few very key minutes of his butler’s time.” With a motion from Viv, one of the guards stepped closer, pulling a pack from his shoulders.

      The guards’ coughing was starting to die down; it sounded as though the attackers used some kind of airborne powder that had to be inhaled. Thinking back on his lessons with Elora, Eric guessed the compound had been designed to irritate lungs rather than damage them. While permanently crippling the lungs might seem more effective, doing so required increasingly complex ingredients, a greater chance of failing in the creation process, and the ever-present risk of what might happen if one were exposed to their own product. A poor gust of wind and suddenly, the lung-melting mist was heading right back where it came from.

      Causing irritation, on the other hand, would be cheaper, easier, and in the right hands, just as effective. If an enemy was rendered helpless by a coughing fit, then skewering them with a blade became a much simpler proposition. A minute of helplessness would be enough for skilled forces to cut down their enemy, which was very nearly what had happened to Viv and her guards.

      After evaluating the tactics utilized, Eric came away with two key thoughts: the first being that he very much needed to spend more time working with the poison kit Elora had gifted him. Such substances could change the entire course of a battle, when used properly. But Eric’s other realization was a far more somber one: he needed to start thinking defensively, as well.

      Were his team hit by such an attack, the only one likely to shrug it off was Gabrielle. Paladins night be immune to poison, but they could still hack, wheeze, and sneeze. Thistle, Grumph, even Timuscor, all of them would be essentially taken out of the fight by something as mundane as a bout of sustained coughing. Would healing magic even work on irritants?

      Had one of Eric’s options for advancing his class been a version of ‘Poison Master,’ or something similar, he would have been severely tempted toward it at that moment as he considered the power of mere potions and powders. But the life of an adventurer was chaotic; he didn’t always have warning before a battle to prepare such tools. What he needed was the versatility to tackle problems, even ones that surprised him.

      Of course, before all of that, he had a night to survive and a contest to advance in.

      Eric watched until the exchange of wine was fully completed, Lord Prent’s butler stowing the bottles in his jacket, where they vanished from sight, before he made a careful approach.

      “Forgive my intrusion, but I would be remiss in my duties not to ask: have either of you seen the camp of Lady Gabrielle’s parents? They are called Klert and Elzaben, hailing for the town of Maplebark, in the Kingdom of Solium.”

      Viv shook her head. “Sorry, no luck. We had just started exploring around our camp when the ambush came.”

      The butler, on the other hand, offered a stiff nod. “I did indeed pass the pair that bear resemblance to your employer. It is on the way back to Lord Prent, so you may follow me, if you wish.”

      Fast as Eric tried to agree, Viv hit him with a question before his tongue could form the words. “This Klert and Elzaben, are they good people? The sort you would trust?”

      It was such a strange query that Eric was momentarily taken aback; among the venomous nest of nobles, he’d never even considered that his and Gabrielle’s parents might also be viewed as dangers. “They are kind and earnest, as is the daughter they raised. I’ve never had a reason to mistrust their intentions.”

      “Based on Lady Gabrielle…” Viv let the words run off, checking her guards over. None were moving quickly, but the coughs were steadily subsiding bit by bit. “I guess it’s a chance we’ll have to take. At this point, I don’t foresee any way for us to stay in the contest, and remaining in the woods alone just puts my people at needless risk. However, there is the family pride to consider, so quitting is not allowable. Instead, I will approach Lord Klert and Lady Elzaben with an offer of alliance. We shall add our might with theirs to ensure all who stay are safe, and in exchange, I will make no efforts to collect aloonstalk bulbs while on their territory.”

      The sharp mind and quick thinking were a far cry from the flippant attitude Viv had on display the night before. It didn’t mean she’d been acting falsely; a relaxed dinner demanded different social skills than the battlefield of a recent ambush. What it did signify was that Eric couldn’t afford to overlook her when accounting for potential threats.

      It was not the best realization to arrive at right before walking with Viv directly to the camp where his mother and Gabrielle’s parents were stationed. Unfortunately, Eric couldn’t think of any immediate reason to object; certainly nothing good enough to dissuade a noble from the path she’d selected.

      Rather than waste time fretting, Eric adjusted his position in the moving group so that Viv was easily in sight. He only had until they reached Klert and Elzaben’s camp to study this mysterious noblewoman and assess if she had any hidden schemes in motion.
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        * * *

      

      Baron Imroc’s team came to a halt, their leader signaling quiet with a wave of his hand. Despite a rough time in the first contest, spirits were high heading into today’s challenge.

      Baron Imroc’s own city was lavish and lovely; it resided atop a sheer cliff, at the bottom of which sat a valley. Within that valley were all manner of dangerous monsters that called the domain home. New guards were sent to train along its edges, dealing with the tiny japes that pelted outsiders with seeds and stones, and occasionally their much larger cousins, the thapes. Thapes were furry humanoids about one-and-a-half times the size of a large knight, and were stronger than they looked, which meant that taking them down was a team effort, but manageable.

      The fact that this particular team had never gone deeper into the valley than those edges didn’t worry them; the monsters farther in were reserved for the truly powerful to hunt, like those in Baron Imroc’s personal guard. For anything out in these simple woods, the team expected their experience to be more than up to the task.

      The leader started forward again, knife at the ready. His outfit was largely cloth, weaker defensively, but much less noisy when wandering about. It was a good instinct that might have been better served with actual practice in moving stealthily. Between the heavy steps and excited panting, his clothes made no difference as he approached the rustling brush.

      Something was on the other side, and it probably wasn’t friendly. Their camp was among those at the edge of the groupings, meaning they would be among the first discovered by any invading monster. Despite his wealth, Baron Imroc played little in the games of society, and had sent his son to the Ardranes’ contest with no more favor to his name than some country noble. The baron believed his children would grow to their challenges, or reach their limits; he merely facilitated opportunity.

      Yanking the bush aside, the guard swept his knife forward, bringing it to the defensive against… nothing.

      There was nothing behind the bush—just a massive tangle of roots, vines, and leaves. As he watched, it rustled with a breeze, making the same noise he’d heard moments prior. For a lovely, fleeting moment, he felt a true sense of relief; only for a horrifying realization to strike him cold.

      There was no breeze.

      “Run!” He got his final word out just in time; a second later, vines were wrapped around the leader’s neck, crushing down as a dark-purple taint spread across his skin where the flora touched.

      The guards were well-trained, responding instantly. As one, they turned and shot off back into the woods. Roots and vines fired out from the undulating creature rising out of the bush. Several guards made it all of two steps before their bodies were dragged to the ground. Others dodged the snaring attempts, but it was impossible to avoid every strike. This being seemed to have no end to its appendages as they raked and scratched, trying to snare every creature around it.

      Of the three that managed to escape its initial range, the farthest any of them made it was ten steps. That honor went to a woman with a dwarven grandparent, whose lesser stature was offset with a potent resistance to many poisons. But against a venerad, it wasn’t nearly enough. She tottered softly into the grass without so much as a whimper, the poison doing its dastardly work in silence.

      Methodically, the enormous plant creature rolled over each of them, leaving only scraps of clothing and a few glittering bits of metal in its wake. When the last guard was gone, the venerad slithered forward, already in search of its next meal.
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      It was rare that there was nothing to do. On the road, there was always the next leg of the journey, camp to make or break, training to squeeze in, monsters to battle. Even in the Ardrane Estate, between the play-acting and events, it often felt like entire hours flew by unaccounted for. However, with no aloonstalk bulbs to harvest or zotts to battle, to say nothing of the thus far unseen venerad, Timuscor found himself in the unexpected possession of free time.

      Training wasn’t an option: since they were facing a night of battle, preemptively wearing himself out would be downright foolhardy. Nor were there preparations of the area to make, as their fights would likely be dynamic and shifting once the aloonstalks rose. Currently, Grumph was leaning over his spellbook, studying furiously to ready himself. So far, their wizard hadn’t elected to share much information about what he had in mind, rather putting his time toward maximizing his chances of success.

      Thistle was methodically walking the terrain, especially the areas around the zott mounds, learning every dip and twist of the ground with his own two feet. A wrong step could send him tumbling, removing Thistle from the fight momentarily, at best. This knowledge also helped him plan his dagger throws by anticipating where an enemy would have to slow down or leap to the side. The fact that his method of assessing terrain also happened to resemble pacing did little to settle everyone’s nerves.

      Soft scuffling from near the carriage marked Gabrielle’s movements as she leapt and tumbled about. To an outsider, it might look like she was working on agility exercises, and while many of the motions had been taken from watching Eric’s morning routine, such was not her current purpose. Gabrielle had plainly stated her goal: she was working on dodging. Without her armor or the ability to reveal her undead durability, Gabrielle would have to avoid taking hits to minimize suspicion. Her odds of improving in such a short time were limited, but considering all her training coupled with her undead physical advantages, she might well be able to slip past a few hits. Throwing herself into intense, immediate training was something only Gabrielle could do, as she didn’t have to worry about wearing down before the fight.

      Sitting beside Mr. Peppers with a loud clank, Timuscor looked out into the woods, aware that man and monster both roamed it, unsure of which would prove to be more dangerous. He wanted to use his time well, but lacked any notion of how to go about it. Prayer would make sense, were he a normal paladin; however, there was no one Timuscor would even be able to direct such prayers toward. The closest he had to a patron deity was the strange voice in the mist, one he typically only heard while on the border of life and death. Not a particularly wise entity to try and contact, given the conditions required.

      Scratching his boar along the shoulder blades, Timuscor took a moment to admire his partner’s recent growth. On top of gaining the ability to change sizes, Mr. Peppers had increased his normal body’s mass, as well, more muscle augmenting the already dense frame.

      Examining the muscle, Timuscor thought back to his lesson with Leomar. That man had proven incredibly powerful, outclassing Timuscor handily, even when the latter tapped into his paladin strength. It wasn’t due to raw might, however; rather, it had been power gained through precise and careful control of his mana. The paladin grinned as realization struck: there were more ways to train than just his body.

      Thus far, Timuscor’s only experience with the source of his paladin powers was tapping into and letting the might fill his body, along with making use of the huge blasts of energy that tore forth from him during the change. Drawing the power out from himself, the way Thistle did to cast spells or heal, was something Timuscor had yet to manage. With time to burn, however, he aimed to set about changing that.

      Closing his eyes, Timuscor prepared to reach deep down, pushing all thought aside until he could at last reach that stream of magic flowing through him. Instead, he found the energy almost instantly, like it had been waiting just out of sight for the moment his attention shifted in that direction. New strength flowed into Timuscor’s muscles, and he made no effort to halt it. Timuscor usually kept this might at bay because he had far less control when using it; unless he was wildly outclassed or set on killing an enemy, it was not an acceptable trade-off in combat.

      Timuscor’s eyes remained closed as he lifted his left hand. Rather than look, he focused on feeling the energy coursing through his limbs, empowering each movement. It washed through him, unfocused and wild, stopping as it reached his skin. His original intent had been to try and pull some of the power out, yet as he truly considered himself, another urge took hold.

      Leomar had called the skill mana-reinforcement, where one’s physical body was augmented by a sudden influx of magical power. That was what Gabrielle used to call forth her barbarian strength, yet Leomar hadn’t seemed overly shocked that someone else could use it. But was that what Timuscor was doing? It seemed much more like this was the same gift that Thistle and other paladins received.

      With time to kill, Timuscor decided to put the concept to the test. As best he could tell, the power rippling through him was just crashing about, like it was pouring into him from a huge barrel that had sprung a leak. Given that he wasn’t much for overly complex thought, Timuscor’s best idea for a mana-reinforcement technique was to try and direct as much of that wild power as possible into his actual muscles.

      The mana responded almost instantly, like it was eager to please. Timuscor definitely felt something happening; unfortunately, the discovery was lost amongst a sudden influx of pain from his arm. It was a strange sensation, like something was clamping down on his limb despite it being totally free. After several seconds of gritted teeth, Timuscor finally realized the issue. Shifting his focus, he began directing the mana into his arm’s bones, as well as the blood and other tissue. It seemed strengthening had to be done harmoniously; powering up his muscles without enhancing the bones holding them added too much strain when they moved.

      Armed with his new understanding, Timuscor brought his left arm back into balance. He stopped shortly after, not daring to risk infusing too much mana with an untested technique. Finally opening his eyes once more, Timuscor found that Mr. Peppers had moved strikingly closer as he worked. The boar was now mere inches from his face, staring intently.

      “If you ever have tips to share, I’d love to hear them.” Timuscor pet his friend once, then looked around for a way to test his strength. With no weights in easy reach, it would be hard to get a precise gauge on his abilities. Eventually, his eyes fell on the grass, or more specifically, the soft dirt beneath it.

      With a few swipes of his hands, Timuscor had cleared away the top layer of soil, revealing hard-packed earth. Reaching down, he spaced his arms out, making sure there was ample distance between as he laid them palm-first onto the ground. Setting his body’s angle, Timuscor took a deep breath and began to flex his hands.

      Breaking through the dirt was hardly impossible, even for someone without paladin strength; however, it demanded effort. With no other easy means to test how well his process worked, Timuscor opted for direct comparison. How hard was it with the normal arm, versus the one he’d tried to reinforce?

      His right hand brought forth cracks and fissures as it moved, fingers slowly cleaving through the small patch of earth. His left, conversely, lacked the showmanship. That one had simply gripped through the dirt and formed a small ball of it in the center of his palm. No doubt about it: the left hand was markedly stronger.

      Timuscor was heartened by the discovery, glancing around to tell the others. As he did, the sun’s new position overhead drove home how long he’d been lost in his thoughts. It was certainly a useful ability, but if this was how long it had taken to slightly reinforce one arm, then Timuscor probably wouldn’t be suddenly augmenting his strength mid-fight like Leomar had.

      However, there was still spare time as they waited for Eric’s return and the aloonstalk harvest to begin, so Timuscor set about trying to bring the rest of his body up to the same point as his left arm. Even a small boost to strength could make a life-and-death difference, plus he disliked the idea of being out of balance.

      Had Dejy been present, he would have been able to tell Timuscor how ridiculous a notion all of this was. Mana couldn’t simply be ordered about or shoved into spots on the body as desired. That was why barbarians lost cognitive function while using mana-reinforcement: the power flowed to all parts of the body, inflaming the aggression centers of the brain that were active in battle. Fully imbuing it into muscle and bone was only done through careful processes with all manner of safety spells employed.

      Since no one was around to let Timuscor know he was attempting the impossible, he merely set about to doing it.
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        * * *

      

      “Uuuughhg.” Cheri’s groan well encapsulated everyone’s sentiment as she mumbled it into her soda cup. “Brain hurt. Math bad. Puzzle bad. Cheri smash.”

      “It’s… certainly a challenge.” Of them all, Bert seemed the most vexed that he was unable to conquer the square before them. Despite working on it all day between turns and whenever they were on break, the puzzle they’d been presented with remained unsolved. More than once, Bert had thought he found the trick to it, only to wipe the plastic clear in frustration.

      Adding to the stress, none of their other in-game efforts had borne fruit. Time was ticking down, and the only ones guaranteed to move on were those who solved the spell. It might not have felt so dire, if any of them had ideas left on what to try, but all long shots and wild notions had long since been scraped from the bottom of the barrel.

      Well… not all long shots. There was technically one option left, a true “break-glass-in-emergency” move that Russell was working very hard not to voice.

      “What gets me is that it feels like we should be able to solve it,” Alexis grumbled, pausing to demolish her snack of apple slices. “There’s something familiar I just can’t place.”

      It was the last break before dinner, leading up to their final session of the day. Their options were to keep hunting for leads or head back out into the night, searching for more clues. Tomorrow’s games would be when the mysterious town stabilized enough for entrance, assuming they sorted their spell issue, so this was their last chance at finding alternative means of entry.

      “We’re not sunk yet,” Tim declared. “Who knows what we’ll discover next? I’m sure there’s some way to move forward.”

      Ordinarily, Russell would have agreed, as most modules were built to keep an adventure on course. This one, however, was almost the inverse. Every time there was a break, Russell counted fewer people around them. Parties were dropping faster now, and he had a hunch the pace wouldn’t slow down. It was a swift reminder that regardless of how socially inept he or his friends felt, this was a rare chance to collaborate with other players in the search for answers.

      When this evening’s social event arrived, they were going to have to take much more initiative than the night prior. But before that, they had a session to play, one where they would hopefully find a way into the magical city.

      “What’s the game plan if we catch dick-all on leads again?” Cheri asked. “Skip the social and spend all night staring at that piece-of-shit square?”

      “Definitely not.” Russell gestured to the room around them. “People are getting knocked off pretty regularly at this point—who knows how many will be left tomorrow? We need to focus on talking to other players while that’s still even an option.”

      With a heavy sigh, he picked up the laminated square, turning it over a few times in his hands. “If worst comes to worst and we hit no other leads… our mother has a passion for puzzles. Since it was made clear we can get help from anywhere, asking her is within bounds. Let’s try not to need that plan, though.”

      Tucking the square into his pocket, Russell turned his attention back to the small bag of chips, ignoring a pointed look from Cheri. Perhaps the dice would be with them and the party would find another way.

      Having seen the way dice so often rolled when their outcomes truly mattered, Russell wasn’t sure how optimistic he was willing to be toward that chance, but it didn’t hurt to hope.
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      In typical fashion, Klert and Elzaben welcomed Viv into their camp with barely a second thought. Not only did they allow her entry with open arms, they even insisted on allowing her to harvest aloonstalks in part of the area, despite it obviously weakening their own chances to progress. So trusting; it was as though they didn’t even consider the possibility that Viv was playing wounded in order to strike when they were occupied. Not that Eric expected such a turn from her, either. Even if Viv had been harboring some secret desire for murder, her small contingent of guards was weakened and outnumbered. But there were other nobles about who wouldn’t hesitate to use such underhanded tactics.

      Had Lord Prent’s butler remained, Eric would have been far more worried, but the man bid a swift farewell after a short round of polite introductions. Considering the power he’d displayed and the lack of a name in use, he fit the requirements as a potential High Priest of Kalzidar. Yet his behavior was odd and needlessly attention-grabbing. Wouldn’t the real priest be trying to go unnoticed? Or was this a bold opponent who preferred to hide in plain sight?

      Eric dearly wished he could have talked to Elora about the conundrum. As the one who’d properly taught him how to be a rogue, she could have helped him work through the problem, finding what was hidden. Instead, he received a soft pat on the shoulder from his mother, who’d stepped up next to him without Eric noticing.

      “Is there something in those woods we should be concerned about?”

      With a blink, Eric realized he’d been staring off in the direction of Lord Prent’s butler, lost in his own speculation. “Absolutely. We know there are at least zotts and a venerad, plus who knows what else is lurking around. Staying here is dangerous.”

      “Few places in this world are safe,” Veria replied.

      “Maplebark is a lot safer than this.” To his own surprise, Eric turned toward his mother, eyes quickly checking the area to see if they were alone. Most of the camp was occupied with getting Viv settled and working her guards into the formations, so he and Veria were away from the crowd. “I understand why you all came for the event initially, but is staying in the competition really necessary? The contest has already proven dangerous, and it’s only getting worse. Why put yourselves at risk?”

      Veria tilted her head slightly down and let out a soft breath. “Are you sure you want to know the answer to that? Some questions are better left as they are.”

      “Since I’m hoping to talk you out of risking your life, understanding why you’re doing it is a fairly key piece of information.” The words left Eric’s mouth before his brain had a chance to properly wonder why it was he wouldn’t want to hear her answer.

      “So be it. We’re here because we need to be here. Maplebark needs us to be here. The town has been struggling since…”

      He didn’t need her to finish the thought, not with hints that obvious. “Since we left?”

      Veria nodded. “It was a combination of many factors hitting us at once. Annoying as those goblins were, there was a reason Klert never really committed to wiping them out. Their existence deterred other monsters, ones that did a lot worse than stealing small supplies and carefully kidnapping the mayor’s daughter—monsters that are now showing up more and more frequently. Normally, we’d put adventurers on the task, but with Grumph’s tavern gone, we’re seeing them far less often. His ale was a favorite among many on the road, and without it there to tempt them, fewer people bother to make the trip.”

      At every word she spoke, Eric felt his stomach drop further. This entire time, they’d been on the journey to keep Maplebark safe, and in fact, their very escape had put the town in peril. Worse, there was truly nothing he could do to help. Even if Eric weren’t divinely barred from returning, Maplebark was in Solium, the king of which was presumably still hunting for his party’s heads. Any of them who went back would likely be dead within a week.

      “Then, there was the loss of you and Gabrielle,” Veria continued. “Klert is all smiles now, but he was devastated when we thought Gabrielle had died. It took some time for him to get back into full swing, and things slipped through the cracks during that time. Not to mention, losing two of our most promising young adults meant that the older guards have to keep fighting for more years. The long and short of it is that Maplebark has been struggling as of late. Once Klert learned what the Astrafrond offered, there was no breaking him from the course. He believes it’ll give him an ability to help defend or enrich the town, and you know how he can be once he’s set on something.”

      “I understand that stubbornness very well.” Given that it was a trait Gabrielle had inherited in surplus, Eric had been dealing with similar struggles all his life. Gabrielle did what she thought was right, and anyone in the way would get knocked aside. “As for the town, I never imagined things would go so bad.”

      “None of that, now. We’re not fighting monsters back from the gates or anything yet. Klert is just the kind of mayor who can’t resist if he sees a way to help his people. It’s part of why your father and I settled in Maplebark in the first place.”

      Eric felt a pang in his chest at the thought of his lost father, a familiar ache still raw from the recent revelations. “I wonder what he would say about our current situation.”

      To his shock, Veria suddenly let out a series of sharp laughs, which passed as quickly as they’d manifested. “Oh goodness, forgive me. It’s just… I could never predict what that man was about to do next. Not from the first day we met to the very end. He was peculiar, in the way that even few paladins are.”

      An unsatisfiable curiosity rose in Eric, a yearning to ask so much more about the father he felt he knew less and less the more he learned. Veria’s hand was already patting him on the back as she continued, though.

      “The one thing I do know is that he’d be immensely proud of you, and the way you’ve been using his sword. That blessing it carries isn’t hard to remove; all the sword’s owner had to do was use it in a knowingly cruel or wicked act. But even after all your travels, I still recognize the familiar sheen along the steel. That’s the blade of a man fighting to make the world better, a man I am lucky enough to call my son.”

      With the sun dipping lower, Eric needed to head back soon. Yet he couldn’t force his feet to move, knowing that once he was gone, the camp would be exposed. True, Klert’s camp had far more soldiers than his, but numbers wouldn’t mean much against a poisoned cloud or a venerad’s strike.

      Then again, what exactly did Eric think he was going to do to turn the odds? While being an adventurer had elevated Eric in strength, he’d gotten excellent reminders lately of just how far there still was to rise. Outclassing the random thieves at an outpost inn wasn’t the same as being able to stand against deadly monsters or powerful magics. The strength that had let him survive this far didn’t come from him alone; it was his party’s collective power that could make the difference.

      “Do any of the guards have a knack for magic, the ability to send up some sort of signal if you’re under attack?”

      Veria shook her head, a brief moment of confusion appearing and passing from her face. “Not to my knowledge. Magic isn’t an especially common gift. I’ve got something that might be able to work, though. Several of the medicines I carry can be temperamental around fire. With a sturdy tube, I could put together a flare that has excellent chances of not exploding.”

      The statement earned Veria a series of confused blinks from her son before she chuckled out an explanation. “Medicines can be dangerous. Many even come from the same sources as poisons, so anyone who undertakes their craft has to learn to handle them appropriately. You don’t want to give anyone a tonic with the distilled slime of an emblister toad when near a roaring hearth, because there’s a strong chance the whole room will end up ablaze.”

      Eric had thought poisons were potent, but he’d yet to come across anything in his reading with that kind of effect. “I always just thought you were mashing herbs from the garden together.”

      “You aren’t wrong. There’s just a great deal more that can also be done. And if it sets your mind at ease, I’ll fashion together a signal, though I have confidence in Hurmic and his guards to handle our safety.”

      Viv and the rest of her party were looking settled, and Eric knew he had a chunk of forest yet to cross. Although the promise of a signal wasn’t much, Eric had to make it be enough. He couldn’t keep standing there. Alone, he wouldn’t make a difference against true threats. For that, he’d need some of the others, none of whom would be arriving until he went and gave them directions. No matter how he cut it, the only way to help was by leaving.

      All Eric could do was hope that the guards were up to whatever threats they faced, or that he was able to return in time.
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        * * *

      

      Count Crensen looked over the map forming itself on the parchment, its lines laying out the organization of various nobles’ camps. As a sorcerer, Count Crensen had never shown more than a middling talent, even less so when it came to the magics of combat. But the spells he was able to learn were chosen well and practiced diligently. Visualization offered the power to transfer mental images onto physical mediums, and Borrowed Scout allowed him to utilize the senses of certain animals. Granted, the creatures had to be simpleminded and lacking substantial mana, but plenty of birds fell into both categories.

      The hardest part had been locating birds still in the area to make use of. Just from their limited trek across the forest, the venerad’s influence was clear. A great deal of the local wildlife had either been eaten or vanished; all that remained were creatures with natural evasion options, such as zotts and their burrowing, or birds that could take to the sky. Still, with a deadly predator roaming loose and food supplies limited, only so many birds were even bothering to perch nearby.

      It took Count Crensen most of the afternoon to finish his work, patiently waiting as wings fluttered through the forest, occasionally offering him fresh vantage points. At last, he decided it was time to conclude. There would always be more to see, new details to catch and weaknesses to note; at some point, planning had to turn into action.

      Opening his eyes, Count Crensen examined the map. He’d added to it piece by piece; this was the first time seeing everything laid out properly. His camp was among those along the edge of the formation, making it more likely to be struck by the venerad or other monsters working their way toward the center. That suited Count Crensen perfectly; being among the higher status nobles would only have made his plans for the night harder.

      Certainly, there was glory to be had in bagging a prime specimen; taking down a noble holding a substantial position would be akin to mounting a dragon head on his mantle. However, that sort of flagrancy courted retribution, which Count Crensen preferred to avoid. He had no interest in dodging assassins and intrigue around every corner. Better to pluck smaller prey that came without the complications.

      For the most part, his targets would be ones of opportunity, those who were conveniently located and lacking adequate defenses. There was one exception, however. After seeing the talent put on display last night, Count Crensen had been unsurprised that Earl Codderfon was among those missing come sunrise. The oaf had angered a dangerous player, one that Count Crensen was eagerly looking forward to testing himself against.

      Of course, he’d have to warm up along the way. Examining the map with great care, Count Crensen began to plot the path of corpses he would leave in his wake.
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      “I’m surprised to see you here. Doesn’t your last session of the day start soon?” Marsha’s back let out a series of pops as she got up to stretch, making her realize just how long she’d been in the hotel chair working on her laptop.

      While she’d been checking in on Russell and Cheri, along with their friends, Marsha had tried to give them ample space most of the time. Both were either at or near adulthood and deserved the trust that entailed, plus there was the matter of the trip’s main activity. Seeing her son at her door with a game soon starting was certainly an unexpected surprise, one that grew more curious as she caught the guilty expression on his face.

      “Yeah, we’re supposed to get going in a few minutes. I told the others I’d catch up, blamed the dinner tacos on needing some extra time,” Russell admitted.

      “Oh? Why the subterfuge?”

      From his back pocket, Russell produced a laminated square. “I didn’t want to risk Cheri trying to stop me. We got this puzzle in the game, one that we need to solve in order to advance through the story. All of us have been trying and getting nowhere with it. I’m sorry to bring this up, but you love puzzles more than anyone I’ve met. I was hoping… since it’s from the game, but not about it…”

      She hated the discomfort on her son’s face, and her own role in putting it there. “Don’t look so put out. It’s just a puzzle. I can take a look. Is that all right, though? Usually, you’re supposed to solve these yourself.”

      “The rules were made explicitly clear: any help we can get is allowed.” Russell presented the square, which Marsha plucked and looked over.

      Her eyebrows rose immediately, unable to contain her shock. It felt as though the decades had been ripped away. She was once more lying on the beanbag chair in her cousin’s basement, incense in the air as she flipped pages in the strange book, lost in the lovely swirls and spirals. A moment that had kindled an interest, which became a hobby, then a passion, until morphing into a sad reminder of what had once been.

      Marsha had to give it to the module’s designers, though: they’d added one hell of a deep cut. “You have any idea what this is?”

      Russell shook his head. “Zero clue. Alexis said she thought it looked familiar, Bert says he sees patterns, but they don’t amount to anything. That’s all we’ve gotten.”

      “They’re both right. It’s something you might have seen before and contains both patterns and nonsense.” Marsha flipped it around, tapping the strange series of shapes on the square. “It’s magic.”

      It was like Russell had been struck by a bolt. His whole body tightened in shock as his eyes went wide, one word barely escaping as a whisper. “What?”

      “Magic. From Spells, Swords, & Stealth. Well, from a version of it, anyway. The very first edition was a lot more conceptual and confusing than the smoothed-out systems they eventually developed. There was an entire chapter dedicated to the fundamental theories of magic, filled with pictures like this. It’s funny, those might have been the first puzzles I remember getting intrigued by.”

      Slowly, the tension eased out of Russell’s body, leaving her son looking as though he’d just been through one hell of a fright. “Right, of course. Magic from the old game systems.” Reaching out, Russell took the square back from her. “But why use that? And how does knowing it help us?”

      “Tell the others that all spells are read starting at the outmost sequence, then working inward regardless of proximity to the next point, and that magic is built on multiple disciplines. You’ve got some smart cookies; that should be enough to figure it out.” For a fleeting moment, Marsha’s gaze turned nostalgic. “If memory serves, I based some of my own first puzzles on the old magic system. Not many people ever read that edition, so I expected them to be stumped.”

      “Players took you by surprise?” Russell gave his mother a knowing smile, the shared understanding of all who’d run a game.

      “Most of them were exactly as befuddled as expected, but there was this… frustrating paladin in the mix. Let’s just say, that game definitely didn’t go as expected.” Checking the clock, Marsha realized that it was getting late. “But you don’t have time to talk about games past. Go, hurry, and make tonight’s session.”

      Following his mother’s eyes to the nearest clock, Russell registered the time and hurriedly darted from the room, puzzle still clutched firmly in his hand.

      Sitting on her bed, Marsha glanced at the laptop, briefly considering diving back into work, before a new idea struck her fancy. Pulling out her phone, she started to peruse online marketplaces. There was bound to be a copy of the original Spells, Swords, & Stealth system out there. It would be nice to revisit the place something she’d loved so much had started. Perhaps it would even be an aspect of the game she could manage to share with her children. Seeing Russell’s discomfort reaffirmed that she’d given this feeling too much power over her life for too long.

      It was time to take back the game she’d loved, starting at the beginning once more.
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      There was only a short while left until sunset when Eric returned to the camp, where he quickly informed his friends about his trip. At the news that their parents were safe, and even had reinforcements from Viv, Gabrielle relaxed, allowing a smile to break through her worry. Extra guards would certainly help keep the family safe, but more than that, Viv came from a family of consequence. Aside from those hired for the task, there were only so many nobles willing to risk the wrath of a family like the Oltives. Even as far away as Solium, Gabrielle had heard the name mentioned with envy and reverence. Their wealth and influence was hopefully enough to dissuade anyone out hunting for easy prey.

      Once Eric’s story was finished, the five people and one boar stood around in the fading light of day. No more time for exploration, or variables to consider; they had to decide on a plan of attack, and soon. Once the aloonstalks began to appear, there would be no more time for deliberation.

      It was Gabrielle who finally spoke. “With Viv and her guards added to our parents’ defenses, plus a signal set up, it might be overkill for Eric and me to head there before we know there’s trouble. In turn, I’d like to keep my boots, because should the signal go off, I’ll need to be there as fast as physically possible.”

      “Aye, that would be best for everyone,” Thistle agreed. “Perhaps you should start the night ready for combat. With the new clothes, that helmet Dejy fashioned, and a hooded cloak to cover your hair, you could easily fight alongside us anonymously. Offers us more offense against the zotts, and if the signal goes up, you won’t need to waste a moment with preparation.”

      Grumph started toward the carriage he’d personally cleaned, prepped, and stocked that morning, pausing only long enough to offer a short explanation. “Got a few extra weapons inside. Didn’t know what we’d face tonight. Better to be prepared.”

      As Grumph headed for the carriage, Timuscor looked over their area once more. Despite several clear spots, trees still littered their space, thick roots occasionally snaking out of the ground. Moving around would require more grace than a man in full armor could reasonably manage, and the lack of open spaces meant Mr. Peppers could only grow so big. Riding him through the battlefield wouldn’t be an option, even if they didn’t have to worry about trampling aloonstalks.

      Before, it hadn’t mattered much; with only three people capable of harvesting the stalks, there was no getting around each one having to stay mobile. Timuscor would have just had to go slow and suffer the consequences, but if Eric and Gabrielle were staying, then that might not be the case.

      “Considering the terrain, if I can remain stationary in position, I’d be at my most effective.” Knowing that the stalks would be appearing all over, Timuscor wasn’t sure how that would work. Thankfully, a party was made up of many people, each with their own gifts and strengths. While Timuscor wasn’t much for strategy, Thistle merely nodded in swift acceptance of the variable.

      “Quite true. With the slopes and roots, you’d either have to move like a turtle, or end up splayed across the ground.” Thistle examined their area, taking note of every aspect, building a mental map, and then moving pieces around upon it. “But even with the trees acting as obstacles, there’s no way to create a chokepoint—too much space for creatures to swing wide and avoid you. Building barriers with the time we have left is out, and those could impede us as much as a monster, anyway. Although… one tactic does spring to mind.”

      Tapping his hands together, a slow smile spread across Thistle’s face, one that did not entirely look at home on the face of a paladin. “It’s one we’ve used in the past, although the circumstances were quite different before. Usually, I am the one with issues of mobility, and we’ve solved them via brute strength.”

      Realization dawned swiftly as Grumph pulled his head out from rummaging in the carriage. “Can’t carry Timuscor and his armor around a battlefield. You were heavy enough.”

      “You wound me, old friend, but fear not, for it is not you I had in mind for the task.” Thistle’s gaze shifted over to Gabrielle. “Considering the feats of strength our barbarian has put on display since her change, and the lack of soreness or exhaustion in her muscles, I think Gabrielle might just be capable of helping Timuscor along. Much as part of me would love to see someone else endure it, not even a full carry would be needed, just a helping hand to lift up and remove some of the weight.”

      In response, Gabrielle walked over to Timuscor, gently wrapping her arms around his armored waist. Letting out a soft grunt, she lifted upward, picking the paladin up from the ground by a few feet before lowering him once more. “I can do it, just not easily. Helping would be faster than a carry.” This time, Gabrielle grabbed the back of his breastplate, fingers finding a space where it met the gorget. She lifted slightly, and suddenly Timuscor felt the weight resting upon him lighten.

      The pair took a few shaky steps, slowly working toward a rhythm. Hardly a swift speed, but still measurably better than what Timuscor would be able to manage alone. Plus, even if he did fall, they knew Gabrielle could put him right back on his feet. After a few loops around the northern part of the clearing, both were moving steadily in tandem. It was far from coordinated or graceful, but it worked, and with a battle impending, that was enough.

      By the time they were done, Grumph had emerged from the carriage holding a mace and a polearm. Eric was examining both as the duo returned. “What made you pick these in particular?”

      “Swords are reliable, but limited. Monsters like skeletons need to be crushed, while ones like plumplors hurt more from being stabbed. Better to have options.” Grumph held both of the items out toward Gabrielle, who checked them over briefly.

      “The stabbing one is tempting—gives me reach like the axe, but I can make more use out of a swing-and-smash approach, especially if I tap into my anger.” Reaching out, Gabrielle took the mace, giving it a few test whiffs in the air. It was a simple, well-made weapon. The barbarian only hoped it could stand up to the kind of hits she’d be doling out.

      With her weapon handled, she set about putting on her disguise, donning the metal helm and cloak to cover as much as possible. Drawing Ovrium was an option, but her axe was distinctive in looks alone, to say nothing of its magic. Keeping it out of sight was the safest option, especially since it was always in reach if needed.

      One by one, the party readied themselves as the sun fell lower. Eric had his short sword drawn and leather set to a dark hue that would blend with the night. Gabrielle was utterly hidden behind her mask and cloak, still adjusting her grip on the new mace. Next to her, Timuscor merely stood with his eyes closed, almost like a man lost in prayer, as Mr. Peppers snorted around his feet. Thistle held a position near the center of their area, eyes roving for stalks to harvest, or threats to dispatch. Only a few feet away, Grumph was at his back, a lightning dart mentally readied for the first sign of trouble he saw. As the last of the daylight faded, the team was tense, but prepared, sure that they were ready for the challenges the night would offer.

      A confidence that was quickly shattered as the first patch of aloonstalks shot from the ground and the nearest zott mound erupted.
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      From looking at the mounds they left behind, all had assumed that the zotts would come swarming out, similar to insects when their lairs were stepped upon. Not a single person present anticipated that the flat-faced rodents would explode out from the ground like a boil of dirt had been suddenly lanced, releasing the furry payload inside.

      Aside from catching the party off guard, this method of dispersal also had the benefit of spreading the zotts out. While most were standing near the chewed-up earth that had been their mound, many had been flung further, scattering through the area—some precariously near the newly risen aloonstalks.

      After a moment being stunned by the method of the zotts’ arrival, Thistle’s mind finally clicked back into action. From his position in the center of their camp, it was possible to track all his allies and many of the enemies. The aloonstalks that had risen were in the eastern section of their clearing, and the zott mound that erupted was northwest of it, not nearly as far away as Thistle would have liked. The nearest person to the stalks was Eric, who already had his blade at the ready.

      “Timuscor and… Mace, to your east! Eric, hold the zotts off until help arrives, then put all your efforts into harvesting.” It only dawned on Thistle as he was throwing his first blade and yelling instructions that they hadn’t come up with a codename for Gabrielle; screaming her actual name along with combat instructions would defeat the point of her disguise. It was a small detail, the sort he should have noticed. Between the weight of worrying over Madroria and the burden of Kalzidar’s offer, Thistle was wasting too much mental energy on fear.

      Thankfully, Gabrielle understood instantly. She hauled Timuscor along with her; the pair raced through the camp. While they hurried, Eric swept his blade wide, taking down as many of the zotts as he could. They were small and squat, but the claws at the ends of their paws explained how they could burrow so easily through the dirt. Those sharp hooks looked as though they could do substantial damage, which was why Eric gave them a wide berth.

      Against a few, Eric had nothing to worry about; the danger of zotts was if they swarmed. Although the first group tried to organize, the constant tirade of knives and Spark Darts firing into them whittled their numbers down continuously, and they were forced to defend against Eric’s sword.

      Less than a minute later, Gabrielle and Timuscor arrived, with Mr. Peppers only a few steps behind. All of them leapt into combat, the newly borrowed mace sending horrible sprays of viscera with every blow thanks to Gabrielle’s strength. Timuscor’s kills were cleaner and kinder—as kind as killing can ever truly be. A single swing left all those in his path bisected, and even a casual batting of his shield sent several flying off, one smacking heavily into a nearby tree.

      “Damn! I love my undead perks, but that paladin strength is something else too,” Gabrielle remarked as she brought her mace down, obliterating another zott from the slowly lowering supply.

      Timuscor’s brow furrowed in confusion, but before he had a chance to speak, a trio of zotts tried to rush past, following Eric as he raced toward the aloonstalks. Turning his attention to the threat at hand, Timuscor made short work of the rodents, but there was no rest after, as more kept coming.

      While his friends fought, Eric reached the aloonstalks. They were much thinner than wheat, emitting a soft, silver-blue light, like moonlight on the waters of a still lake. At the top was a thick, fibrous bulb. On his first touch, Eric could feel how delicate the bloomed stalk was, nearly giving way in his hand. Carefully, he plucked the bulb, feeling it shift and nearly burst several times before it was extracted. With his prize free, Eric slipped it into the Ardranes’ provided sack, where it appeared to vanish.

      “Harvesting these is going to take some time,” Eric yelled to his friends. “They feel incredibly easy to break.”

      As if to prove his point, a rogue zott reached the edge of the aloonstalks, swiping out a sharp-clawed paw and sending one of the outmost plants tumbling to the ground. Upon landing, the bulb on top exploded dramatically, not unlike the zotts’ own mounds, spraying a foul-smelling liquid across the ground. The zott instantly started lapping up the bulb’s juice, right up until a skillfully thrown dagger took it out of the fight for good.

      The same dagger vanished, reappearing in Thistle’s hand as he watched Eric harvest the next bulb. That the stalks each took longer to reap would slow them down, but didn’t change the fundamentals of their plan. Already, the denizens of the first mound had been largely cut down to stragglers, and Grumph had managed to pick off most of the zotts that were flung further. What concerned Thistle was just how many of those mounds there were. Enough zotts wouldn’t just be able to able to overrun the aloonstalk field, they could cause injury. Probably not enough to kill them, but zotts were far from the only threat in the woods tonight.

      However, there was a small chuckle from the gnome as he looked over the scene, a new idea already forming. While it would require sacrificing some of their harvest, they’d have a tactic for potentially handling swarms. If it worked.

      They didn’t have to wait long for a chance to test it. To the south of the aloonstalk field, two more zott mounds exploded, flinging reinforcements onto the battlefield.

      Thistle looked to Grumph, who was already forming the next lightning dart in his hand. If nothing else, their trip was offering him ample time to practice and perfect his first cantrip. But useful as it had proven, the spell could only hit a single target at a time. For an enemy like this, they needed to spread the pain around.

      “Remember the plan before Gabrielle and Eric returned? I think you’ll have a chance to practice your other spell after all.” Thistle raised his voice, calling to the others. “Mace and Timuscor, to the south! Eric, throw the next two bulbs onto the ground about ten feet from the aloonstalk field, close together but not overlapping.”

      Moving without hesitation, Gabrielle and Timuscor hurried to the new position, Mr. Peppers lingering only long enough to finish off the final zott of the first wave. Eric glanced at Thistle in confusion before a wave of understanding swept across his face. Grumph was moving as well, hustling along as Thistle hurled his daggers toward the zotts closest to the stalks. The ones who’d ended up farther off were a concern, just not a pressing one. For now, they only had one field in bloom; that’s where they’d focus all efforts. Besides, if Thistle’s idea worked, the rogue zotts would probably head over anyway.

      A gnarly splat rang out as the first bulb crashed onto the ground, spraying its vile liquid everywhere. Thistle had hoped that the zotts would behave like the first one, becoming so enamored with the meal that they stopped paying attention to anything else. And he was right, just far more so than expected.

      One zott was capable of peacefully enjoying the bulb’s bounty, but as a group, it was another matter. Every nearby zott dove into the puddle, ferociously gobbling up the residue. When they encountered another zott, however, snapping and slashing broke out. None of the zotts wanted to share this precious treat with their brethren; soon, they’d turned into a violent, writhing pile of fur.

      Gabrielle or Timuscor could have struck—the zotts certainly made easy targets—but there was a chance that drawing their ire would focus the fury on themselves. Even before seeing the zotts lose it, Thistle had known it was better to take out as many in a single strike as possible, and Grumph had wanted to work his old spell.

      The half-orc finished his arcane mutterings as he drew near the swarm of zotts. In his hand formed a weapon made of golden light, one that had taken many shapes over the various castings. It was a weapon that carried only one special property: its malleability. Since getting his demon-bone staff, Grumph had found less use for this particular spell, but his training in Notch had opened up new possibilities.

      Today, the golden weapon was in the form of a two-handed hammer, one that Grumph raised high over his head. He was near the writhing ball of battling rodents, fully aware that a single blow wouldn’t be nearly enough to smash through that much mass.

      Most of Grumph’s spells took mana as they were cast, and while summoning his weapon also required an initial drain, there was also a constant small draw upon his mana to keep it formed. After learning from Jolia, Grumph now understood that connection was what allowed him to shape the weapon as he pleased, even after the spell had been cast. But the connection also meant that a mage who knew how could force more mana into the spell, amplifying its strength.

      Hammer held in position, the sounds of Gabrielle and Timuscor fighting off the other zotts ringing in his ears, Grumph forced the mana up from his body and into the hammer, specifically the head. Some energy had to go into the shaft to keep the form stable, but as much as he could, Grumph channeled his magic energy into the part that would come crashing down on enemies.

      As the mana flowed, the hammer’s head grew, widening and expanding, to the point where a weapon made of actual materials would have snapped under the weight. Implements made of magical light didn’t share such logistical concerns, and the weapon steadily grew until Grumph hit the limit of what he felt the spell could handle. Any more, and it would tear apart.

      The moment he realized it was ready, Grumph swung the huge hammer down onto the pile of zotts. It was, in a way, similar to how the aloonstalk bulbs burst when hitting the ground. Flecks of bone and sprays of blood shot out, and when the hammer lifted, all that remained was a mess.

      “That is… wow. I thought Mace’s method was gruesome,” Eric remarked, glancing out from the aloonstalk field where he was steadily harvesting one bulb after another.

      Thistle, conversely, cheered from his position in the center of the area, even as his hands never stopped hurling blade after blade. “Better than I’d dared to hope! Eric, keep at least one bulb free whenever possible. We can use it to distract the zotts, and Grumph will clear them out quickly.”

      With the huge chunk of zotts Grumph had obliterated, there was somewhat less pressure on the others as they fought off the hungry critters. For trained adventurers, the zotts posed a minimal challenge; every blow from Gabrielle and Timuscor killed at least one of them. Like the sprites before, this was a contest where numbers offered more advantage than individual ability. An incredibly powerful swordsman’s might was pointless overkill against zotts, whereas ten average guards would be able to cover more ground.

      So far, they were faring well. The trouble would be if more than one field bloomed at the same time. Everyone working together was able to keep a single area largely zott-free; once they had to split focus, a lot more of the pests were going to slip through. Discovering that they could use the bulbs as a distraction was a big help; however, they had to be sparing about that resource. Each burst bulb lowered their chances of advancing, after all.

      “Last one!” Eric emerged from the field as the now empty stalks wilted at once, the plants withering away to what looked like silvery dust before getting caught on the wind.

      With the aloonstalks gone, the zotts instantly lost all interest in battle, most digging into the ground, intent on vanishing. None of the adventurers moved to stop them; this was their time to rest as much as the monsters’. Sadly, the reprieve was short-lived.

      At the southwestern edge of their clearing, another aloonstalk field suddenly burst into view, followed shortly by the telltale rumble of zott mounds about to blow. Just as Thistle was about to call the directions, another aloonstalk field rose to the north, and a third appeared in the southeastern section.

      Whatever optimism Thistle felt faded quickly as he realized they now had to deal with three aloonstalk fields, and the zotts that were coming to feed on them.
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      There was no time to mull options over. Every second Thistle hesitated meant the zotts were that much closer to their prize. Without any chance to conceive of a complicated strategy, the gnome fell back on a simple one instead. “Everyone, split into teams! One person hits, the other harvests. Eric and Timuscor, take the southeastern field. Mace, you and Mr. Peppers go for the southwestern one; hopefully that boar is in the mood to grow. Grumph, you and I are on the northern patch.”

      At least it was a simple matter determining who to send where. With Timuscor’s slow speed and no Gabrielle to haul him, they were best served by him going to the closest target. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Gabrielle and Mr. Peppers would make quick time reaching the farthest field. As for himself and Grumph, between not having his armor on and the head start from being in the center of the camp, Thistle estimated he’d arrive at roughly the same time as the half-orc he’d be counting on to have his back.

      Sprinting through the grass, Thistle watched a glowing, growing boar run past, then hurried along. With Mr. Peppers at a more battle-appropriate mass, they could even out their desperately low numbers. Even limited by the terrain, rearing back and smashing down with his hooves would be more than enough against enemies like the zotts.

      Growls and grunts rose from the zotts as they scurried around, but Thistle was no longer able to track every action. While abandoning his position to join the fray was necessary, it still pained him to not know what was happening to his friends. Since the best way to remedy that was to harvest his field and get back to the center, Thistle spurred his feet along, arriving at last at the towering silver-blue stalks.

      They reached so high, in fact, that Thistle instantly realized he’d have difficulty grabbing the bulbs on top. Some were more reachable than others, but many would demand he get on his tiptoes; not the most stable footing when harvesting something so delicate. Grabbing the nearest stalk, Thistle bent it down carefully.

      Or tried to, at any rate. It turned out that as breakable as the bulbs were, their stalks were incredibly durable. It felt as if Thistle were trying to bend the trunk of a small tree. Thinking back to the zotts and their harvesting methods, Thistle flashed a dagger through the fibrous material. It took more effort than he would have expected from their appearance, but the blade went through.

      His other hand was already moving, grasping the top of the stalk before it could totter and carefully lowering it. Letting his dagger fall, Thistle gently plucked the bulb from the already withering stalk. Had he been a few seconds slower, it would have gone tumbling off, which meant he needed to be fast and efficient to use this method.

      Although he lacked the official bag for storing the bulbs, Thistle tossed it into his Sack of Containment for the moment, eyes already tracking the next nearest target. Behind him, a loud slam indicated that Grumph had officially started on defense. Thistle hurriedly plucked another bulb, but this one didn’t join the first. Instead, it was thrown with precision back toward Grumph.

      There was no way around it: they were going to have to sacrifice some of the harvest if they didn’t want the zotts to plow through their fields. One person couldn’t possibly guard that much ground from so many opponents, but so long as the zotts formed themselves into easily crushable piles, Grumph could keep their numbers reduced.

      He hoped Gabrielle and Mr. Peppers would be able to use a similar tactic. As for Eric and Timuscor, neither had a weapon that could hit many targets at once. They’d have to make up for it with some other strategy, one that Thistle didn’t have time to devise.

      Already, several stalks near the edge had gone down. Thankfully, every time the zotts claimed a prize, they also paused to feed, giving Grumph a chance to swing that ridiculously oversized hammer. Enough zotts would have simply run past or over the impediments, but so far, the half-orc was managing to hold something of a line.

      Yet Thistle’s hands only worked faster, finding a rhythm with his process, then upping the tempo as much as he dared. The first wave had taught them a great deal of information about the zotts and their tactics, but it was one fact in particular that had Thistle hurrying for all he was worth.

      Not every zott mound had burst right when the aloonstalks appeared; a second hillock was delayed by several minutes. If they didn’t get rid of the bait soon, reinforcements would arrive.
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      Gabrielle cursed herself for having thumbs. It would have been one thing if she disagreed with Thistle’s allocation of their resources; then there might have been an excuse to ignore the suggestion and keep crushing the furry annoyances with her borrowed mace. Unfortunately, no amount of mental gymnastics could justify how a size-changing boar was better equipped to harvest the aloonstalk bulbs than someone with hands and thumbs.

      In fairness, Mr. Peppers probably wouldn’t have been doing that much worse of a job than she’d managed so far. Thanks to her unrestrained speed, Gabrielle had reached the field even before the zotts that had spewed out nearby—an advantage that she’d then squandered by crushing the first three bulbs she endeavored to pluck.

      Covered in the stinking juices, Gabrielle briefly wondered if there was enough time to switch places with Grumph before remembering his giant hammer was essential for defense. Timuscor was no better at this sort of thing than her, and Mr. Peppers remained a literal boar. With Eric and Thistle already harvesting, that meant she really was the best person for the job. Somehow, Gabrielle was going to have to find a way to pull out the stupid bulbs without them exploding in her grip.

      Grunts and stomps from Mr. Peppers made it hard to focus, though, as did the rustling from the sides of her field. Zotts were swarming in, and she didn’t even have any of the bulbs to throw so they’d be distracted. Looking down at the liquid still dripping from her, Gabrielle adjusted her thinking.

      She in fact had three bulbs’ worth of bait sitting on her, a bounty that could be put to use in buying her some breathing room. Racing toward the edge of the field, Gabrielle wiped her hand across her soaked cloak, flinging flecks of the juice toward the zotts.

      “Come and get it! All you can… drink? Slurp? Whatever, it’s mealtime—you just have to catch me first.”

      No sooner had she come into sniffing range than the zotts reacted, bursting into a frenzy as they bounded after Gabrielle on short but swift legs. Racing ahead, she steadily circled the entire field, a growing swarm of zotts snapping and slashing at her heels. Staying just far enough ahead to remain out of reach, Gabrielle finished running her loop around the aloonstalk field, arriving at her destination.

      Diving into a skid, Gabrielle slid through the legs of the waiting giant boar. Her head barely cleared before Mr. Peppers reared back and slammed his legs down. Hoofs might be terrible for harvesting delicate pods off magical stalks, but they left little to be desired when it came to crushing pests.

      With the majority of their zotts being stormed through by Mr. Peppers, Gabrielle finally had a moment to try to more carefully harvest the bulbs. Her fourth effort, moving with intense slowness, resulted in a fresh coating of goop. Balling her fists together, Gabrielle felt the kindling of frustration building toward the familiar fires of anger. But that would mean even less control, so she forced herself to calm down.

      Slowness wasn’t the answer. She was using too much strength in her grip. That was the nature of being a barbarian: doing everything as powerfully as possible was how she kept her friends alive. But then… she was trying to be more than a barbarian, wasn’t she? Taking on the title of reaper, tapping into the power of death itself—were those really boons that should be in the hands of someone who couldn’t control herself? Even something as basic as her own grip?

      As Gabrielle pondered and relaxed, she felt her body growing still. Being undead meant there was no need for a constantly beating heart or expanding lungs, and for once, Gabrielle didn’t shy away from that sensation. The stillness of death washed over her, like a cooling contrast to the earlier embers of rage. Moving her hand, this time, Gabrielle didn’t focus on the speed: she kept her mind on the stillness. Minimum motion, no more strength than was absolutely necessary.

      When the bulb wiggled in her hand, the impulse to squeeze tighter and secure her grip spiked sharply, but it couldn’t pierce the stillness of her fingers. Seconds later, the bulb came free, clutched in front of a mask that concealed a terrifying grin before being tucked cleanly away into Gabrielle’s Sack of Containment.

      Blocking out the sounds of battle as best she was able, Gabrielle stepped forward, gradually picking up speed. The longer she held on to this state, the easier it became, a thought that may have concerned her in less hectic circumstances. Tapping into her undead nature might be dangerous, although, given the path she was hoping to walk, perhaps it was something better trained sooner than later.

      With a field of bulbs to harvest and endless zotts to slay, tonight seemed the perfect chance for some practice in the arts of death.
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        * * *

      

      Timuscor had achieved, at best, something of a stalemate with the zotts. Thanks to Eric’s speed and deft hands, most of the rodents were focused in one area, gorging themselves on the splattered juices stinking up the grass. With well-placed throws, he’d corralled their attention, which should have made it easier for Timuscor to finish the groups off.

      Unfortunately, his sword didn’t have quite the same attack radius as a huge hammer woven of magic or the hooves of an enlarged boar. Every slice into a feeding frenzy would kill several, but send the rest into a mad scramble; some running for freedom, while others tried to claw through his armor.

      While there were surely techniques out there for using a blade to slice through a myriad of opponents, Timuscor had never learned or pursued them. His style was never about flash. It centered on the slow, dogged tactics of fighting with a sword and shield. Withstand the enemy’s blows as they grew weary, then strike when the moment was right. Timuscor’s fighting style was simple, fundamental; a fine fit for the man who wielded it.

      Complex techniques and high-powered magics were well and good for those suited to them. Timuscor favored the basics because he found they almost always proved useful, and more importantly, they were easily modified. With his sword not proving as effective as he wanted, Timuscor turned to the other offensive option in his arsenal.

      Bashing something with a shield was generally meant to be a deflection or distraction. Rarely was the opening presented wide enough that real damage could be achieved. Not against a skilled opponent, at least. Fighting a mound of flat-faced rodents biting and slashing at one another as they lapped up bulb-juice, Timuscor had a much easier time lining up his shot.

      Running slightly to get up to speed and allowing the paladin strength to flow forth, Timuscor pushed off for all he was worth, leaping a full foot higher than he’d expected. His efforts before the battle were showing unexpected results—not entirely welcome ones, at that. More strength could be as much a hindrance as a help if it wasn’t properly controlled, though in this case, the additional height did prove to be a blessing.

      Timuscor slammed down onto the pile of zotts, his momentum and weight crushing most on impact. The notion of taking off his shield and swinging it had occurred to him briefly, but it felt somehow wrong. Throwing himself into battle with his shield was different than using it as a true weapon, even if Timuscor could never put why that was into words.

      Rolling quickly to his side, the paladin was up in seconds, sword ready to intercept the remaining zotts that attacked. Frantic claws slashed at the metal armor on his legs, failing to break through. In seconds, they were dispatched, and Timuscor quickly surveyed the scene.

      Ignoring how badly his shield now needed washing, it was his most successful attack on the zotts yet. Undignified and messy, but effective. Satisfied, Timuscor scanned the battlefield for the next frenzied pile of zotts to dispatch.

      What he found instead were the furry creatures fleeing from the field as fast as their legs would go. Some were burrowing back into the earth, with only their legs and tails still visible. Tracing through the exodus, Timuscor found a pile of dead zotts near the edge of the woods.

      As he watched, a limb woven from various vines and plants stretched forth, landing on top of the corpses. When it moved forward, there was nothing left but a few strands of fur. More limbs came, bringing a large body that slithered and twisted constantly.

      The fear that should have burned in Timuscor’s stomach was instead replaced with relief. Between one large enemy, or dozens of small ones, Timuscor was better suited to the former.

      That optimism lasted only until the venerad leapt forward at incredible speed, slamming Timuscor directly in the chest.
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      Since Eric, Gabrielle, and Thistle were all inside the fields of aloonstalks, only Grumph and Mr. Peppers were able to see Timuscor’s sudden encounter with the venerad. Watching something so huge cover such a distance chilled the half-orc’s nerves, a terror only compounded as the creature sent Timuscor reeling back with a sonorous blow. To be that strong… this venerad must have consumed a tremendous amount of other animals.

      “Venerad!” Grumph roared the word, hoping it would be loud enough to reach his friends’ ears over the chaos and grunts of the zotts. He started forward on instinct, before something strange struck him. Mr. Peppers wasn’t moving, except to stomp on some of the furry annoyances biting into his legs, leaving minor abrasions. Whenever Timuscor was in trouble, Mr. Peppers had never hesitated to hurry to his side, even before he’d gained his size-increase ability. So why wasn’t the boar concerned now?

      “Everyone who is bothered by poison, keep your distance.” Despite the powerful blow, Timuscor didn’t look worse for the wear. Clumps of earth were formed up around his feet from being pushed along the ground, yet he shook off the initial assault and lifted his blade, ready to meet the next attack.

      From the field behind Mr. Peppers, a figure flew forth. Gabrielle blazed past the zotts, all thoughts of such enemies utterly driven from her mind. This was the creature she’d been afraid would find her family, and it had just stumbled into her axe’s reach. Grumph pitied whatever poor beast tried to stand in her way.

      Quick as she was, though, there was too much distance to cover before the venerad struck once more. Instead of charging Timuscor, a half-dozen vines with barbed tips rose from its back, cracking like whips against the paladin’s shield. Even when being blocked, the strikes let off small bursts of what looked like moss-green pollen. A few even made it past Timuscor’s defenses, sinking into gaps at his right leg and shoulder. However, aside from some brief winces, Timuscor didn’t appear to be slowed down by the attacks.

      In fact, he was steadily moving closer to the venerad, which was why it became harder to block the strikes. The vines’ pace picked up, a poor trade as their accuracy dropped. Grumph wondered if the venerad had reached a point of rudimentary intelligence, enough to be frustrated or confused by the man who ignored its toxic touch.

      With a flash of his sword, Timuscor leapt forward, slicing through a substantial chunk of vine and root that composed one of the monstrosity’s legs. Rearing back, the venerad let out a sound like dozens of tree branches being violently slammed against one another—evidently, its version of a pained roar. Even wounded, it was undeterred, surging onto Timuscor with its bulk and shoving him back once more.

      But this time, the paladin was better braced. He only moved a few inches before the momentum ran out. He repaid the effort with another swing of his sword. The venerad was ready, springing backward so the damage was minimal. It was a sound, effective tactic for avoiding a frontal attack… unfortunately for the venerad, it happened to jump right back to the area where a charging barbarian had just arrived.

      “What’s the situation?” Thistle yelled from within their aloonstalk field.

      The voice jarred Grumph back into action. He’d been waiting and watching, ready to cast a spell as soon as it would help, but the zotts weren’t inclined to take an intermission. Rapidly swinging the hammer, Grumph hurried to clear out the nearby pests. “Timuscor and Mace are fighting the venerad. Going well so far.”

      “Should I continue to harvest, or go dice some foliage?” In spite of Thistle’s attempts at levity, Grumph could hear the stress in his friend’s tone. Their situation was already precarious, with so few people to fight off the zotts and three fields blooming at once. A venerad appearing threatened to spiral the situation entirely out of control. Surviving the night wasn’t enough: they needed those bulbs.

      Finally having cleared enough zotts to look back to the venerad, Grumph found that despite Gabrielle’s arrival, little had actually changed. As he watched her swing the borrowed mace, understanding set in. A mace was already not the best weapon for fighting plants, and it seemed the venerad had some sort of durability or resistance. Even the blows that landed well were merely moving the venerad’s parts around, not actually injuring them.

      Timuscor was faring much better; each slash left a little bit less of the venerad than there was before. Aware of this fact, it was actively avoiding Timuscor, often butting right up on Gabrielle in the process, treating the barbarian as if she weren’t a threat worth considering.

      That alone would have been enough to clue Grumph in on where the fight was heading, even if the mace hadn’t proven useless. Sure enough, as the venerad dodged a slash from Timuscor and nearly ended up on top of Gabrielle, she carefully tucked her mace onto her belt and held out an arm.

      “Keep harvesting for now,” Grumph called back to Thistle. “Don’t think it will be staying long.”
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        * * *

      

      The axe felt good in her hand. She’d grown accustomed to its weight, its presence, even before part of her soul got fused with the item. It was her trusted weapon, a tool that had shown the ability to cut through everything, even magic.

      As her fingers closed around Ovrium, Gabrielle could sense the false veneer of life fall from her body, true undeath returning in entirety. Looking up at the interwoven roots, vines, and branches composing the creature, she practically tasted the life energy rippling through it. Cythllia had lessened Gabrielle’s need for killing and filled her proverbial stomach, but the days since had been hectic and draining. Ovrium was ready for more, and Gabrielle saw no reason to deny her faithful axe a well-deserved meal.

      Taking advantage of the venerad’s apathy toward her, Gabrielle moved slowly, lining up the best shot possible from her position. With a mighty swing, Ovrium whipped forth, driving into the venerad’s flank and carving a dark wound over four feet long.

      Unlike her efforts with the mace, the impact was immediate and evident. Where Ovrium touched, the flora withered away, erosion spreading like rot through the vines that were connected. A chunk of decaying plant matter slid to the ground with a damp thump as the venerad hurled itself away, desperate to gain distance from the woman it had so flagrantly ignored.

      Gabrielle let it retreat momentarily; she and Timuscor needed to reposition, as well. As the venerad moved, it started to shrink, or at least looked that way. It was reforming the section of flank Gabrielle had destroyed, using mass from the rest of its body to fill in the gap. Even more oddly, Gabrielle noticed glimmers of light rippling through it, there for mere flashes before they vanished.

      Surprised as the venerad was by the attack, Gabrielle was feeling about the same. She’d used the first blow to test out her enemy more than anything; when fighting the plantoids in Notch, Ovrium’s life-draining ability hadn’t been very effective. For those, she’d had to cut through the very magic that bound them. Although, in hindsight, those were the personal bodyguards to a Priestess of Kalzidar, probably boasting substantially more protective enchantments than a monster roaming the woods.

      “You all right?” Gabrielle asked as Timuscor started forward, eyes locked on his adversary.

      “Without the effectiveness of its poison, the venerad’s offense is greatly weakened. The wounds it leaves are shallow and easily healed.” His sword raised as he drew closer, the only warning before Timuscor charged. “We can win this.”

      Rather than meet his attack, the venerad shifted to the side. It seemed to be wavering between outright bolting and continuing to fight. Given the woods it hunted in and the advantage of its poison, this might well be the first time the monster had encountered a true threat. Lacking experience, the venerad was uncertain whether combat or retreat was the right decision, and Gabrielle made it pay dearly for that hesitation.

      Utilizing her speed advantage, Gabrielle darted back like she was escaping the venerad, then circled around while it mulled over the Timuscor conundrum. There was no way to truly pen it in with only two of them and woods in every direction, but hitting it from opposite sides at once would lower its maneuverability options.

      When she slipped out of sight, the venerad grew bolder, advancing slightly on Timuscor. That left an exposed rear as Gabrielle came thundering into range once more. Her axe tore through the air, and that was all it struck. At the last moment, the leg she’d been aiming for tucked forward, curling under the venerad’s stomach in a maneuver no creature with bones would be able to manage.

      “Tricky bastard.” She’d forgotten that the shape it wore was a chosen form, one that could be adjusted at will. It wasn’t about legs or organs; even the head was just more of the same material. There were no weak points, that was true, but another way to consider the situation was that no matter where she hit, Gabrielle would be inflicting consequential damage. That was a trade-off she could live with.

      Timuscor lunged toward its front, forcing the venerad to defend, and Gabrielle took the chance to attack once more. This time, she picked the vast target that was its hindquarters and focused on hitting dead center, rather than aiming for a joint. The venerad tried to shift once more, but Gabrielle managed to carve her axe into its rear.

      Just like before, entire chunks of plant matter were sundered in seconds, the venerad dropping low and rolling to get away. Gabrielle didn’t allow it to escape so easily, her swings tearing off sections of its periphery. Without warning, the venerad came to a sudden stop, and Gabrielle thought her moment of triumph had arrived. That satisfaction lasted only until she saw the exposed flowers that were now on its back, flickers of light flowing toward them, and heard the yell of warning from Timuscor.

      “It’s up to something.”

      As it turned out, the “something” in question was releasing an enormous cloud of the moss-green pollen that rolled forth like a wave. Gabrielle was unbothered by the mist; however, she noticed a few injured zotts on the ground take some whiffs. Within seconds, the rodents were utterly still, either dead or paralyzed to the point their lungs weren’t working, which meant they’d be dead in a matter of minutes anyway.

      “Everyone, watch out for the dust it’s letting off!” Gabrielle tried to finish the venerad, but those cloudy green plumes made it hard to see straight. Her strike missed, and a sudden burst of movement meant the venerad wasn’t wasting its chance at life.

      The cloud of green dashed past Gabrielle and ran directly across their battlefield, spewing the toxic pollen as it went. Zotts were collapsing en masse, some after only catching a few errant particles on their noses. That alone might have been all right, except, when it reached the tree line, the venerad didn’t escape. Instead, it turned and started running along the perimeter, ringing their entire area in spores.

      Gabrielle quickly understood: it was trying to fence them in, making sure they couldn’t pursue, if not killing them outright. “Oh, like fuck you are!” Anger blazed in her chest as mana came flooding into her muscles. Fighting in tandem with Timuscor, it was more advantageous to have a clear head on her shoulders, but furious slaughter didn’t demand such self-control.

      The ground seemed to blur by as she ran, faster than before thanks to the augmented strength in her legs. It was a speed that took the venerad by surprise, as its circuit was only a quarter complete before the deadly axe carved through its right shoulder, taking the leg out as well.

      In a flash, Gabrielle was spun back around, ready to continue her assault. The venerad, however, had finally had enough. It released a massive plume of pollen, so much that Gabrielle was obfuscated from sight. Faced with confusion instead of confrontation, her freshly kindled fury sputtered out. By the time she made her way back to fresh air and sight, the venerad was gone, a few puffs of green lingering in the woods all that remained of its trail.

      In contrast, the green mist had spread through their camp, coating over two-thirds of it. Considering that half their party was susceptible to the poison, that was a cause for concern. Much as Gabrielle wanted to give chase, she first had to make sure her friends were okay. After that, she’d figure out what to do regarding the venerad.

      There was no way she was letting something that deadly roam these woods. Her parents were out there, and not every noble was so detestable that they deserved to be killed by a poison plant monster. Besides, after getting a taste, she could tell Ovrium wanted more of the venerad’s life energy. If the axe had been capable of salivating, Gabrielle suspected there would be drool dripping down its blade. This was a fine chance to bond with her weapon, protect her family, and let out some pent-up aggression from the last few days playing her old role.

      But checking on her friends came first, no matter how the wisps of rage in her mind whispered it would be better to give chase now. Gabrielle was more than her instincts, even if it did take some effort to turn away from the woods and walk back toward camp.
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      Watching the green cloud of pollen roll across the area was like watching the scythe of Cythllia mid-swing. As the cloud’s edge swept through the air, zotts collapsed, some letting off a single twitch before succumbing to their fate. In its wake, only corpses remained.

      Eric didn’t have long before it would reach him. Carefully, he observed the effects on every zott as it fell. How much did their eyes dilate? How long from impact to effect? What, exactly, was happening to their bodies? While Eric remained far from a master of poisons, Elora’s education was comprehensive. If he could identify how the toxin was working, he might be able to guess at an accurate antidote. Far from ideal, but if it was that or sure death, he’d rather go down giving his all.

      Poking his head out from the aloonstalk field, Eric noted that several of the stalks on the edges had fallen. Many of the zotts had run from the venerad when it arrived, but some were too hungry to be so easily driven off, and they’d had easy access with Timuscor fighting the venerad. He briefly considered attacking, then realized it was truly pointless. Once the pollen arrived, they’d be dead anyway—as would he, unless a plan came together.

      Despite the mental kick in the pants, no sudden inspiration struck Eric. For all the growth he’d gone through, this simply wasn’t a situation where creeping quietly and striking from the shadows would help. Much as he loved his hard-earned skills, Eric also cursed himself for his lack of utility. Elora would surely have had something for this kind of situation: a fail-safe squirreled away, or a counter-poison recipe in mind. But Eric didn’t have her years of experience and wouldn’t for quite some time. What he needed was a way to be capable of the truly unexpected and variable, a method for dealing with as many situations as possible.

      Eric needed magic. The moment he pictured that ineffable tool in his mind, the truth became apparent. If he wanted to be as versatile as possible, then nothing would beat the power to literally reshape the world around him with a few whispered words. Until that moment, Grumble’s offer had been a theoretical concept, an interesting idea to mull over and speculate about. Now, however, Eric felt the fire of compulsion burning. He knew the path that would make him strong; what remained was to find his way onto it.

      Although, if he didn’t solve the conundrum of the cloud, it could well be for nothing. Staring into the approaching green fog, Eric caught the first signs of motion. Something was moving through the pollen—a big something, at that—heading right toward him. Finally, the telltale shape of tusks emerged as Mr. Peppers broke through the pollen’s obfuscation.

      He didn’t slow, racing up to the edge of the aloonstalk field and snorting loudly while staring at Eric. Even at roughly half his biggest size, the boar was substantial, impossible to miss as it waited. The rogue looked right back, unsure of what message he was supposed to take from the approach. After a few seconds, Mr. Peppers wiggled his back, where Timuscor rode, and stamped a hoof.

      “You want me to get on?”

      That earned him another snort from the boar, this one somehow a bit more agreeable.

      Looking past Mr. Peppers, Eric couldn’t help noticing that the fog was drifting high; he might not get as much pollen as on the ground, but he’d still be dosed. Then again, considering how it was moving, that was going to happen soon regardless. With steady hands, Eric sliced off a piece of his left pant leg, binding it around his lower face to act as a makeshift screen. Any little bit of protection was welcome before he went plunging into the poison.

      Prepared as he could be, Eric easily climbed up onto Mr. Peppers’ back. He had only enough time to get his grip before the boar was off once more, moving at a much brisker pace. In no time, Mr. Peppers had spun around and charged directly back into the advancing pollen, seemingly able to navigate without issue. Despite Eric’s initial fears, he wasn’t instantly coated in poison. Streams of hot air reached Eric’s nose, and he realized that his transportation was also blasting shots of forceful breath from its enlarged snout, driving pollen out of the area in front of them—a bizarre tactic that Eric felt reasonably certain shouldn’t work this well, despite the evidence in front of him.

      For that matter, shouldn’t Mr. Peppers be bothered by the poison? Timuscor’s companion had always been something of a mystery, a summoned boar that simply didn’t dissipate when its time ran out, but the curiosities had grown more pronounced. Power to hide from the gods, shape-changing, signs of intelligence: it was a matter his mind might have ruminated on further if not for the spasms of pain now racking his body.

      Mr. Peppers’ breath was blasting back most of the pollen, but a few particles still drifted in from the sides. That little bit was enough to make Eric feel like his muscles were seizing up in rapid succession. A full blast of the pollen would have him frozen stiff as his body tried to rip itself apart. No wonder the zotts had died quickly after getting their faces powdered by this stuff. Sinking further down onto the back of Mr. Peppers, Eric wondered if he would survive.

      If he didn’t, what came next? Two gods were fighting over his soul, but the choice was nigh, and once he passed on, Eric would have no more excuse to delay. What had been an existential concept suddenly felt tangibly close. Adventurers could die at any time, and he knew it. Eric was long overdue to sort out the matter of his soul.

      But the deadline hadn’t come quite yet, it would seem. Hands pulled Eric down from Mr. Peppers; he could barely feel them through the numbness creeping across his skin. Muted voices, blurry faces… he hadn’t even noticed the poison stripping his senses. Then a familiar set of small hands laid themselves on his head, and Eric grinned despite his weakened state.

      Whatever mysteries Mr. Peppers might be keeping, he’d known enough to get Eric to the healer. Now they just had to hope a paladin’s magic could dispel the toxin from Eric before the toxin dispelled Eric from life.
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        * * *

      

      When Mr. Peppers first arrived, Thistle feared he’d brought them Eric’s corpse. Only after Grumph and Timuscor hauled him down did the gnome realize Eric was still breathing, albeit sporadically. Thanks to the position of their field and Gabrielle’s quick reaction, the pollen wasn’t moving toward them. While it flowed out and covered much of the area, there was still only a finite amount of material to spread, and the clouds were slowly settling.

      That didn’t do Eric much good, however, considering he’d already been exposed, but all hope wasn’t lost yet. Timuscor had found them shortly after the venerad fled, and Gabrielle was somewhere in the clouds, though she was the one he was least concerned about. Once Eric was set down on the ground, Thistle placed his hands atop the rogue’s skull, chiefly because it was the closest part of him within reach.

      Rustling of armor at his side signaled Timuscor was watching. While Thistle had demonstrated how to heal minor wounds along the road, hoping it would help Timuscor draw forth his own power, this was his first time working on something so complex. Timuscor watched in rapt attention, hoping that this might be the key to understanding. If he could learn to heal as well, it would be a huge help, and certainly wouldn’t hurt Eric’s chances of survival.

      Unfortunately, curing poison wasn’t the same as stitching a wound back together. Thistle could feel the divine energy flowing into Eric, repairing his damaged nerves, but the poison in his blood fought back, attempting to reclaim its devastation. Every attack left less poison lingering, so it soon became a battle of Thistle’s energy against the remaining toxins, a contest of who would run dry first.

      “There’s surely a better way to do this,” Thistle grunted, most of his focus on the task at hand. “I have seen priests use divine magic to wipe away curses and poisons with a fraction of this effort. Since I lack such spells or techniques, this is all I can manage, but please don’t take it as an example.”

      Timuscor looked from Eric to Thistle, then took one of the rogue’s hands between both of his own. As his friend’s eyes closed, Thistle could practically see the divine power roaring inside Timuscor, energy he was attempting to will into Eric to help with the healing. If only they could let it forth, the pollen might be purged in seconds, but it seemed the way of a free paladin wasn’t so easy. Like the very power he’d discovered, there was no guidance or instructions like common paladins received from their gods. Whatever Timuscor could do, he’d have to discover for himself, and that clearly included wielding his power outside his own body.

      After a full minute, Timuscor gently lowered Eric’s hand back down. “I was unable to do anything.”

      “Fighting off the venerad wasn’t nothing.” Grumph patted Timuscor gently on the back. “If Eric or I had been directly hit, we’d already be dead.”

      Thistle was glad Grumph had stepped in. The vast majority of his focus was on the battle to save Eric’s body, a fight that was going poorly. The damage left behind was especially vicious and took effort to heal. Thistle’s pool of mana had grown substantially through his travels; however, it was draining fast. Faster than the poison was running out.

      “Thank you,” Timuscor replied. “You as well, Thistle. I appreciate your efforts toward instruction, despite my incompetence. I will endeavor to be a better student.” Mimicking Grumph’s gesture, Timuscor laid a hand on Thistle’s shoulder as a show of support, showing far more delicacy than the half-orc had required.

      Comparing it to a dam bursting was a poor analogy; that process was too slow and predictable. First one section tore free, then the breakage spread, until the entire thing collapsed. This was more akin to some unfathomable monster wiping out a dam with a single swipe of its claw. No buildup, no warning. One second, Thistle was digging deep for the mana to fight the poison; the next moment, he was all but drowning in it.

      There was far, far too much to control. The most Thistle could do was direct it, and even that he feared worked only because energy was already flowing. The mana surged into Eric, blazing across his fried nerves and leaving them completely repaired. Briefly, the remnants of the poison fought back, but the energy wasn’t content to play around this time. Every last bit of poison in Eric’s body was found and destroyed, wiped away in seconds.

      Had the connection persisted, Thistle truly didn’t know what would happen. Thankfully, Timuscor’s pat was brief. He removed his hand, and the gnome collapsed just as Eric shot up like a bolt, a scream tearing out of his mouth.

      “Gaaaah!” Eyes wide, pulse racing, Eric’s hands were shaking heavily. He’d never felt anything like this. His whole body thrummed with energy. Asked at that moment, Eric would have said he could easily run for several hours without needing any sort of break. “Wha… what in the hells just happened?”

      “A venerad attacked. Didn’t you hear Grumph’s yelling?” Still holding her axe, Gabrielle walked into view, stepping out of the fog some distance off. “Speaking of, why are you being so loud?”

      “I’m not.” Saying the words, Eric could hear his volume, and it was indeed higher than needed. His vocal cords, like the rest of him, were just feeling too keyed up. Focusing on control, Eric spoke again, this time at more reasonable level. “Guess I was. Sorry, I passed out in the poison riding Mr. Peppers, and woke up feeling like someone had jammed a lightning spell into my heart.”

      Grumph and Timuscor were already helping Thistle back up as the gnome let out a few stilted coughs. “Apparently, under certain conditions, it’s possible for Timuscor to let me tap into some of his mana. But it’s… it’s like trying to steer a dragon. Unwieldy at best, and potentially quite dangerous.”

      Even as he spoke, Thistle had trouble getting his feet steady. It was strange. The energy hadn’t injured him in any way; if anything, it had wiped away some minor bruises and cuts. But the toll for such services was bone-deep exhaustion. Mentally, Thistle still felt sound. However, his body was weary to the point of near collapse.

      Their area was covered in a fog of poison, but that might not be entirely disadvantageous. He, Gabrielle, Timuscor—and surprisingly Mr. Peppers—were immune to the pollen, while none of the zotts were. For however long it persisted, they could harvest the aloonstalks without fear of predators beating them to the bulbs. Were he only a strategist, Thistle’s mind would have stopped there. But for better or worse, he was a paladin, and that meant he couldn’t let a deadly monster run around unchecked. Especially with friends in the area.

      “Mace, go,” Thistle ordered. “The venerad is wounded. It will be especially ferocious against whomever it next encounters. You’re the only one who is fast enough to catch up and immune to the poison. Find it and finish the fight.”

      “What about you all, and the aloonstalks?” Even though she was physically leaning toward the woods, Gabrielle still held herself back.

      “I don’t have much fight left, but cutting down stalks is still in my grasp. Between Timuscor and me, we’ll harvest the fields in the fog. Eric and Grumph can handle any that appear out here, along with whatever zotts show up for the meal.” Thistle lifted his chin with strength he didn’t really feel, meeting Gabrielle’s eyes firmly. “We are more than capable of handling this. Lady Gabrielle’s family will not have the same success if they face the venerad.”

      Even now, he stuck to his role, a small reminder that there were dangers in the forest aside from a poisonous plant monster. Gabrielle should be more than a match for most that would be skulking about, but such battles would slow her down. Seeing how quickly the venerad could kill, that was time they could ill-afford to waste.

      Staring back at him through the mask for several moments, Gabrielle finally nodded. “I’ll be quick, and return to help as soon as possible.” Pausing only long enough to pull the mace from her belt once more, Gabrielle dashed off into the woods, hunting her prey.
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      With two camps finished behind him, Count Crensen and his men advanced, their leader working to contain his excitement. At last, they were moving closer to the one who’d taken out Earl Codderfon and his men. Soon, he’d see just what sorts of tricks this adversary was capable of. As a man who had lied, schemed, and tricked his way into snatching the family title from his elder brothers, Crensen was always on the lookout for someone of similar skill. This was both because he considered them the most insidious threats and out of a simple desire to test his merit against a worthy challenger.

      His self-control proved essential, however, as sounds of something crashing through the brush drew his attention. With a motion, Count Crensen and his guards dropped low, minor magics on their armor helping them blend into the surroundings. Several moments later, a huge mound of moving plant matter barreled across their path.

      It was reeling, vines from its back ripping off nearby branches and trying to weave them into its body, most shattering from the strain. Without pause, the creature continued forward, paying no heed to the hiding figures scattered among the grass. That thing had to be the venerad—even if Count Crensen had never seen one, the conclusion was obvious. Less clear was why it was behaving so strangely. If he didn’t know better, he’d say it was like an animal fleeing from…

      “Stay down.” His words were a hiss to the few guards that had begun to stir. It was a hunch and nothing more, but a hunch that only cost time to test. Compared to what could be lost if Count Crensen was right, it was worth the gamble.

      Sure enough, only a few minutes later, the figure arrived. Clad in thick traveling garb, head covered by a cloak and face concealed by a metal mask, it moved with unnerving speed. Stopping in the clearing, its head slowly scanned the area. When it reached Count Crensen, he saw the head halt, and his heart hammered like it was desperate to escape.

      Anything that could kill a venerad was dangerous. This person had managed to send it running like a wounded zott. In spite of his advantage in numbers, Count Crensen knew well the unfairness of their world. Against strong enough foes, the number of guards he had was irrelevant. Given what he’d seen thus far, this stranger could potentially be such an opponent.

      Fortunately, whoever they were, their interest lay with the venerad. After looking the whole area over, the figure darted off into the woods once more, following the trail of destruction left in the venerad’s wake.

      Only when it had been gone for several minutes did Count Crensen breathe in relief, motioning for the rest of his guards to rise. Relief filled his veins, albeit tinged with the slightest bit of disappointment. He’d been so looking forward to testing his skills against a potential true adversary, but that plan had to be called off. The direction they’d been heading was the same one that the venerad and its pursuer had gone.

      Being smart enough to win his contest wasn’t worth a great deal if he was dumb enough to get killed along the way. Much as Count Crensen wanted his prey, he wasn’t willing to cross a greater predator to get it. Especially not when there were so many other camps out there, ripe for the plucking.

      He did hope the killer of Earl Codderfon managed to survive, though. There was still one contest remaining, and next time, no poison plant monsters would get in the way. Until then, there was hunting to be done.
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        * * *

      

      The woods were nothing more than blurs of green and brown as she ran, small branches snapping off against her legs and shoulders. Dodging them took too long and held no point. The venerad had already left a trail, providing no reason to conceal hers, and the small hunks of wood didn’t hurt or injure her in the slightest.

      Scary as awakening as an undead had initially been, Gabrielle was slowly growing accustomed to her advantages. Were she still the same living, breathing woman who’d left Maplebark, she’d have never been able to manage this relentless pace. For that matter, Gabrielle wouldn’t even have been capable of giving chase. She’d be like Eric and Grumph, vulnerable to a single blow from the toxic horror fleeing into the woods.

      Still, even this wasn’t fast enough. Whether by chance, fate, or the gods being assholes, that cursed venerad was heading in the general direction of her parents’ camp. Based on Eric’s directions, they were getting steadily closer, and Gabrielle had to stop it first. Even just letting the venerad run through the area, swinging around those vines, could cripple her parents’ forces, leaving them ripe for other monsters or murderous nobles. If it recovered enough to spray another cloud of pollen, no one would be safe.

      Fear warped to anger as her mind played images of her parents splayed out on the ground, unmoving. Rather than refuse it, Gabrielle welcomed the rage, letting it build. No bystanders around to get in the way, no other party members to worry about coordinating with—no reason to hold back. More than that, Gabrielle had felt like she was onto something in the earlier bout. The stillness of death had helped her push back on the rush of rage that normally overtook her mind. A barbarian’s strength paired with a calm, capable mind would make her exponentially more dangerous.

      A familiar flood of mana flowed into her muscles once more, amplifying her strength as she picked up speed. With no enemy to fight, Gabrielle was able to focus on the sensation of magic weaving itself through her flesh. Like anger, the energy was inefficient, raging and surging, flooding into the muscle fiber so violently that a countless number of small rips occurred. In a normal person, those micro-injuries were part of what caused a barbarian to be so exhausted after their anger was spent. Physically, it was as though they’d pushed their entire body through a horrendous workout.

      Being undead, the injuries were mended almost as soon as they occurred, which only seemed to cause more mana to try to flow in. It was a good thing, she mused as she darted around a huge tree, because Gabrielle would have hated to face her adversary in less than peak condition.

      The venerad was attempting to hide, having woven itself into an especially dense patch of brush. Not a bad plan at all; were Gabrielle using her normal senses alone, it very well might have fooled her. But even injured, the venerad throbbed with that curious faint glow, and Ovrium’s hunger washed through her at the sight.

      Gabrielle never slowed for a moment. She reached out her arm mid-stride, grasping the axe that eagerly appeared in her hand. Hunger and bloodlust flooded her mind, and suddenly, the venerad seemed to brighten. It had to be Ovrium showing her the glow, perhaps its way of marking a worthy meal. Whatever the cause, Gabrielle used her sight to find the biggest hunk of its body within swinging distance.

      Ovrium sank deep into its vines, which withered away to nothingness near instantly. The erosion was too fast, in fact. Gabrielle slowly realized that what had looked like a large section of the body was in fact a hollow shell, layers of foliage built up to give the illusion of an obvious spot to attack.

      There wasn’t time to ponder why such a trick was used. Snares around her feet cinched tight, whipping Gabrielle off the ground and into the air. Not a trick then: a trap. One that she would have seen coming if running in and swinging without a moment of thought hadn’t seemed like such a great idea. It was the stupid anger flooding her head that made her careless, frustration that mounted into even more rage.

      When it emerged from the brush, the venerad’s trick became clear. It had wound several of its vines over the thick branches of nearby trees, then laid them out as snares. The ones holding Gabrielle were pulling her right foot forward and her left back, stretching her legs to a point that should have been very uncomfortable. As it was, she found the tension to be more annoying than anything, though she did note that it was steadily increasing.

      “That’s the plan? Trying to rip my legs off? Well… I guess I did try the same on you.” Whipping her axe up, she swung for the vine pulling her right leg forward, seeing as that one was directly in front of her face. As her weapon moved, the vines shifted, tilting her up and back to move the target out of reach. Another swing, another shift. It was countering her attack by literally moving her mid-swing. Since she was strung up like a puppet, with only the front foot’s vine in reach, it was easy for the venerad to deal with protecting a single target.

      Her instinct was to pull her legs in closer; leverage or not, she was willing to pit her strength against this weakened plant monster’s best efforts. Except brute force had already literally left her hanging once in the fight so far, and if her efforts failed, she could end up with injured legs, the sort that would stop further pursuit.

      Instead, Gabrielle let the anger fade, muscles losing power as her mind regained clarity. There had to be a smarter way to get out of this. She found her solution quickly, thanks to the inspiration of her own growing discomfort. Because it was still only discomfort, not pain, in spite of the odd angles she’d been shifted to in the fight.

      Rearing back her right arm, Gabrielle took a huge swing at the vine on her front foot. As expected with such an obvious attack, it was quickly avoided with a few adjustments by the venerad. Unfazed, Gabrielle took her axe way back and swung once more, meeting the same results.

      Another huge swing, another, another: all of them leading to the same failed results. Part of her wondered if the venerad was laughing at her, or just thankful its defense was holding. Rearing her arm way back, Gabrielle decided the moment had arrived.

      This time, her axe easily cut through the vine, causing her to swing violently forward, toward the tree binding her front foot. Hitting the remaining vine took some care with her arm at its odd angle, but there was no sudden reorientation to stop the attack, and it cut cleanly through, sending Gabrielle crashing to the ground.

      She landed hard, rolling up and staring across at the venerad. Her right arm was still twisted at a horrifying angle. Were she a normal, living human, Gabrielle would have been bent over in pain, the nerves and muscles torn in directions never intended. But she wasn’t a normal human anymore, and as the shifting position of her legs had demonstrated, she wasn’t limited by the usual range of human movement—a minor side effect of undeath that Gabrielle had turned to her advantage.

      The venerad was so focused on protecting the vine on her front foot that it paid no attention to the one holding her back ankle. After all, she couldn’t very well swing the axe around behind her own back, not without a very obvious lead-up. The big swings allayed any suspicion when she went back for the true strike, which mercifully found its mark.

      Using her free hand, Gabrielle grabbed her right arm and jerked it back into place. Moving it herself would take too long, and she had no intention of letting the venerad slip away once more. Arm front-facing again, she pointed her weapon at the venerad, a hateful glare blocked by the metal mask on her face.

      Seconds later, she was upon it, ravenous axe flashing in the moonlight.
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      The small team wore no crests, their outfits abandoned almost as soon as they’d entered these woods. While many nobles liked to use their opportunities to play at being tyrants and stalk others for fun, some understood this night for the opportunity it truly represented. Cutting the right throat without leaving a trail could alter the course of regions, perhaps even a whole kingdom. The succession of nobility was a precarious thing, and those a breath away were often eager to remove the damned lungs blocking them.

      Armor coated in special paints to be all but invisible in the dark, weapons ever at the ready, they were a team of professionals, moving in a small, silent unit toward the target. If all went to plan, they’d be finished and back long before sunrise.

      Slightly ahead, their scout motioned to stop, tilting her head and listening. Now that she’d drawn attention to it, there was an odd ruckus, like branches and leaves knocking together, that was steadily growing louder.

      Their carefully laid plan was suddenly sundered as a huge mass of plant matter came bounding out from the trees. The venerad slammed into the scout, who managed a shaky step before falling limply to the ground. Her attacker didn’t seem to notice, bumbling forward as pieces on its side rotted off, dropping with wet splats on impact. From the dark behind it, a weapon flashed out, briefly touching the moonlight as it struck the beast’s hindquarters, causing more of the sudden erosion to spread.

      As the team attempted to recover, the venerad changed direction, weaving wide and clipping another of the team with several of its vines. He quickly rolled away, avoiding the same level of exposure as the scout—a difference that proved irrelevant several seconds later as he fell to a knee, limbs already shaking.

      “Stay clear! One touch is all it takes.” Their commander called out the order, which the three team members still standing heeded.

      The stranger, on the other hand, showed no such concern. As they dove after the venerad with their axe whistling through the air, it was clear which of these two was the aggressor. Faced with a thick cluster of trees, the venerad tried to reorient, taking another strike to the side for its trouble. Twisting, it began to run toward the commander, desperate to get free.

      While the commander scurried to evade, his loyal lieutenant moved into a better position. It seemed the weapon this stranger held was able to seriously injure their toxic intruder. Some sort of enchantment, presumably. Useful as that could be, it was wasted in hands other than a team member’s. Rather than have this unknown element sending the venerad scrambling, the lieutenant would claim the weapon and put it to better, well-coordinated use.

      Slipping around while the stranger was preoccupied chasing their prey, the lieutenant lunged, driving her sword toward the axe-wielder’s spine. In a sudden spin, they whirled, swinging the axe with a single hand. A bold counter, but the blow would have little power, so the lieutenant raised her shoulder. Made more for stealth than protection, the lieutenant still felt safe trusting in her leather armor to halt the attack.

      The wet thump reached her ears before the pain; her arm had been taken off at the shoulder, the armor offering little resistance against the blade. The axe hadn’t stopped there, either, continuing into her torso before finally stopping between two ribs. It came away with a single yank from the stranger, sending blood rushing out and sparing the lieutenant from consciousness.

      “No!” Seeing his trusted right hand taken out, the commander rushed forward, trying to slip around the venerad. Unfortunately, thanks to the damp hunks dropping off its body, slip was exactly what the commander did, tumbling down when his boot found an especially viscous mound.

      Arms grabbed at him; the last member of his team had rushed in to give aid. It was an unexpectedly loyal gesture, especially for ones in their profession. Sadly, it amounted to little, as a wave of branches and vines washed over them. The venerad was still trying to flee; however, the pair of bodies in its path slowed it down, giving the axe-wielder a chance for several sound swings.

      The blows that landed tore huge chunks from the venerad, finally limiting its ability to retreat. That fact was of little comfort to the two dying people beneath its mass, nor the others already deceased in the clearing. However, the team’s passing did put to rest several murdered souls who’d met untimely ends, most with no idea of the reason for their fate.

      None of this was known or cared for by the venerad or its attacker. All they had interest in was one another. Violent, murderous interest that would leave only one still standing.
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        * * *

      

      From the forest, curious sounds rose. Noises like the movement of trees themselves, faint yells, the occasional ruckus of crashing. Scanning their area, Klert didn’t see any issues of immediate concern. In fact, he was downright heartened by their success so far.

      Hurmic’s underlings were formed up on the latest aloonstalk field, keeping the zotts well at bay while their more nimble members plucked the bulbs. They might have been pressed by the numbers, but the addition of Viv and her forces had allowed for the creation of an offensive strike team, groups working their way through the zotts that were being held back. Although Viv’s men still needed regular breaks as their lungs recovered, their additional strength was making a visible difference.

      Zotts and harvesting didn’t worry Klert; he was far more concerned about the venerad stalking the woods, perhaps even approaching his daughter and her friends’ camp. His hands balled up into fists as he fought the urge to go charging into the night. Without knowing where the camp was, he was more likely to get lost than anything.

      Besides… he had to trust her. The fact that she’d survived for this long meant her group was capable. For all of Gabrielle’s life, he’d tried so hard to keep her safe. Guards, defenses, everything he could muster, yet she found her way into trouble just the same. That was simply who Gabrielle was, and losing her once had forced Klert to finally accept it.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t worried near senseless, though.

      A comforting pat arrived on his back, given by Veria, who’d arrived at his side quietly while Klert was lost in his concern. “They’ll be all right. Have faith, Klert.”

      Giving her a slight squint, Klert leaned in closer for a better look. “Are there mimics in these woods? I’ve never known you to look toward the gods for help.”

      “I find it’s more productive to solve my own problems than to wait around for a god to take interest,” Veria replied. “All of which is beside the point. I meant, have faith in them.”

      Her gaze shifted out away from the guards and zotts, the aloonstalk field and those hurriedly plucking its bounty, and out toward the woods. New crashes rose in the distance, perhaps even in the direction Veria was gazing, but the environment made it hard to pin down.

      “I have a notion those kids have grown much more than they’re letting on. Enough to handle whatever challenges come their way. I’m sure that if you could see Gabrielle right now, you’d know there was nothing at all to fear.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabrielle wouldn’t have thought a plant monster capable of being terrified, but the thick branches crashing against her in a panicked frenzy made it hard to deny. After losing its ability to flee, the venerad had finally committed to offense, lashing out at Gabrielle. Without its poison, most efforts had little effect, with the exception of its thickest branches.

      Those managed to function as clubs, and strong though Gabrielle was, a well-timed strike while her footing was off could still send her sprawling. But since the venerad lacked the clarity to find that window, it had elected to just whack the nine hells out of her. One after another, they rained down; even the ones that didn’t move her were still powerful enough to hurt.

      Gabrielle had carefully tapped into her anger after getting free, trying to keep it restrained, but every strike riled her up more. With substantial effort, she kept her focus on mental control, on not letting the fury-guided mana overwhelm her. She tried to view the venerad not as an enemy to be torn through, but as a soul to be claimed.

      Adjusting her arms, Gabrielle shifted her axe, catching one of the descending branches on its blade. Instantly, the branch withered as energy flooded into Ovrium. Her own pain faded, as well. It was so pleasant that Gabrielle’s focus wavered, and a well-timed branch caught her smack in the nose.

      The snap of pain was followed by a wave of fury, one that Gabrielle desperately fought back, putting her mind back to the stillness of undeath. She needed her anger’s strength to stand against the venerad’s branches, but a clear mind to make use of it. Holding this balance wasn’t tenable; she could already feel it slipping. That was fine, however. It didn’t have to last forever, just long enough to finish the job.

      Twisting her axe, Gabrielle caught another of the branches, mercifully dimming the throbbing from her nose as Ovrium drank deep of its life. Holding on to her calm, Gabrielle tried to visualize her task not as killing, but as reaping—no more than the bulbs of the aloonstalk, plucking that which was ripe. A venerad was a creature of chaos, wrecking environments and sewing disharmony wherever it roamed. Her violence was the harvest of its own actions.

      Trying to keep it impersonal, she caught another branch, the task markedly easier than before as fewer limbs remained to attack with. Rather than continue to withstand the beating, she shot forward, taking advantage of the gap between strikes. With a thrusting slash, Ovrium cut deep into the venerad, opening up a long wound near its center.

      What branches remained redoubled their effort, driving Gabrielle back, but she took out two of them in recompense. Dashing out of range, Gabrielle spared a moment to examine her foe. With so many of the thick branches it had used as a skeletal structure destroyed, the venerad was looking more akin to a moving pile of mush than a deadly monster. If not for the incredibly potent poison still seeping off it, she might have been tempted to leave the venerad be. Well, that, and the savage hunger she could still feel burning in Ovrium.

      Approaching slowly, she deflected the first large branch swinging at her, then cut through a second. Her anger was barely a simmer now, muscles already weakening. Trying to hold her fury without losing herself to it had left the rage slipping away, but for now, Gabrielle preferred a clear head. Accepting an attack from a branch on her shoulder, she caught the limb with her left arm then hacked cleanly through it.

      One at a time, she took apart the venerad’s branches, each growing smaller as it lost its best weapons. When she was finally close enough, Gabrielle struck swiftly. It was not out of malice; she just had no desire to prolong this process. The venerad had to die, but that didn’t mean she needed to be cruel about how it went.

      As a being who’d tasted death, Gabrielle found herself filled with empathy for the creature. Without the fog of fury protecting her mind, she found it harder to take a life, even one as inhuman as the venerad’s. But others would burn it up, or carve it away slowly. Neither process would be near as quick as what she could offer.

      Her first strike knocked it off-balance. Rot spread across its lower body. It was the second and third blows that truly put an end to things, though. Those were the strikes that cleaved entire sections away from the main body, leaving the venerad split roughly into three major pieces.

      Rot set in across all of them, but Gabrielle didn’t wait for it to finish. Her axe flashed through the air, carving apart every large section she could find, then attacking the medium hunks, until finally there was nothing left but decomposing plant matter. No light remained, and the raging hunger of Ovrium at last died away.

      Tempting as it was to sit and relax after such a harrowing encounter, Gabrielle merely trudged off into the woods. One threat down didn’t mean her family was guaranteed to be safe. She would keep watch until the contest was done. Noble or monster, whatever might be skulking around for easy prey, she’d cut through any and all that came for her family.

      Gabrielle vanished into the forest, leaving only the rotting remains of a deadly monster to mark her path.
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      For all the trouble that it brought, the venerad ultimately simplified the task of harvesting the aloonstalk bulbs. At first, it was because most of the zotts had perished in the attack, and the lingering toxic cloud took care of any that emerged. Slowly, the fog of poison pollen had sunk to the ground, no longer lurking in the air for the first set of unsuspecting lungs. Thistle feared they’d be back to the mad scramble of the start, but he’d forgotten the zotts’ preferred method of exiting their homes.

      When the zotts exploded out of their mounds, they also kicked up all the pollen that had settled atop it, effectively springing a trap on themselves. Few made it past those initial first steps, and the ones that did were easily dispatched. Thistle and Timuscor kept to the poisoned area, just to be safe, while Grumph and Eric took care of any aloonstalks that bloomed in the non-coated areas.

      Without the constant pressure of hungry hordes, the process became much easier. Enough that there was even downtime between fields blooming in which to rest, or in Eric’s case, carefully scrape the remnants of pollen that had been on his armor into glass vials. Poison this potent could be put to good use, after a bit of experimentation. For the moment, he focused on gathering as much of the pollen as he could safely manage. Thistle had somewhat recovered from the overpowered healing, but it seemed unwise to push their luck.

      No longer under constant attack, Grumph had switched back to using his Spark Darts before getting in close to finish enemies with the hammer. While the cantrip certainly needed more practice, his true goal in using it once more was sensing the way ambient mana flowed into the spell’s shape as it formed. Sustaining the magical hammer was beginning to wear on Grumph’s mana reserves; he wanted to offset the cost, even partially. Unfortunately, letting ambient mana complete a cantrip and forcing it into an existing spell were different matters, and the only way to keep his semi-tangible weapon around was to keep feeding it mana.

      Timuscor was chiefly focused on harvesting; his lack of natural dexterity meant the task demanded all of his concentration to accomplish, and even then, more than a few of the bulbs had burst upon his armor. Still, he pressed on, undaunted as ever, working to be a little bit better each time. The slower pace meant he had little spare time for a break, but Timuscor also showed no signs of needing one. Steadily, he worked his way through the fields, pausing only to pet a once more normal-sized Mr. Peppers from time to time.

      By Thistle’s calculations, despite their rough start, the party had managed to gather a substantial number of aloonstalk bulbs. It wasn’t impossible that other teams had done better; however, even the best prepared units wouldn’t be able to harvest at the same leisurely, careful pace. Not unless their camp had also been covered in poison, a coincidence that would bring problems of its own. Victory was far from guaranteed, even success was only within reach.

      But they had a shot. Depending on how many the Ardranes were going to accept, Gabrielle should be in the running. While there was always the chance that too many other parties had done better, Thistle and his friends had given their very best. If it fell short, then there was no way for them to move forward.

      Granted, Thistle held no intention of letting the matter drop in that case. Several un-paladin-like notions for removing those who placed ahead of them, or manipulating the Ardranes into keeping them in the running, bubbled in the back of his mind, kept carefully sealed away. There was no need to take those routes when superior options remained. With dawn approaching, they just had to keep it up for a bit longer, then see where they stood.

      Whatever came next, Thistle would deal with when it arrived. A thought that reminded him of Kalzidar’s offer. He expected that to come due soon and needed to decide exactly what he’d choose when the moment arrived. One only got so many chances to bargain with a god, even a god they despised.

      Thistle intended to make the most out of his opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      Once the venerad was dead, Gabrielle’s night grew far more peaceful. She circled her parents’ camp, always on the alert for new threats. Occasionally, there would be noises from the forest, and a few people did pass close enough to see. Those, Gabrielle watched closely, weapon already drawn. Although she lacked Eric’s gift for stealth, being able to stand fully still and breathless under the cover of night allowed for excellent concealment.

      Though one group did veer worryingly close, none of the explorers approached her family’s location, so Gabrielle had let them pass unbothered. It was possible these were teams out attacking other nobles, but they could just as easily be hunting the venerad, searching for allies, or any other innocuous task. Without a pressing threat, she couldn’t justify cutting them down, even putting aside the bodies she’d then have to deal with.

      As she waited, Gabrielle watched, peeking in on how her family was managing. From what she could see, they’d set up quite an efficient formation: guards keeping the zotts successfully at bay while the harvesters kept steadily plucking bulbs. Viv appeared to be having a grand time, directing her vassals to cut through the swarming rodents, one charge after another.

      Elzaben was among the harvesters, her head poking out from above the aloonstalks as she smoothly worked her way through them. Gabrielle had always envied her mother’s sense of poise and grace; watching her deftly handle the bulbs that had exploded in Gabrielle’s grip only further drove home the difference between them. Klert, in contrast, was standing behind a pair of guards, stabbing into the zotts with a borrowed spear, skewering a fair few as he worked. That was her father: never afraid to roll up his sleeves and take on a task, regardless of whether it befitted someone of his station.

      In the center of the camp, Veria helped attend to those who’d taken injuries. The guards had their own medic; however, there was more than enough work to share. Veria rubbed one of her homemade poultices on a deep scratch wound on a guard’s shin. Zotts might not be much of a threat against full armor or giant boar hooves, but they were capable of doing plenty of damage to flesh.

      Watching from the shadows, Gabrielle could almost imagine herself in the camp with them, off on this adventure to unknown lands. Almost.

      If she were there, then Gabrielle wouldn’t be standing where she wanted to be: at her father’s side with a weapon in hand. At best, she’d have been allowed to be with her mother, more likely set away from the action with Veria, most likely never permitted to join in the first place. They would have put her away, ensure that she was protected.

      Whatever parts of Gabrielle that had resented her parents for that were long since worn away. Having seen the world and some of the dangers lurking in it, she understood why they’d wanted to keep her safe; there was a great deal out there to be kept safe from. But that understanding didn’t mean she could accept it any longer. For all the peril it brought, adventuring had also offered Gabrielle a taste of freedom, the power to live her own life, guided only by her choices and those of the people she trusted.

      The imagined version of Gabrielle standing there with her family was a nice fantasy, nothing more. She would have been no help against the venerad, useless at scaring off wandering nobles, unable to protect the people she held dear. Gabrielle preferred her reality, imperfect as it was. True, she was a semi-stable undead barbarian courting power from the god of death while conspiring against another deity, but she’d been able to fight off every threat to her family so far. That kind of strength was worth a couple of complications.

      Finally, when night waned, Gabrielle started back for her own camp. She’d need to be there in person, sans mask and mace, in case the Ardranes pulled another teleportation trick once the contest ended. She moved easily through the woods, unafraid of anything that might leap out. Most monsters had been driven off by the venerad, and the other nobles should be pulling back as well. If she met a straggler… Gabrielle hadn’t come this far to fall so easily. She was not prey scampering under the leaves; she was a predator stalking beneath the branches. A part of her hoped something would spring into view. After this, it was back to playing the role of the useless noble.

      Only for one more day, though. When dawn arrived, it would bring Gorrian’s Eve with it. Whatever the Ardranes had in store, it would be finished by this time tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      The trouble with nobles was keeping them on task. A collection of people accustomed to few repercussions and ample power were prone to losing interest in their current preoccupation and chasing a new diversion or ambition. Even when the contest before them offered tremendous power, they couldn’t resist falling into games and pettiness.

      Had the nobles entirely focused their efforts on harvesting the aloonstalks, Amtrinae would be gazing at very different totals etching themselves onto her enchanted scroll. Every magical bag they’d provided did more than teleport each bulb to a safe location for processing; it also added a tally mark to the corresponding noble’s count. In this way, Amtrinae could ensure the overall total was met before dawn arrived. A bit of magic could turn the tides, even when people didn’t realize they were being helped.

      Tonight, no such intervention was needed. While many of the major houses had overcommitted to their games of brutality, others took the challenge to heart. It was difficult not to feel slightly insulted; here she and Leomar were offering access to tangible power, and the spoiled aristocracy insisted on pissing about with their covert attacks.

      Underestimating how much of a handful the zotts could be, a noble would overcommit their forces to hunting instead of harvesting, often never even realizing they’d fallen behind the competition until the totals were revealed. Then there were the ones who focused entirely on harvesting, only to be attacked by one of the hunting parties. Even those that survived were rarely capable of continuing to harvest, not at a significant pace.

      In a way, Amtrinae might have done the weaker nobles a favor with Dejy’s barrier. While they did have the venerad to contend with, the most ambitious nobles were those who already held a taste of power, the majority of which had been sealed in together. Outside its impact on her totals, Amtrinae had no care if they killed one another—only that the Ardrane house not be held responsible.

      Looking over her scroll with a smile, Amtrinae took a long stretch, relaxing for the first time since that morning. They’d passed the threshold, gained enough bulbs to make the slurry. With this, the bloom was assured. All that remained was determining who would reap its bounty.

      Setting her scroll aside, Amtrinae checked out the carriage window, where Dejy and Leomar were chatting, probably about some theoretical magic. It wasn’t often the Ardranes had another archmage around to bounce ideas off of. Beyond them, the night’s darkness was lessening to gray, the first signs of dawn on the horizon.

      Leaning back, Amtrinae shut her eyes for just a few moments. There was the return trip to deal with, and speaking to those who’d advanced, not to mention all the preparations for the bloom. Still, she knew the importance of rest, and how little there was to be had from this point forward.

      A quick nap, before the final day’s work began.
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      “A little longer!” Bert and Cheri were huddled over the laminated square, marker flashing like a green blur. After hearing Marsha’s suggestions, Bert had rededicated himself to the challenge—meaning Wimberly did the same—leaving them down a gadgeteer as they once more camped out to catch sight of the vanishing city. The session wore on with slow progress; Bert filled out the puzzle at a steady but plodding rate.

      Something about the way of thinking challenged him and his natural inclinations toward logic. The puzzle followed patterns, until it didn’t. There would be breaks, leaps that confused him. Now, he understood that the different sections represented various disciplines, meant to connect but not fit perfectly together. Knowing that and being able to find the leaps was another matter, however. That was where Cheri came in.

      It had been her venting in frustration and sitting at Bert’s side that finally got things moving. For all her lack of knowledge regarding advanced mathematics and geometric designs, Cheri had exceptional intuition, largely because of how often she depended on it in both game and life. What her gut said, she trusted, and years spent immersed in the Spells, Swords, & Stealth magic system didn’t hurt either. She’d always loved casting, and the more the designs came together, the faster she could see the next part they needed to move toward.

      Unfortunately, the game world was not standing still as they played. Every turn represented time, which was slipping steadily away. The doffomires that had appeared in the middle of the night—horned, spider-like creatures with small hands at the end of each leg—weren’t even their greatest threat, annoying though they were. Their migrating swarm was being successfully held back by Timanuel and Gelthorn’s combined efforts, along with a fiery wall conjured by Chalara during a puzzle break.

      But the sun, they couldn’t stop. Dawn drew closer, and with it, their chance to cast the spell that would secure entrance to the vanishing city. There were still leads to chase, opportunities to go after, yet they remained the long shots they’d been before. That spell was their best chance, so the party was giving it their all.

      “Gelthorn, you’re up. Then it’s Wimberly and Chalara before we reset the turn order,” Russell informed his players. They didn’t have an exact sense of the time remaining; characters would need to spend precious actions discerning the sky’s shifts in order to gain that knowledge. As the GM, Russell knew more, including how close they were to the end of their window. Resetting the turn order was when time advanced for the world overall, according to this module’s settings. The next time it happened, golden rays of light would peek over the horizon, dispelling the illusionary buildings in the distance.

      “Gelthorn fires her bow into the doffomires that were trying to skitter east around Chalara’s wall of flame.” Alexis rolled her dice, both attacks above fifteen before bonuses were even tabulated.

      “Your arrows find easy purchase, the doffomires’ shells crispy and brittle after getting so close to the fire. They both collapse, no movement discernable,” Russell announced. The doffomires had already had a turn; moving their huge swarm bought Bert his biggest chunks of time.

      Head hunkered low, Bert went faster, aware of the eyes on him. For the last few sections, he didn’t even look to Cheri, finally forced to take a few leaps of faith himself due to the crushing pressure of his deadline. Waiting as long as he could with the video cameras in the room’s corners watching, Russell addressed his player.

      “It’s Wimberly’s turn. Bert, what will she do?”

      Slapping the marker down so hard the entire table shook—a sudden reminder of Bert’s overbuilt physique—he finally looked up from his work, eyes blazing. For all the fun of Spells, Swords, & Stealth, the systems were built to be accessible to a general audience: complicated enough to provide variety, yet not so complex that it was difficult to understand. That puzzle was another matter, however. For all save Alexis, this was their first time seeing Bert face his particular type of challenge, and the triumph from rising to meet it.

      “Wimberly will use all of her turn to put the final touches on the scroll and hand it off to Chalara.” As their characters were doing somewhere in a realm unseen, Bert turned to Cheri, carefully offering the square.

      Even Cheri showed delicacy in accepting the square, a representation of their hope and hard work. Turning, she faced Russell, who was striving to keep an impassive face. “That makes it Chalara’s turn, right?”

      “It does.”

      “I turn toward the city, focus my mana, and activate the scroll.”

      “Let’s see what happens.” Russell stepped away from the table, and Cheri followed. They weren’t the first to approach the camera. Some had been working on what appeared to be maps; others detailed formations on a white board. The results were universal: that voice over the PA announcing their failures, tone cheerful and upbeat every time. Russell hoped those in the other rooms were having more luck; being the lone players remaining wouldn’t be the experience they’d come here for. Although, that was pretty darn presumptuous in the first place, considering they hadn’t succeeded yet.

      Together, they approached the nearest camera looking down on the room, Russell speaking first. “Chalara has activated the scroll, casting it upon the vanishing city.” After that, he stepped aside, letting Cheri into view. She raised the laminated square high, making sure the camera had a good view.

      Time that had been pressing down on them suddenly seemed to stretch, silence swiftly stealing its place. Seconds ticked by, making Russell wonder if this was how long they’d all taken, or if it just the stress of being the ones with their hopes in danger of being dashed?

      “Success!” The loud announcement startled half the room, making Russell feel slightly better for jumping at the sound, even though he’d been waiting for exactly that word to ring out. “Chalara’s scroll flares to dust, magic leaping forth from her to the city. The magic connects, forming an unknown symbol on the back of her right hand, just before the city vanishes and dawn breaks over the horizon.”

      Cheri let out a whoop of joy that was inconsiderate to the other players still in session, and the rest of his party joined in right after, a short-lived round of revelry at their accomplishment. It was far from over, of course. They still needed to find out how to use the rune to access the city and discover its mysteries. Outside the game, they were going to have to force themselves to be bolder on the social front as well, though from the glazed look in Bert’s eyes, he might get to skip that part. The man had earned his rest, and the party would need their gadgeteer bright-eyed tomorrow.

      Unlike the others, however, Russell’s attention kept jumping back to the camera. Between the mysteries of Broken Bridge, the possibility of magic, and general ethics, he never intended to cheat during the module. But the person watching had known exactly where his group was in terms of time passed; they’d announced the dawn before he had a chance. Meaning they’d been watching the players’ every move, presumably for each group present. Paying that much attention, to that many people—it wasn’t possible for just one person.

      Staring into the electronic eye, Russell wondered just how many people really worked for Broken Bridge Publishing, and why they went to such lengths to remain unseen.
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        * * *

      

      The knock on her door had Marsha expecting one of her children to have returned, hopefully with tales of successfully defeating their puzzle. Looking through the peephole, she was surprised to see a stranger, the word especially apt in this instance. A myriad of hair colors in the bright, neon range was an odd pairing with the professional suit she wore, but then, that was the fashion with some of the younger generations. Marsha had made more than enough questionable aesthetic choices in her past, too many to throw stones at her caller’s curious coloration.

      Opening the door slightly, chain still in place, she peered out. “May I help you?”

      “Special delivery here, for a Marsha Novak. I presume that’s you?” From her back, the woman pulled out a square package wrapped in plain brown paper, bundled with white twine. It looked like it should be in the basket of a bicycle on the way to a picnic or forgotten at a sock hop.

      Despite her better judgment, Marsha almost reached out to take it, fairly sure her arm would slip through the limited space. Prudence won out, arm staying safely on its owner’s side of the door. “I’m sorry. There must be a mix-up. I haven’t put in any orders.”

      “No mix-up at all. We’ve had this on hand the entire time, just waiting for you to claim it. A musician needs their instrument, a knight needs their sword, a magician needs their spellbook. The greatest stonemason in the world is just another person when lacking a chisel in their hands. All require the proper tools to bring forth their greatest works.”

      With a concentration of effort, Marsha avoided rolling her eyes. It wasn’t this poor woman’s fault someone made her talk like that, no more than the guide at a ren faire or amusement park. She was playing the part someone had paid her to. “Ah, I think I get it. This is for the game, though I have no idea why you’re giving something to me.”

      “Because it is for you, and whoever you choose to share it with.” Setting the package down, the woman walked down the hall, stepping into an elevator.

      Once the telltale dings of descent started, Marsha opened her door all the way and retrieved the package. It was heavier than she’d have guessed, an oddly familiar weight to it. Briefly, she wondered whether to open it, still expecting the contents to be for Russell and Cheri. But considering it came from an unknown source, and an odd one at that, she wasn’t entirely comfortable handing the package over without checking its contents. Anyway, the woman had said it was meant for her.

      Untying the twine, Marsha let it fall to the ground before her hand peeled back the brown paper. At the first sight of what lay beneath, all thoughts of care vanished. She ripped through the packaging in shreds and tears. Her hands were shaking, half from rage, half from terror.

      It was the first edition of Spells, Swords, & Stealth. Visibly worn, as were most books this old, but well-kept just the same. The book itself didn’t concern Marsha nearly as much as the questions it raised.

      Namely, how? How had they known she was looking into this exact book only a few hours prior? Her computer was not formatted with rinky-dink security; she dealt with far too much sensitive information. They might be monitoring traffic, but she used a VPN along with her own hotspot, not trusting communal networks. Were there cameras hidden somewhere? The hotel chain would never sanction that, but individual staff members were corruptible.

      Scanning the room, Marsha looked to where she’d been when shopping for books, hunting for any places that could conceal a lens capable of viewing that angle and coming up empty. She started checking the room more thoroughly all the same, searching for any out of place wires or small reflective circles.

      Even as she worked, Marsha could feel the greater questions nibbling at the edge of her mind. Putting aside how they’d known about the book, why on Earth give her the copy? Whoever put this together had to realize how suspicious it would all look, how it would raise her concerns. Were they trying to drive out her, or more likely, the people she’d brought along? Given her hair and youth, that woman could have easily been another player trying to pass as staff. For that matter, she’d never actually even claimed to work for Broken Bridge.

      It was just so… peculiar.

      Finishing her initial sweep, Marsha finally turned her attention back to the book. Flipping through brought a rush of familiar memories. This was not the system she used to play her first game; by then, the game’s second edition was the more ubiquitous, with the streamlined third picking up steam soon after. But she’d taken much of the inspiration for that dungeon from this source, the confusing and esoteric attempts at wrangling magic into a form that could be comprehended.

      As a child, she’d found each concept grand. The descriptions of magic could range from the practical to obscure poetry. With an adult’s eyes, she realized the author had probably consumed a forest’s worth of mushrooms to create this tome. Yet regardless, there was a curious consistency to everything.

      Her hands flickered over to the spell that had started it all, in so many ways. An insidious poison, a cunning plan, a careful battlefield: all thrown to shit by a paladin who defied her schemes by refusing to act as expected.

      “I really wish you were still here.” Despite being alone, Marsha was not talking to no one. Although not especially religious, she believed in the concept of a universe greater than what humans could comprehend. Somewhere out there, she liked to believe he still existed, and looked in whenever possible.

      Lying down on the bed, she sank deeper into the tome and her memories, falling into a part of her past that had long been sealed away.
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      By the time dawn arrived and their bag started to glow, Gabrielle was already back in her gown, mace and mask no longer anywhere to be seen. Thistle had patched up most, though not all, of the group’s minor wounds. Officially speaking, there was no one among them known to have healing powers, so reaching the end of the night without a single scratch would raise suspicion. Their goal was to seem extraordinarily competent, a team that could hold off such aggressive pests with no more than shallow slashes to their skin.

      It was the same reason Gabrielle hadn’t made any efforts to claim the venerad’s corpse, even knowing it would mean automatic advancement. Admitting she’d killed it would garner an abundance of questions and attention, the exact things they were hoping to avoid.

      With Eric’s armor set to the same dull hue as when they’d last been seen, and Grumph no longer casting spells, they appeared a largely harmless group once more, save for Timuscor and his armored boar. Everyone instinctively gathered close as the light crept across the bag, starting at the seam along its base and rising. When it reached its destination, all five members of the party were touching the bag, Timuscor holding Mr. Peppers aloft in his other arm, taking no chances that his friend might get left behind.

      Despite spreading across the entire bag, it seemed the light was not yet satisfied. It leapt off the material, weaving around the group in a dome, the brightness washing out any sign of their surroundings. Seconds later, the dome faded, flickering away to reveal a new setting. Stone walls, polished floors, and the soothing sound of running water.

      It was a vast chamber, one with a decorative water feature that had to be enchanted. The liquid fell not merely down, but to the side, up and around, twisting and knotting back to the start in an endless gushing loop. Standing directly before it were Amtrinae and Leomar Ardrane. However, they were not the only ones present.

      All through the chamber, other groups were appearing in their own domes of light, the entire room filled with intricately carved circles that flashed in warning before depositing their new arrivals. Doing a scan and some quick calculation, Eric counted twenty of the circles in total, some more full than others. The domes were substantial, large enough to bring over a dozen of one’s people. Only those with ridiculous amounts of personnel were forced to leave some behind, though Eric assumed that to be temporary.

      With a surge of relief, Eric spotted the familiar face of his mother, near Klert and Elzaben. Regardless of Gabrielle’s assurances, seeing them with his own eyes dispelled the lingering terror that had been looming over him all night. More surprising was Viv, who appeared alongside her remaining guards in a different part of the room, looking perplexed at the turn of events herself.

      Other familiar faces dotted the chamber, along with some Eric had only seen in passing: Lady Loyten and her ever-present retinue of guards, Lord Prent and his butler, a thick-necked man absolutely covered in armor, a chipper fellow in gold and black robes hurriedly whispering to several bees buzzing overhead, an older fellow in armor celebrating with his guards, and a dwarf who’d already begun passing ale to all those in toasting reach. There was also a trio of figures standing behind the Ardranes, not hiding in the shadows, yet hidden by them. The Wordless Witnesses.

      “Welcome, and congratulations!” Leomar took the lead, his voice as booming as ever. Leomar’s voice snared Eric’s attention from the trio; he was far more interested in whatever new information was about to be dispensed. “What came before was, while essential, something of a preliminary event. A testing, a whittling; a way to see who was here with their sights on the Astrafrond, and who would spend their time on other pursuits. A great many nobles were assembled in our woods, some with more numbers at their command. Yet it is all of you, who remembered the night’s mission above all else and dedicated yourself to successfully harvesting, that have made it to the true competition.”

      Amtrinae moved forward, speaking just as Leomar left off. “Of course, that will come later, once you’ve had time to clean and rest. As the true competitors, we have moved you all to a new section of the manor, one that I’m afraid we’ll have to ask you stay in until the contest begins. Historically, there have been instances of those who lost attempting to remove the victors in hopes of taking their spots, an annoyance which demands hastily reworking several complex magics. We’ve found it easier to simply separate the competitors from the audience at this point. Our attendants are already moving your things to your new lodgings, ones I expect you will find most satisfactory.”

      “On the topic of competitors targeting one another, I’d recommend against it to those of you in this room. As I said, what came before was more of a preliminary. From this point forward, you will find us deeply offended by such slights. For those of you who need it put frankly: anyone who eliminates one of our competitors without permission will not only be disqualified, they will face my displeasure personally.” Leomar let his gaze linger on the chamber, meeting any eye that would stare into his.

      While they weren’t fully abreast of Leomar’s reputation, the fear shown by others, paired with Timuscor’s description of his strength, were enough to tell Eric that was a fate to be avoided.

      Once Leomar was finished with his staredown, he raised a hand and snapped. From doors along the perimeter, Ardrane attendants marched in, making their way among the nobles and their groups. “Rest now. Later, we will gather for a Gorrian’s Eve banquet, and to begin the contest in earnest. I would advise you to arrive fully prepared. The Astrafrond blooms at sundown, meaning we only have so long to determine the winners.”

      Eric managed to catch his mother’s eye, the two exchanging a quick wave across the chamber. Getting over would be a chore, and in truth, he suspected Veria was as wiped out as him. Most of the people around them were visibly exhausted; a sleepless night spent fighting took a heavy toll. Seeing his mother safe would suffice for the moment. Hopefully, there would be time to visit before the final part of the contest began.

      “Excuse me. Is this with you?” The Ardrane attendant’s tone was perfectly polite, even as the large boar sniffed at the woman’s boots, leaving dusty snout-prints.

      In all the chaos and transportation magic, Eric had forgotten that Mr. Peppers came with them. At a single sound from Timuscor, Mr. Peppers trotted back over, resting by his partner’s feet. “He is,” Timuscor replied.

      “Very well. Since we are unable to return him to the stables until the contest is done, do you have any objections to housing him in your quarters?” Apparently, a surprise boar was not the strangest thing their attendant had been faced with, as she seemed altogether unbothered.

      “After having to spend so long apart, I doubt they’d have it any other way.” Gabrielle moved to the attendant’s side, once more taking up her position as noblewoman after a night being her barbarian self. “We’re ready to see our lodgings. The night was long, and rest sounds heavenly.”
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      Broken Bridge Publishing had done a fine job of theming if nothing else. The party’s trays of finger food included small haunches of meat on “bone” toothpicks, miniature cauldrons of warm stew, and similar takes on adventuring-cuisine staples. On the drink front, they’d provided several “potions” that were virgin cocktails of different colors and flavors, as well as offering actual ale in cans, although those required an ID to request from a server.

      It might have been nice to ply some information from the staff, unfortunately, they were all employees of the hotel itself, not Broken Bridge. According to the waiter Russell peppered with questions in between loading up on the bite-sized morsels, Broken Bridge had either used the hotel staff or outside contractors for every part of their event. The only way they were going to learn anything was to talk with the other players.

      Tonight wasn’t quite as tense as the first evening; a day of settling in had allowed some people to relax their guards. At the various standing-height tables designed for resting drinks, some groups were even beginning to mingle, their more extroverted members kindling conversations.

      For Russell’s group, that honor went to Cheri, who had successfully managed to strike up three talks with strangers so far. Unfortunately, none went on for long; either they weren’t feeling chatty, or Cheri’s aggressive nature was a bit too much up front. Bert was quietly doodling on something at the standing table; he’d been in his own mind since finishing the puzzle, a well-earned rest.

      It was, of all people, the usually shy Alexis who finally managed a real conversation with someone new. She and Tim were comparing the different potions when Alexis saw another woman walking past. Without warning, she began to spit what sounded like a rough collection of phlegm and syllables. The other woman stopped dead in her tracks, twisting around to find Alexis and coughing out a similar series of sounds.

      “Does this shit make sense to any of you?” Next to the stranger speaking with Alexis was a tall woman holding one of the cans of ale. She looked to Russell and the others as if they might have insight to offer, only to receive confusion in return.

      “It’s Pitackian, from Rongoth the Wanderer.” It was the first time they’d heard Alexis’s conversational partner speak using actual words, not that her voice sounded much different when grunting. Reaching up, she tapped the intricate earring hanging from her left lobe. “This fellow enlightened soul recognized my replica of Klikgot’s Sigil. Great catch, by the way; even people who read Rongoth don’t usually pick up on it. I’m Kiyomi; this is Traci. Always nice to meet a fellow fan.”

      Alexis made her own round of introductions, from Russell to Bert, to Cheri, and finally Tim. With names exchanged and the ice broken, Alexis went to the obvious topic on all their minds. “How have your game sessions been going?”

      Traci took a long pull from her drink, while Kiyomi let out a whistle before answering. “Trying, to say the least. What quest are you all doing?”

      “We’re trying to get into the vanishing city,” Tim supplied helpfully.

      Traci finished her sip of beer with an audible smack. “Probably a good choice. We went with the noble’s estate, and it is a constant pain in the ass. First, we had to win our way into service of this weird-ass noble that I’m ninety-nine percent sure is part bee—he’s got a swarm that talks for him, and the guy puts honey on everything. Then the whole deal is nobles, alliances, and secrets. We just spent the last few hours sketching formations on a whiteboard, trying to harvest these plants that needed serious dexterity rolls to manage, while also getting attacked by other nobles.”

      “There was a random encounter table in the module; either the dice were against us, or almost every number on there earned us another fight,” Kiyomi explained.

      “Didn’t help that our noble doesn’t have a single friend or alliance in the place.”

      “We had a tough night, as well. There was a puzzle that had to be solved to create a bond to the city, which we barely managed in time.” Alexis sipped on a green potion, winced at the flavor, and switched it with a red version that Tim had already tried.

      Kiyomi and Traci exchanged a quick glance. “You did manage, though?” Kiyomi asked. “We pulled ours off too, but from what I’ve heard, we’re not in the majority. Most people are either out already, or are stuck trying crazy strategies. Only a few teams have managed to keep up.”

      “Well, we’re not in the city yet,” Tim pointed out. “I’m sure tomorrow’s sessions will bring challenges of their own.”

      Traci ran a hand through her short hair, sighing softly. “At least you have some idea what you’re doing: get into the city. Ours has turned into some sort of weird contest, and I suspect we’re going to have to fight the other teams. The session ended by locking us all down in a new location.”

      Kiyomi’s hand slapped down to her pocket, pulling free a phone, on which she quickly opened an app for keeping notes. “That reminds me, we need to make a list of people to research when our characters have downtime. There’s bound to be some useful information, at least on the more ostentatious ones.”

      “I’d say the older guy whose whole contingent was described to be in armor, that woman with the slew of guards, the drunk lord with only one attendant, and the guard who put on a display of strength before we arrived.” Traci turned from her friend back to the group they’d just met. “Sorry about that. You know how these days can get. Don’t want to miss anything.”

      “It sounds like you’ve got an entertaining game going on,” Russell noted. Nothing about these two indicated that they’d experienced any strange magical phenomena, though it wasn’t like his group was yelling about theirs from the rooftop. Better to not make assumptions, especially about people he’d only just met.

      That warranted an exasperated shrug from Traci. “Most of the group is having fun. I’m just not big into all the sneaking, whispering, and research. I can’t even keep track of all the different names.”

      “They aren’t that tough,” Kiyomi chided. “According to what we could dig up, the older man is Duke Aprolok, Lady Loyten is the one who travels with her contingent of guards, Lord Prent is the drunk with only a butler in his service, and the knight who put on a show of strength is named Timuscor.”

      Clattering plastic wasn’t nearly as audible as shattering glass, but it did mean the floor wasn’t covered in a dangerous hazard—only a plastic potion bottle slowly dribbling green liquid onto the ground and shoes of its former holder. Tim stood there, dumbstruck, as the name washed over him.
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      For all but Gabrielle, sleep came fast and fierce. No sooner had they arrived at the lush accommodations, even more grand and spacious than their prior lodgings, than each of the living adventurers was unconscious in the closest bed, some barely getting their boots off in time.

      Without the need to rest, Gabrielle put her time toward training. There were only a few hours until the next, and hopefully final, phase of the contest. Assuming all went well, they’d gain access to the vault, and from there… well, they really had no idea what the next phase of the plan would be. It had taken this much effort just to gain entrance into the vault; how they were supposed to slip away and search for an artifact to help Rogglin was beyond what she could conceive of. To her, the way forward after getting into the vault was like the identity of Kalzidar’s High Priest still among them: a mystery.

      In some ways, that was a boon, however. Not knowing what they would do next meant Gabrielle couldn’t waste energy worrying over details and pitfalls in the plan. Instead, she was forced to focus on how best to use the few hours of peace afforded to her. Physical training would yield little improvement over such a short time, especially considering all her sparring partners were passed out.

      Gabrielle instead elected to turn her attention inward, to the interaction of her mana, muscles, and mind. Out in the woods, she’d brushed against something briefly, a flicker of balance, only in those moments when the interaction of her undead stillness and mana-augmented anger briefly equalized. Without the chaos of battle, Gabrielle found it harder to summon forth her fury, but easier to keep control. In this case, she merely needed to think about her situation as a whole: bound to a role she detested while worrying about the safety of her family, all because they’d stepped onto a gameboard between deities.

      The anger came swiftly.

      Mana surged through her, and Gabrielle focused on the truth of her nature, the undead body she now occupied. Without meaning to, Gabrielle realized she’d reached out to Ovrium. This wasn’t calling the axe to her grip, though. It was a sense of touching the spirit within, the sentience stowed away inside the weapon. Her anger was calling to it.

      It was her fury that bound them, Gabrielle realized. The axe’s power first came alive when she grew angry, and it always seemed more reactive when she was letting rage take control. This time, however, there was no external outlet to vent on. She and Ovrium sat together, mana rushing in as Gabrielle strove to keep her mind in control.

      The visions arrived without warning—harsh, choppy, nothing like what she’d experienced with Cythllia. An island stood among crashing waves, the tip of a small mountain marking its apex. People ran along the ground and floated through the air, magic visible in every corner of the civilization. The world shrank in, drawing her into a lovely home built into the side of the mountain alongside countless others.

      Gabrielle couldn’t see the faces of those inside, only marking the way they were assembled around a table, hazy recollections of food set before them. A sense of warmth seeped through the air, slight strains of mirth and laughter barely discernable. This was a home, a family, and perhaps a happy one, in as much as she could tell from shadowy images.

      In stuttering spurts of movement, the door was blasted inward, and a new set of shadows in elaborate robes walked through. Chaos descended, the scene changing in flashes as chunks of time went missing. One moment, the new shadows were standing at the door, then they had spread through the room, spells half-conjured. Another flash, and several of the family shadows were on the floor, the four largest still standing and fighting. When the next flash came, only two remained. On the following, none of the family shadows were still upright, and one was being dragged out the front door.

      Then the room was gone, and Gabrielle was inside a forge, staring at a few scraps of stolen food. A big, new shadow was standing over her, towering at an immense height. The words were airy and indistinct, in a language Gabrielle didn’t speak. That was what she thought, at least, until something leapt out, a reminder that she did know one word of the lost language.

      Ovrium. The name of her axe. The concept of vengeance.

      Already choppy, the memories were blurring now; nights studying stolen books and scrolls, years spent mastering the anvil and forge, the first time an enchantment had been successful. A lifetime of effort poured into the creation of a single weapon. Even from the outside, Gabrielle understood that only Ovrium mattered. Everything else, every other project, was merely practice, building the skill and knowledge to birth the true vision.

      She saw the night of its creation. Thirteen figures wearing those familiar elaborate robes were strung up along the walls, their blood siphoning into a pool at their center. Steam boiled out from the red liquid as an object was pulled forth. Only slightly cooled by the blood, the axe still glowed with the heat of the forge—familiar, yet clearly different.

      The experience was akin to seeing Timuscor’s holy blade flare to life, its true power revealed from within a mundane shell. Gabrielle gazed at the weapon with curiosity and hunger. All that power lived in Ovrium, yet she’d brought forth so little. No wonder it was hesitant to bond with her; she hadn’t even grasped how much potential her weapon possessed, let alone learned how to wield it.

      Back the axe went into the blood, over and over, soaking as it cooled. The steam boiled over, obscuring the room. When it cleared, the world had changed once more. Gabrielle saw a figure holding Ovrium, cleaving through other shadows effortlessly. Several shadows in robes raised their hands, conjuring massive cones of energy. With a sweep of Ovrium, the power was washed away. Pointing the axe at the attackers, a glow began to run along Ovrium’s blade, steadily brightening as it—

      The banging startled Gabrielle so hard she tore the hem of her dress leaping up. It was the closest thing to sleep she’d experienced since meeting the god of death, and it took her a moment to realize where she was: her new lodgings in the Ardrane estate, where she’d been sitting in quiet focus. She was Gabrielle, not an angry shadow from the past.

      Checking herself over, Gabrielle noticed that the tips of her fingers were pale, despite the axe currently remaining sheathed. As she stared, color returned, but Gabrielle knew what she’d seen. Was it a side effect of Ovrium’s visions, or her own efforts at tapping into her undead stillness?

      More banging reminded Gabrielle why she’d been ejected from the trance, lingering anger quickly metamorphosizing into annoyance. Yanking the door open, Gabrielle was prepared to give a piece of her mind to whoever was so rudely interrupting what was meant to be a time of rest. That intent faltered quickly when she saw who was standing there, however.

      Dejy looked down the bridge of his nose at her, the sort of implied sneer that put her teeth on edge, even knowing it was for show. Given that he had two Ardrane attendants with him, she was under no impression that Dejy was on a covert visit.

      “I see you’ve finally decided to answer. How magnanimous of you.” From his side, Dejy produced a familiar bag. It was, after all, one of their own Sacks of Containment. Timuscor’s specifically, the one they’d used to stow much of their adventuring gear and had left safely tucked in the carriage. “I am here to discharge the last of my duties in your rescue. This was left behind in my carriage. I expect it will belong to one of you. Don’t worry. I didn’t touch your stitched-together armor or homemade weapons.”

      Not quite sure of what to say, Gabrielle reached out and accepted the bag, opting to lean on politeness. “I thank you for your kindness, and your patience. It is a welcome surprise to see you here; I’d thought only competitors were brought along.”

      “I’ve been allowed to sit in as an observer in exchange for offering some specialized aid,” Dejy replied. “Witnessing such rare magics is a fine opportunity, one I am grateful to the Ardranes for generously providing.”

      Had they been alone, Gabrielle would have thought Dejy was going a bit over the top, but with attendants in earshot, it was probably the right amount of praise. How he could deliver that sort of empty sentiment with hints of sincerity was beyond her; Gabrielle had learned the words and motions of noble politics, just never the spirit.

      “They are gracious indeed, and I thank them for allowing you to deliver our belongings.”

      To that, Dejy gave a chuckle. “I was surprised they were so willing; expected them to worry I might be trying to slip you some potions or items. Turns out, they didn’t care either way. If you have the skill and mana to wield something, then it’s fair game. I suspect that will make the final event especially entertaining. Can’t wait to see what it entails.” Acting as though he’d just realized he was rambling, Dejy cut himself off, briskly turning to the attendants. “With that, my final errand is done. Please convey appreciations for the patience to your employers.”

      He didn’t even bother with a goodbye, wordlessly dismissing her as soon as she was out of sight. Closing the door, Gabrielle set the bag down on a large round table made from incredibly smooth wood. Inside would be several essential pieces of their gear, like her demon armor and Grumph’s staff. Items that could certainly prove helpful, but Dejy’s real gift had been the hint he’d handed over.

      The Ardranes wouldn’t care if Dejy was slipping her powerful items to offer an edge… which meant some of the other nobles were almost certainly doing just that. Using items more powerful than what one’s mana and mind could handle was a deadly risk. If the wielder managed to control that strength, even for a short burst, it was possible to secure a previously impossible victory. Of course, there was an equal if not greater chance of the wielder destroying themselves in the process, but at times, it was a trade worth making.

      Gabrielle couldn’t envision any of the nobles making that sort of sacrifice; however, she could easily imagine them thrusting it on their employees. Offer a bounty of gold for the families of those who fall, a huge bonus for any who survive, and there would always be someone desperate enough to take the deal. All of this meant they didn’t just have to worry about what their competitors were capable of, but also what they’d do when losing seemed possible. Without knowing what the next contest was, she couldn’t be certain that overpowered items would provide an advantage. Still, given their tasks so far, it was more than a fair possibility. One more thing to worry about.

      Pondering the potential power of items had given Gabrielle an unexpected insight, though. After seeing memories of Ovrium’s original form, Gabrielle had felt fear that she was failing as an owner. If that was its true might, and she could barely bring out a fraction of it, what right did she have to hold the axe?

      The answer was none. But then, she’d never had the right to hold the axe. Ovrium had permitted her grip, and begrudgingly at that, causing pain at the very touch of her skin. With the power it had, Ovrium could have seared the flesh from her fingers just as easily, yet it never did. The pain was not a rejection. It was a test, a prerequisite. Those unwilling to endure suffering would never be fit or able to unleash its true potential.

      Ovrium was giving her all the power she could stand, tempering its own might to keep her from meeting the fate of one who used an item above their capabilities. And though the amount she could call forth currently might be trivial, Gabrielle had no intention of staying stagnant. Whoever made Ovrium had been powerful far beyond anything Gabrielle could manage; reaching those same heights would take untold years.

      Years that she had. Years she was willing to give. Ovrium had seen in her something Gabrielle only now recognized for herself: ambition. Drive to grow stronger, to seize her own life, to never again be forced into the roles others thrust upon her. The sort of determination that might, perhaps, one day lead her to the same summit as its prior owner, if not higher—a point when Ovrium’s real power could finally be unleashed.

      Ignoring the bag, Gabrielle sat back down on the floor, this time calling forth her axe. Pale hands held the weapon in her lap as she concentrated, trying once more to find that place of balance between fury and stillness. Whatever they’d be facing next, Gabrielle intended to meet it with as much strength and clarity as she could muster.
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      Veria moved softly through the halls, unattended by any of the Ardrane staff. This new area wasn’t nearly as labyrinthian as their first section of the manor, making it far easier to navigate. As she was not a noble herself, nor a person of an important station, escorts weren’t viewed as necessary. Whether she was lost for hours or killed outright was largely irrelevant; her life simply had less value to those in charge than that of their fellow nobles.

      Once, in her youth, that knowledge would have driven her to impulsive choices. But her life had long ago inured Veria to the harshness of those truths. Today, she was simply glad for the privacy. Klert and Elzaben were both busy readying their staff for the event; an attendant had stopped by to let them know they’d need to be dressed in their finest, and ready for battle, after midday.

      Knowing Eric, he’d show up in armor and think that was that, not bothering to match his cloak or stitch the sleeves of his shirt. Eric was different from his father in a great many ways, but casual disregard for appearance was not among them. Even as she made her journey to help her son, the recollection of her lost husband brought a brief smile to Veria’s face. Would that he could see the man his little boy had grown into.

      Lost in thought, winding her way through unfamiliar terrain, it was next to impossible for Veria to notice the three figures stalking silently behind her, growing steadily closer.
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        * * *

      

      “Isn’t this what we were hoping for? More proof of magic?”

      Marsha Novak’s hand paused outside her son’s room, halting at the sounds of Cheri’s voice. Much as she trusted Russell, she had a duty to ensure everyone was sticking to curfew and not getting into trouble away from home. Although that was more a concern she held for Cheri, in truth. Marsha had expected to find them winding down from the social event, maybe talking over their plans for the next day’s game.

      Which was probably what she’d just overheard, she quickly realized. All of the game aspects sounded outlandish when discussed without context.

      “It is… but it’s also scary. Last time we got close to that character was when things went weird. I really don’t want to be possessed again.”

      That line caused Marsha to knit her brow together. The voice had been Russell’s, but he was running the game, meaning he shouldn’t really have a character that could be possessed. Perhaps the staff had assigned specific non-player characters for the GMs to control.

      “It’s not like we could get to them in the time we have left, anyway,” Tim’s voice added. “That event is in a whole other kingdom. What I’m wondering is if we should try to warn Kiyomi and Traci. Things could get glowy, and they wouldn’t have any warning.”

      “Putting them in the same boat we were. Besides, not like anyone would believe us in the first place. Trying to convince people the game’s magic is real will get us hauled in for head x-rays, if not tossed into a room with rubber walls.”

      Cheri’s statement was the oddest yet, and also what forced Marsha to move her hand and finally finish the knock. Accidental overhearing was one thing; she’d started to veer into eavesdropping. Much more, and she might not be able to resist. Several quick raps on the door, which was soon opened by the muscular boy named Bert.

      “Evening, ma’am.”

      “To you, as well.” Looking over the room, it seemed oddly tense. Given that they’d spent the day gaming, and had then gotten to mingle with other players, the vibe should have been far more relaxed. There was only one reason she could think of as to why they’d be so dour. “Did you not solve the puzzle in time?”

      At even the mention of that laminated square, a shudder went through the room before Russell explained. “We got it. In the very last moment, but Bert and Cheri pulled it together. We just sort of ended up with another puzzle, a different kind. One that isn’t as easy to solve.”

      “Actually, I think I have figured out one part.” Tim got to his feet from the floor, setting an empty soda can into the small hotel garbage. “I’m going to give that other group a heads-up. If it comes to it, maybe I can write a note anonymously or something. Whatever I have to do. It’s not right to let them go in unprepared—all the less so for us, because we know what it’s like.”

      “I’ve got a few ideas for passing messages along,” Bert said, before looking to Marsha with an explanation. “One of the other groups is facing a threat we encountered in a previous module.”

      It was plainly not the whole truth. However, Marsha said nothing. She told herself it was out of respect for her children’s privacy, though the darker parts of her mind insisted she was just avoiding anything to do with the game yet again. “That’s very nice of you to share what you know.”

      “I’ll go too. Need to sleep soon.” Alexis stepped into view, so quiet that Marsha genuinely hadn’t even noticed she was in the room.

      “I hope you’re all planning on getting some sleep soon,” Marsha added.

      Bert and Tim nodded, while Russell actually yawned. Only Cheri looked ready to burn the midnight oil; hopefully, a lack of other participants would keep those impulses in check. Her daughter wasn’t really all that wild, bluster aside, but she was burdened by the constant need to be doing something. Slowing down, taking time to let the world flow on while she remained still, was a skill Marsha hadn’t picked up until college. Before then, she’d had much the same countenance as her daughter, if not a bit less controlled.

      Once Bert, Tim, and Alexis were out of the room, Marsha hugged her son goodnight, already eyeing Cheri for the next embrace. “Is everything okay? You’re all especially somber tonight. That next puzzle must be a doozy. I don’t mind helping again, so long as it’s allowed.”

      Quickly, much too quickly, Cheri waved her off. “Nah, it’s all good. Not even a puzzle-puzzle. Just some shit with a paladin.”

      Marsha interpreted the swift rebuttal as Cheri trying to protect her from having to hear more about the game and saw a moment to test her new resolve. “That’s the kind of problem I understand all too well. You know, technically speaking, some shit with a paladin is why you’re both here.”

      They both stared at her, unsure of how to react to this newly broached topic. The car accident had been hard on the entire family, and without Emmitt around, there was little call for emotional openness to deal with that pain. If their family were a body, he would have been the heart, and she the brain. Marsha liked her world neat and orderly; dealing with that swell of feelings around his loss always seemed too much. Until she realized just how far it had gone.

      “Did we ever tell you the story of how your dad and I met?”

      “You played in a Spells, Swords, & Stealth game together,” Cheri replied.

      “That was just the setting,” Marsha corrected. “The story is more… It was my first time as a Game Master, and I’d built an incredibly complex dungeon. Pulled ideas from a few modules, scoured game books from the older editions—the usual amount of overpreparing for a nervous, first-time GM. My friends brought along some acquaintances, enough to make sure we’d have a full party. One of which was a guy named Emmitt, who made a paladin.”

      Silently, Cheri wandered over next to Russell, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, hanging on every word.

      “The thing about this dungeon was that the whole premise hinged on a slow corruption of the soul. Force them down darker paths, weaken their bonds, feed the poison they didn’t know was flowing through them. And it all started with a simple test at the first chamber: crushing a specially bred slug over the ceremonial bowl. The sort of task any adventuring group would blow past without a second thought, right?”

      With an all-too-knowing grin, Russell shook his head. “Unless there was someone actually playing a paladin among the group. They wouldn’t do it. Killing for food or survival is one thing, murdering an innocent creature is another.”

      “You have the wisdom of one who has run many games, wisdom I lacked at the time,” Marsha admitted. “He refused and wouldn’t let the others do it either. I had an NPC with them acting as a guide, only to be revealed as the final boss once they were good and softened up. Thanks to one spell and three rolls higher than statistical probability should have allowed, he realized something was amiss. Accusations flew, then spells, breaking the ward she’d set to protect herself against the expected poison. In the ensuing struggle, the slug did finally get killed by accident, releasing its enchanted spores into the air. But since the party hadn’t taken that first dark step, my NPC was the one who got poisoned, and her soul was already stained enough to be strongly affected.”

      “Ouch, Dad killed your NPC and ruined your first game? That’s a rough start.”

      “Oh no, I thought the game was ruined as soon as she grew ill, but it was only beginning.” Marsha blinked and tried to discreetly wipe away the tears that were already coming to her face, unbidden. “That crazy bastard fed my character a healing potion, then had the wizard help him make a sling to drag her. Since the slug was dead, the way forward had opened, and without missing a beat, the paladin announced they were going to search for a cure within. Thus began the strangest game of my life, where I was both trying to kill the party as the dungeon and being protected by them in the form of my NPC.”

      “Which side won?” Cheri was leaning in, getting dangerously close to slipping off her perch on the bed’s edge.

      “Sometimes, I still wonder about that.” Marsha’s mind cast back to the table that day, looking over her books and the capabilities of the Altar of Power. An ancient totem of magics long lost, it was meant to be the party’s reward should they survive to the end. It had been built with the idea of adding enchantments to beloved items or augmenting core abilities. What the paladin asked for, though, had never been expected during its design.

      “They eventually beat the dungeon—not that I took it easy on them—and reached the prize. It was the kind of situation where you can ask for whatever you want. Most went the expected route and powered up some aspect of their characters. Only the paladin asked for something selfless: my character to be cured. But I’d picked a persistent poison for good reason, the kind that was all but impossible to cleanse once it got in deep. In order to survive, she would be stripped of all the magic she’d accrued, yet even that wasn’t enough. My NPC was a servant to one of the less upstanding gods, the sort who would rather her be dead than rendered useless.”

      Russell coughed lightly. “You really went whole hog on the evil with that one.”

      “Well, she was supposed to be the dungeon boss,” Marsha rebutted. “Anyway, to keep things balanced, I decided the only way she could be cured was if the paladin also relinquished his mantle. Both gods lose a servant, all is even. Despite everything I’d seen, part of me sort of expected him to hesitate, even a little bit, at that.”

      “Not Dad,” Cheri said, so softly it was hard to discern whether the words were intended for the room, or only her.

      “No, not Emmitt Novak. He agreed before I’d even gotten the words fully out. When I asked why, he just said ‘a paladin is a shield to those in need, not only those they wish to aid.’ So both characters lost their magic, and I wrote them a nice epilogue off into a quaint hamlet where they could retire. Meanwhile, that infuriating paladin and I went for coffee, which eventually led to you two.”

      As Marsha’s story ended, silence attempted to gain a foothold, denied swiftly by Russell scratching the back of his head. “I remember Dad said he loved paladins, but he’d already played his best one. He usually tried a different class every time.”

      “I don’t think he ever connected to one as much as that first character,” Marsha agreed. “He believed there was something special about the first characters you play. Before you really understand the systems or how to properly build, it’s about creating a person you want to exist, somehow, somewhere. Emmitt thought we put a piece of ourselves into those early creations, all but impossible to replicate once you start making characters with your head instead of your instincts.”

      To her surprise, both Cheri and Russell reacted to that statement, glances darting between them. Neither spoke to what they were silently discussing, however.

      “How about you?” Cheri eventually asked. “Who was your first character?”

      Tapping her chin, Marsha tilted her head back, drawing a blank. “You know, after all these years, I can’t recall. In truth, I always thought of that NPC as my first character. The game ran a few weeks, and I had to talk with them every time they checked on her or wanted information. She grew on me, to the point where I was sort of happy that she made it to the end. It’s nice to picture her still out there, living a peaceful life.” A slightly malicious grin appeared at the edge of Marsha’s mouth, forming a smile that her daughter had inherited.

      “Peaceful-ish, anyway. My little secret from the end of that game was that the cleansing only took away her levels associated with divine magic, the power given by her god. Veria’s levels from her assassin class, however, went untouched.”
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      The first figure crept around the edge of the corner, only to find a small cloud awaiting him, perfectly positioned to the location of his face. The man never had a chance to dodge; his next breath carried the fine particles in through the black cloth wrapped around his face. It was specially made to prevent airborne poisons from easily breaching, yet the cloud was utterly unimpeded as it filled his lungs.

      In that one breath, he was frozen, each muscle incapable of movement. Even his heart struggled to beat. There wasn’t any chance to call out a warning to the others that they’d been spotted: he was entirely helpless as the woman they’d been trailing calmly stole the blade sheathed on his unmoving hip. With a flourish and a step to the side, the intended target drew the weapon along its owner’s throat, narrowly avoiding the initial spurt of blood.

      It was a wound that should have killed him outright, yet still he stood, unwavering even as his life dribbled from his neck. The unyielding muscles and slowed heartbeat were taking that much longer for the blood to pump, dragging out his death. Under different circumstances, it might have been a reason to hope for salvation, since the wound could still technically be stanched.

      Watching the woman conceal herself within the shadows along the wall, he dared not hope. She all but vanished from sight, far more effective than any on his team. Whatever training this woman had received was comprehensive. And the others were expecting an easy target.

      They appeared soon, arriving at his side, unaware that their scout wasn’t merely waiting for them to regroup, but had already been killed. Seeing an apparently empty hallway caused both to hesitate—which was all the opportunity she’d been waiting for. In a single movement, she leapt out, driving the stolen dagger up through the base of her nearest attacker’s skull. Unlike her first victim, this one was dead before its corpse hit the ground.

      For a fleeting instant, the frozen man felt a faint flicker of possibility. The weapon was lost, and she hadn’t created another of those clouds. The final attacker had weapons and could see her coming. There was no denying this woman’s skill; however, that didn’t mean she could defeat a well-trained and properly armed opponent. Those who relied on ambush tactics rarely fared as well in direct confrontation.

      Unfortunately, that truth also applied to his team, and the methods they’d been taught by Count Crensen.

      As she drew close, the woman struck, proving that she wasn’t unarmed after all. A metal spike extended from her arm, stabbing deeply into her foe’s stomach even as she sidestepped the counter-slashes aimed for her face. More stabbings, this time hitting her enemy in both shoulders.

      Clattering rang out as daggers dropped from now-limp, shaking hands. Had she damaged the very nerves of the arms with just those strikes? There was never a chance to ask, as the frozen man had no control of his tongue, and the last attacker had just been robbed of their defense.

      The metal spike passed cleanly into the eye, then on through to the brain, finishing her target in a swift strike. Three attackers dead, one still taking his time about it, and she hadn’t even gotten blood on her dress. Watching her graceful movements shift back to the gait of a mundane citizen, the man felt his pulse quicken slightly as a tingle ran through his fingers.

      He had barely enough time to realize the poison was wearing off before the full implications of that struck home. As his heart rate increased, so too did the rate at which blood poured from his throat. Muscles returned to his control, only to then collapse from weakness. Seconds later, he was in a heap on the ground, returned to the rest of his team, conscious only long enough to notice the woman rifling through the belongings of her attackers.

      “No crests or identifying papers. That’s smart. Let’s see what treats you had on hand. I’d love to return them to Count Crensen personally.”
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      “I think we can hide the armor. The spear, less so. The boar, least of all.” Thistle looked over the options spread out before them, most carefully taken from the Sack of Containment. They were at a crossroads, a choice set before them, one without a clear answer.

      Shortly before, an Ardrane attendant had arrived to announce that the gala of Gorrian’s Eve would soon begin. It was recommended that all who expected combat should arrive armed for it, and those who did not should be clad in their finest outfits. No insight was offered as to who among them should plan for battle, nor any details as to what this particular fight would entail. It was left up to them to decide, an aspect that could be part of the contest itself, or just a minor detail the hosts weren’t concerned about.

      “Even if we can hide them, should we?” Eric asked. “Arriving dressed for combat might put us in a more advantageous position if we need to seem like a threat.”

      “I’m not sure seeing my ‘attendant’ wearing full armor and my ‘porter’ showing up with a spear is going to have the cowing effect you’re after. Most nobles are going to see them by the roles they fill; at most, they’ll think we armed them out of fear or desperation.” Gabrielle paused, giving the idea more examination. “Then again, there are uses to being underestimated, too.”

      A thick hand reached down and plucked up the spear, the haft of demon-bone lightly crackling, lightning jutting up from the top. Grumph shifted his grip, swinging it slowly through the air in a familiar motion. “We have come far, but we have learned little. We cannot plan our way past unknown perils.”

      “Aye, that’s my concern as well, old friend.” Thistle barely resisted the urge to rub his skull in frustration. There was just so much to keep track of, and the Ardrane employees had proven far more tight-lipped than expected. He felt the failure to find out what lay within the vault keenly, as Thistle considered it his alone. That sort of information gathering was meant to be his specialty, especially with a manor full of what were functionally minions. But the staff he’d met with had proven uniformly dedicated to their duties, enough that Thistle suspected magic was at work to detect disloyalty. No rumors or whispers had reached his ears. No tricks or tactics were leaked to him in advance.

      They would have to face whatever came next with no plan, only their own skills and teamwork. When Thistle considered it from that angle, there was really only one choice to make. The decision was one that Grumph had clearly reached before any of them as he wove his staff through the air, refamiliarizing himself quickly. It had only been a few days, but no one wanted to be rusty when going up against the unknown.

      “With the contest on its final leg, I think the time for secrecy has reached its end. However, there is no reason we need to give away our new tricks out of hand. Gabrielle, let’s see about hiding that armor. Something with lots of frills and fabric might work.”

      He expected refusal, perhaps even an audible growl. Instead, Gabrielle merely nodded. “Make sure it can tear away easily, otherwise the fabric could trip me up if I have to move fast.”

      The reaction was enough to give Thistle a brief moment of pause. He’d been so busy with everything that the gnome hadn’t even realized how much this experience was affecting Gabrielle. Something was shifting inside her; more thought and less impulse was going into every action. That could be a dangerous road for a barbarian to walk: listening to their instincts in battle was often what kept them alive. But if Gabrielle could find a balance of judgment and intuition, she could be something as rare as it was deadly.

      “Timuscor, I would ask you to carry Grumph’s staff for now. We can clad him in the moon-spider silk robes beneath his normal vestments with some careful adjustment of fabric, but bringing in the weapon would be a clear giveaway.” In truth, Thistle would have liked to throw some actual armor on Grumph, ensuring that anyone who did suspect he might engage in battle would wildly mis-guess what he’d be capable of. But even if they had a fitting set to spare, getting it off might slow Grumph down, and leaving it on would inhibit his casting. Armor was too cumbersome for the delicate and precise gestures that weaving arcane spells demanded; only the mages of legend could manage such a feat.

      “Thanks to the roles they’ve been playing, Eric and Timuscor will have no need to conceal their weapons or armor.” Thistle paused, looking down to the boar at Timuscor’s feet. “We should anticipate a few questions about Mr. Peppers, though.”

      “Why not go with the truth?” Eric suggested. “They’re magically bonded, and Mr. Peppers helps in combat. Once they see him in custom armor, that much is going to be a giveaway.”

      Thistle caught his point; the boar was an oddity, and trying to pretend it wasn’t would only raise more suspicion. If they addressed it head-on, giving an excuse that would pass any potential deception-detecting magics, it allowed them to keep some of the secret hidden. Namely, that Mr. Peppers preferred to pack on a tremendous amount of mass before every bout.

      “They might have follow-up questions,” Gabrielle pointed out. “What sort of bond? Pet, familiar, shared body? What’s the source of the magical connection in the first place? The kinds of questions we don’t even have answers for.”

      Not for the first time, Thistle regarded Mr. Peppers with an uncertain gaze. The boar had been summoned as part of a mage’s spell for a distraction, woven together from mana. The spell should have dissipated shortly thereafter, except, for whatever reason, Mr. Peppers persisted. Stranger still, it showed no connection to the summoner who’d brought it forth, bonding instead with Timuscor. That alone had been odd enough, but learning that the gods couldn’t see Mr. Peppers added a layer of mystery all its own. Thistle had entertained several theories on the nature of this creature in their midst, none of them ever substantial enough to merit sharing.

      Ultimately, the one thing he knew with certainty about Mr. Peppers was the boar’s devotion to Timuscor. They were partners, and more than once, Mr. Peppers had made the difference that saved Timuscor from severe injury, if not death. So long as Timuscor was on their side, it seemed a safe wager that Mr. Peppers would be, as well.

      “Then that’s the answer we give,” Thistle replied. “There are a great many magics across just one kingdom, countless across the world as a whole. We simply encountered one that we have yet to comprehend—hardly an unheard-of situation.”

      A tap on his shoulder brought Thistle’s attention back to Grumph, who’d wandered over while he was lost in thought. Pointing down, the half-orc drew Thistle’s attention to his own hand, where a thick ring weighed heavy on his finger. “What about you?”

      Thinking about the ring made Thistle aware of his connection to it. Only a moment of focus—that was all he needed to change its form and bring the armor around himself once more. Tempting as it was to walk in and make a bold impression, the power of surprise might be a better tool.

      “I suspect it will depend on how long reforming the armor takes. If it’s something that can be done in seconds, then I’m best served holding it until needed. Several minutes for the change, however, and I’ll need to walk in prepared. Only one way to find out.”

      Just as Thistle reached out to the ring, a loud knock rang from the door, splintering his concentration.

      All eyes turned to the noise, but Eric was already in motion, checking a small slit that could be opened by lifting a sliding hunk of wood. “Mother? What are you doing here?” The tension in his body fled, easing the rest of the room’s anxiety in the process.

      “Checking to be sure my son is presenting himself properly. Today is a formal event. We can’t have you reflecting poorly on Gabrielle. Now let me in and show me the tunic you’re planning to put under that armor.”

      At the sound of Veria’s voice, Thistle began to scoop up the various wares that were laid out. When he reached the demon-hide armor, however, Gabrielle stopped him.

      “Would you mind giving me a hand, as well? I need a dress to cover some protective armor.”

      “A prudent notion, considering how these last few days have gone.” Veria stepped through the door holding a bag presumably filled with her usual threads and needles. She took a look at the armor next to Gabrielle, raised her eyebrows slightly, then nodded. “Though covering all of that will require a lot of spare fabric.”

      “Good thing I’ve borrowed several overly elaborate gowns,” Gabrielle replied. “Please, come use my room for the adjustments. We can let everyone else prepare for the gala as they see fit.”

      Veria and Eric followed Gabrielle into her room, the door shutting soundly behind them. Thistle chided himself for being so self-focused as of late; he really hadn’t noticed how much Gabrielle was growing up. Calm, clear thinking had not only kept them from losing time by moving to a new location, she’d gotten much needed help in hiding her armor, as well.

      Thistle needed to put more time into working with his team, and he knew exactly where to start. “Timuscor, let’s sit for a moment and talk. About paladins, spells, and how their powers work. Inside you is an incredible amount of potential, and the sooner you can wield magic, the more of it you’ll be able to let out. We’ve tried unlocking your spellcasting for weeks, to no avail, but after sensing how much power is in you, I’ve realized how vital it is we succeed.”

      “I would like that greatly,” Timuscor agreed, promptly dropping into the nearest chair with a clatter. “It can be vexing, sensing such power flowing through me, yet lacking the ability to release it. Only recently did I even consider turning the efforts inward, and my self-fortification is slowly producing results.”

      It was a rare sight, catching confusion on Thistle’s face; rarer still was Grumph’s face, which offered a similar expression as the orc spoke. “What do you mean?”

      “The mana that flows wildly within our bodies; I’ve been integrating it into my bones, muscles, and so forth.” Lifting his left hand, Timuscor made a fist, a distinct metallic rattle accompanying his motions. “Only a small amount so far, but I intend to work hard at it, now that I know such a thing is possible.”

      Thistle opened and closed his mouth several times, before finally settling on what he hoped to be the correct choice of words. “Timuscor… what you’re describing shouldn’t be possible. Mana-augmentation is about swelling the body with power, but it’s always temporary. Barbarians lose their boost when fury fades—even the strength of paladins wanes if cut off from their god. What you’re describing sounds like permanently merging flesh and mana. Is that what it feels like?”

      “Exactly so,” Timuscor replied, words as honest as ever.

      “Then for now, we’ll just assume that to be the case.” Thistle’s voice was strained, even as he endeavored to stay calm. “But Timuscor, please, hear me well. This is not a secret to be shared lightly. If you must speak of it again—and I encourage you not to—only do so in the presence of Mr. Peppers. I now have a better understanding of why the gods wanted the old paladins to be forgotten.”

      Thistle’s eyes inadvertently glanced toward the ceiling, almost like he was still expecting a divine smite to arrive. “The power you’re describing is the process by which we slowly get stronger through battle and experience, what adventurers always called ‘leveling up.’ Similar to working a muscle, we strain, tear, and repair, the manaflow within us directing our growth. Barbarians get tougher and stronger, while rogues grow more graceful and alert. If you’ve really found a way to activate that process at will and direct its growth…”

      Grumph leaned forward, his voice a hushed, harsh whisper. “It’s impossible to say how strong you could one day become.”
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      Once Gabrielle had selected her gown from Dejy’s loaned supply—an enormous affair in hues of orange and red—she was sent into another room to change. Donning the armor and then layering the dress on top would be an in-depth project, so Veria worked quickly to mend Eric’s shirt.

      It was one of the many she’d made him; in fact, the majority of his wardrobe still bore her handiwork. Even traveling the world, Eric hadn’t found many tailors that made a better product, nor had he felt compelled to replace the wearable memories of home. This one was a dark black, admittedly formal, though not very showy.

      “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather wear the green one? It goes so well with your complexion.”

      “I’m sure,” Eric replied. “Green is a little too eye-catching.”

      “We’re attending a gala; to my understanding, half the point is catching people’s eyes.” She finished a stitch with a quick flourish, hands already moving on to the next. “But this does complement Gabrielle’s gown nicely, so I can’t say it’s a poor choice.”

      Eric was pacing through the room while she worked, nerves on full display. The closer they got to the end of the contest, the more he felt like a trap was closing in. Each task was increasingly dangerous, as much from the other competitors as the challenges themselves. With fewer opponents, the odds of drawing attention from a murderous noble rose sharply. Those that remained couldn’t be discounted as threats, either. Even with numbers limited, several of the competitors had over a dozen capable guards at their command. Then, there were the oddities, like Lord Prent’s butler, and all without even considering the High Priest of Kalzidar still hidden among them.

      He needed more than an inherited short sword and the ability to walk silently. Coming to a sudden halt, Eric realized that his mother’s visit was a fortunate opportunity. Grumble had demanded Eric discover why he held the potential for spellcasting, and one of the most knowledgeable people in the world about his origins was sitting within speaking distance.

      “This might be a peculiar question, but do we have any mages in the family?”

      Veria’s hands didn’t pause, or even slow, as she tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. “Well, you’re correct that it’s a peculiar question. Have you decided to take up wizardry?”

      “No, it’s… hard to explain.” Eric imagined attempting to tell his mother that a pair of actual gods were in an ego contest using his soul as the token for victory, then yelling for Thistle to come heal her after she passed out in terrified shock. “Just wondering if there’s any sort of talent for magic, or connection to it.”

      “What an interesting topic to ‘just wonder’ about.” Veria finished the first sleeve, double-checking her work and finding it up to her usual standards of quality. “I understand that it must be complicated, but can you tell me whether this curiosity is idle, or something of relevance?”

      Already halted from pacing, Eric found the nearest chair and sank down into its comfortable depths. “Honestly, I’m not even sure. Since we left Maplebark, I’ve had to learn and grow a great deal in a short time. While there was some guidance along the way, a lot of it I’ve had to pick up on the fly, usually trusting my gut on where to focus or improve. In theory, answering this question might open up new possibilities for me, but I have no idea if they’re even good possibilities, or if I just want them to be. Incredible as the idea of wielding magic is, that’s all it’s ever been for me: an idea. The reality of it might well not be what I’m expecting, and then I’m stuck on a path that leaves me weaker than I could have been.”

      Midway through his ramble, Eric realized he was giving away more than he should, Elora’s training demanding he seal his lips. However, it felt good to be honest about how he was feeling, and if there was one person Eric trusted outside of those in his party, it was his mother.

      She listened intently as he spoke, though her hands were ever moving, and she waited until he’d finished before responding.

      “It’s me.”

      It was Eric’s turn to make the quizzical expression, a near-mirror of Veria’s.

      “You wanted to know if there was magic in the family. I used to be a sorceress. Before you, before Maplebark. Only your father ever knew.” Spreading the tunic out onto her lap, Veria shifted her handhold on the needle, working it deep into the fabric. “You’re right: magic isn’t the solution to every problem, like so many presume. Spells have to be learned, control endlessly practiced, and there’s always more to do than mana to spend. However, it is still magic, with all the potency and power that implies. The ability to change even a small fraction of existence, to bend a portion of reality to your will, that is not something that should ever be underestimated.”

      The room was filled with tension and the soft ruffle of fabric as Eric absorbed his mother’s revelation. “You used to be a mage, and now can’t use magic anymore?”

      “Sadly, no. The story is a long one better saved for when we have adequate time, but my spellcasting was lost due to an unexpected incident many years past.”

      “Why tell me now… because I asked.” Eric sighed and ran his hand through the same dark hair his father had possessed. “As much as I want to talk more about this, I know Gabrielle is going to need you soon. I’m sure you had reasons for keeping secrets—it’s a subject I’m rapidly becoming an expert in. For right now, the most pertinent question I can think to ask is if you think I should pursue it? Would I even be any good?”

      Lifting the finished tunic up, Veria stepped from her seat and walked it over to Eric, laying it on the side of his chair. “That is a question that no one can answer, save for experience. Magic is magic. It is its own entity, an existence unto itself. Anyone who claims to understand, let alone control, the entirety of magic is either deluded or mad. How it responds to your casting can only be seen by making the attempt.”

      Reaching out, she laid a hand on his shoulder, offering a reassuring squeeze.

      “In the end, I think it comes down to trusting yourself. Whatever path you pick, it will be the right one. Because you are that endlessly stubborn man’s son, and if you do somehow end up on the wrong route, I know you’ll move every heaven and hell the gods have fashioned to set things right.”

      Just as Eric was about to deny the notion, a memory bubbled up within. Flickers of himself, out of his mind with grief, holding two pieces of the Bridge over Gabrielle’s motionless form. He hadn’t cared about what the gods, the world, or any other entity in existence wanted; Eric would have turned that power against the concept of death itself if he’d known how. Perhaps he’d inherited a bit more paladin stubbornness than Eric had realized.

      “Veria, I’ve got the armor on when you’re ready.” Gabrielle’s voice called through the door, summoning his mother away and breaking the unease that had settled in.

      As she pulled back, however, Veria found her arm held in Eric’s grip, his hands moving surprisingly quick. In a fluid motion, he rose to his feet and wrapped both arms around her torso, hugging tightly.

      “Thank you. I needed to hear that. All of that.”

      “Of course.” Veria hugged her son back, too aware of how few embraces might lie in their future. Those that lived as adventurers rarely reached an age, or willingness, to retire. His life’s road would be perilous, yet it was his to walk, with those he chose to travel alongside. “One day, you’ll have to come back to Maplebark and tell me about all of your adventures.”

      He gave her a wide, agreeable grin. “You’ve got it.”

      Even without the training that had allowed her to see the danger coming from Count Crensen long before it manifested, Veria would have known the words were a lie. She’d seen that face as it was first forming the concepts of right and wrong, graduating from small fibs to occasional whoppers. But it was a lie meant for her comfort, a falsehood that rang of sadness unspoken.

      “Until then, take this.” Veria handed over a long metal needle, the largest from her set. “I misplaced its twin somewhere along the trip, and a young man traveling can use every tool at this disposal. Think of it as a lucky charm to guide you back home.”

      Before Eric could do more than grasp the needle, Veria was off through the door, heading to help Gabrielle. More talking would lead to more questions, and neither of them had time for the answers that would follow.
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        * * *

      

      Throughout the Ardrane manor, preparations were made. Lady Viv and her remaining guards sat huddled together in their lodgings, furtively discussing optimal tactics with their now limited numbers. Count Crensen swore as he realized one of his scouting teams had failed to return and must be presumed dead. Lord Strafflemore ran a warm cloth along his head, followed by a razor, as he shaved his skull in the reflection of a massive shield.

      Lady Loyten snapped off orders to her guards, ensuring they were constantly at the ready. Baron Zefflezezz devoured yet another slice of warm bread soaked in honey, his hired staff exchanging nervous glances at failing to receive any sort of directions from the bees buzzing nearby. Duke Aprolok walked among his soldiers, checking that they were in good health from the night prior, ensuring that none needed any supplies. Baron Krovam hoisted a tankard to Durget, the god of dwarves, in prayer for his success.

      Lord Prent was drinking, as well, having discovered a cache of wine, much to his butler’s chagrin. Klert and Elzaben were having a nice chat with Hurmic and the guards, discussing how far they felt safe pushing forward in the contest. Much as those seeds could help Maplebark, none of them considered it a prize worth the trade of lives. Gabrielle was occupied having a dress carefully layered on top of her armor, while Eric sat one room over, attempting to empty his mind enough to reach the dream-space Grumble used as a messaging station.

      In the shared chamber of their lodgings, Thistle and Grumph discussed all they knew of magic, spells, mana, and anything even tangentially related. Their paladin listened in rapt attention as he struggled to understand, entirely still save for his hand, which stroked the back of Mr. Peppers.

      Standing before the Astrafrond, Amtrinae Ardrane wore an expression of deep relief. Soon, it would be done for another year. The strangers and intruders could be ejected from their mansion and the burden forgotten—for a time.

      The sound of soft bubbling was all that could be heard, juices from the aloonstalk bulbs dripping into the special furrows woven through the soil. This led the nutrients directly to the roots, feeding the Astrafrond as it prepared to bloom. All that remained now was to determine the victors, then doling out the prizes, until it all started again next year. A process that had been repeated for generations, and a duty Amtrinae would one day find or create another to carry.

      With the troublesome tasks sorted, Amtrinae expected this to be nothing more than another unremarkable year, stacked up among its countless brethren.
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      The longer they spent in their new accommodations, the surer Thistle grew that they were underground. What few windows could be spotted showed a lovely view of the outside lawns, except the geography didn’t match up with where they should be. He’d made careful mental maps of every landmark his eyes roved across, which was why Thistle knew that for them to be looking at the decorative topiaries resembling dragons, they would have to be somewhere near the kitchen. Just like the window showing an excellent view of the small lake on the property should only be possible when one was close to the manor’s entrance.

      What he was seeing were likely enchanted images, meant to keep most from realizing they’d been taken to a subterranean stronghold. In terms of safety, this did limit the number of routes from which they could be attacked—no doubt the excuse Leomar or Amtrinae would offer up if asked. The fact that it also limited their escape options would be brushed aside as an unfortunate, but necessary trade-off.

      Winding their way through the halls was a brief affair compared to prior journeys, and it only took a short trip before they arrived before a set of tremendous doors. Their attendant motioned for them to continue through, Thistle and Grumph opening the way for Gabrielle. What lay beyond that threshold was a chamber far too vast for a mere ballroom. While statues, chandeliers, and works of art filled much of the space, there were still vast sections of empty floor.

      Seated at the far end of the room, at a table set only for themselves, waited Leomar and Amtrinae. Before them, a circle of tables had been formed, each given far more than enough room. Only a few others already held people at them, including Viv, who gave Gabrielle a nod of recognition. In such a formal setting, it was akin to a borderline rowdy greeting. Klert and Elzaben were also present, with Veria seated nearby and Hurmic stalwartly standing guard. Same Klert as ever, he offered up a big wave to his daughter, ignoring the half-hearted admonishment of Elzaben.

      There was only one table not included in the circle: a large slab of wood with three lavish chairs set around it, filled by the Wordless Witnesses. Whatever event was to come this evening, it seemed the king’s three servants would not be participating. Or at least, not in the same way as everyone else.

      “Presenting Lady Gabrielle of Maplebark.” Their attendant had somehow gotten back in front of the group and loudly announced their arrival. A smattering of clapping rose, after which they were shown to their seats.

      Only a few moments later, the doors flew open once again, permitting a pair to pass. The attendant followed behind, unable to get in front of such a small group. “Presenting Lord Prent of Keelport.”

      “Much to the surprise, and chagrin, of more than a few competitors, I’m sure.” Lord Prent was his usual boisterous self, striding over to a table next to Gabrielle’s. “Speaking of surprises, this is a pleasant one. Butler told me about meeting your man in the woods. I wasn’t sure you’d harvest enough with some of your few forces being sent away. Glad to be wrong, though; you’re one of the less boring people here.”

      Plopping down in his seat, Lord Prent motioned for a drink—what kind didn’t need specification. “As for you, Vivorialla Oltive, it sounds as though my man did you a great service out in those woods. I’ll expect recompense and have the perfect favor in mind. Are you aware of the contract regarding the import of othrigak wings currently being negotiated between the Oltives and the Prents?”

      Viv stared back at Lord Prent, seemingly waiting for the hosts to interrupt or chide him. When nothing came, she released a resigned sigh and replied. “I have heard some rumblings about it, though I am not yet privy to all of the family’s business dealings.”

      “That’s quite all right. All you need to do is pass on a message. Let the Oltive negotiator know that the Prent family is carefully keeping a good deal of gold off the books through a series of purposefully planned investments. We can actually afford to cut our prices a good deal more than the numbers currently being bandied about.”

      To that, Lady Viv raised a curious eyebrow. “I’m sure you can understand that such a claim would need investigating first. I’d heard the Prents had something of an outcast among them, but it’s still hard to believe you’d really work directly against your own family’s interests.”

      An attendant arrived at Lord Prent’s table with a glass of wine, which was half drained promptly thereafter. “I’m not really, in the long term. They’re too comfortable using our name, reputation, and collection of tricks to get what they want. A little adversity is good for the soul—teaches us to dance through the storm. Live or die by one’s own skill: that is the gift I am offering those complacent lumps.” Even as he spoke, Lord Prent’s butler dabbed at the sides of his master’s mouth, wiping away the wine.

      The banter was interrupted as another noble arrived—Baron Krovam, the only dwarf present. The nobles arrived in steady succession, a few minutes always allotted between arrivals for the prior group to get settled. Lord Strafflemore was as armored as ever, his freshly shaven head making the visual similarity to a tortoise all but undeniable. Earl Bunlapt sneered at the sight of so many others still in the competition. Lady Loyten and her guards arrived with minimal fanfare. Baron Zefflezezz was openly enamored with the decor, his bees buzzing excitedly as they darted about the heads of his motley assortment of employees, like they were looking for something.

      The fact that several of the others’ gazes lingered on their table didn’t escape Thistle’s notice. He had no idea what about his group had drawn their attention, but it likely wasn’t anything helpful. After what they’d seen of the competition so far, the less attention one drew, the safer they’d be.

      On and on the procession went, until at last the final arrival stepped through the doors. Duke Aprolok and his soldiers all walked together as one, the picture of discipline. Once they were seated, an attendant stepped to the center of the table circle, clapping her hands together a single time.

      “Assembled guests, it is my honor to introduce your hosts, Leomar and Amtrinae Ardrane.”

      Amtrinae at last stood from her seat, giving a slight bow to the assembled nobles who were offering polite, subdued applause. With her first words, the racket died out, no one willing to miss a single detail. Having come so far, they were nearly to the prize; only one more contest to go. The Astrafrond seeds were almost close enough to touch.

      “For generations, my family has protected, nurtured, and cared for the Astrafrond, the tree of magic. While its gift is considerable, so too is the toll to keep it blooming. Tremendous amounts of magic are required every year: some infused with the astral aspects of spirits, some touched by the nourishing nature of soil. The Astrafrond is an existence of both the ethereal and the organic, and only by feeding all aspects of its nature can the seeds be brought forth—a task that we have successfully completed this year, thanks to your aid. From the bottom of my heart, I offer my sincerest appreciation.”

      Amtrinae bowed again; however, this time, it was no minor gesture. Her spine dipped deeply forward and her head inclined, a motion that was brief yet sincere. Rising once more, she resumed her speech as though the interruption had never occurred.

      “Much as I would like to offer you all a seed for your efforts, I’m afraid that is impossible. As expected, many of you proved up to the tasks provided, meaning we have more competitors than seeds to start with. Additionally, one of the Astrafrond seeds shall be gifted to King Varlar, through his associates, as is our custom. We thank the king for his support and protection, ensuring no invaders come to steal our family treasure.”

      No one muttered or murmured, though a few faces did take on disgruntled expressions. Reaching this point was by no means easy or safe; to see the number of prizes drop already was a harsh medicine to swallow. But as nobles, they each understood the situation. Their authority came from the crowns they served, rulers that often took defiance to be the opening signs of rebellion. Whatever power the Ardranes held over the Astrafrond, it had still taken root in King Varlar’s domain. Unless they intended to overthrow him, their choices were to make the offering or risk losing everything.

      “One more Astrafrond seed is also already claimed,” Amtrinae continued. “This is the toll taken by the Ardrane family as payment for its caretaking. As you can imagine, maintaining and guarding this manor are costly endeavors. As such, we claim one seed per year, which is usually auctioned off shortly after.”

      This time, there were a few mutterings, though everyone was wise enough to keep their words soft. Even Lord Prent busied himself with a fresh glass of wine rather than pipe up. For so long as Amtrinae and Leomar held control of the seeds, their word was law. Everyone here was but a guest; they could be removed at any time, all hopes of the prize instantly crushed.

      A shot at one of the remaining seeds was better than being dismissed.

      “That means there are seven prizes, and twenty competitors.” Leomar Ardrane hopped to his feet, an eager hunger burning in his eyes. “Tonight, we shall celebrate Gorrian’s Eve with feasting, dancing, and most importantly of all: combat. For it was combat that won Gorrian his glory, combat that etched this day into our lives, and combat that we use to celebrate his memory.”

      Across the circle of tables, stares darted about, assessing who the largest and closest threats were. Before a brawl could break out, Leomar’s voice tore through the mounting tension. “Of course, as we are all nobility here, said combat shall be handled in a refined, proper manner. Dueling—a test of martial skill, the purest way to determine who is stronger. Standard rules apply: a competitor fights until they are bested or defeat is admitted. Each noble will choose their champion, and whichever wins shall advance. The loser and their noble are invited to enjoy the dinner as consolation.”

      “Since we have an imbalance of numbers, several of you will have to compete more than once to earn your positions,” Amtrinae added. “Those who contributed the greatest amount during the first two challenges, or have contributed in other meaningful ways, will have the single-bout positions.”

      Thistle all but winced at that. Between their limited numbers and how hectic both their nights had been, he doubted they were among the top performing groups. Especially since it sounded like some of those positions had been filled by nobles buying their way in, assuming that to be what “other meaningful ways” indicated.

      It wasn’t all bad news, mercifully. One-on-one bouts removed the major advantage of having more staff. Those with large collections of employees would still have a wider array of options, but it didn’t change the fact that they couldn’t overwhelm an opponent with numbers alone. For a team like Gabrielle’s, composed of a few highly capable individuals, it was almost ideal.

      Unfortunately, Thistle now also understood why Dejy had passed along the warning about powerful enchanted items. Under these conditions, a noble who feared defeat could load one of their employees up with high-powered magic, offering a chance at victory. It wasn’t as if the nobles had to put their own lives into play to make the gamble. At worst, they would be down one servant, and if successful, they’d get their hands on a priceless treasure.

      On top of worrying about the truly skilled combatants, they also had to be on the alert for anybody nearing defeat to pull a desperate last gamble. Gently, Thistle twisted the ring on his finger, thinking of the armor that could be called forth from it. In testing through the morning, he’d learned that the metal expanded much faster than it shrank, covering his body in short order. Timuscor was a talented fighter who was growing steadily stronger, but that didn’t make him the best match against every opponent. If Thistle was the one better suited to a task, he’d be ready to step in.

      Warmth from his side drew the gnome’s attention away from the field. Reaching into a pocket on his jacket, Thistle withdrew a familiar journal, one he was sure hadn’t been in there earlier. No sooner did he spot the crow on its cover than the illustrated bird took flight. It shot up the spine, onto Thistle’s fingers, and soared up his arm in a few quick flaps. Emerging from the collar of his tunic, the crow darted upward, vanishing into Thistle’s mouth.

      He had just enough time to choke out a rasping hack of a cough before Thistle tumbled to the ground, completely unconscious.
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      Thistle came to in a lavish sitting room, resting comfortably in a plush chair that was much too large for his gnomish frame. In the ordinary world, such was a constant consequence of being smaller than many of the species that composed their civilization. For it to be mis-sized in the world of the mind meant his host was simply being an ass.

      Not that Thistle was surprised, considering the shadowy figure seated across from him: face obscured by darkness that paid no mind for the direction of light sources, inky robes—in some ways, the man resembled a blot more than a person.

      “Kalzidar.” The word was a greeting, statement, and declaration of hate, all rolled neatly into a scant few syllables.

      “Thistle, current paladin of Grumble.” Kalzidar returned his opening in much the same tone, save for a dash more arrogance. “I expect you’ve been giving thought to my offer. Madroria is almost adorable in how desperately she clings to the hope you’ll come to save her. It will be a shame to let such an entertaining subject escape, but my offer stands.”

      From the robes, a pale hand emerged, waving once and summoning a drink so dark a red, it bordered on black. “Abandon your paladinhood, and Madroria’s soul shall be released. I have no doubt Mithingow will be waiting in the wings to snatch it back up, returning her to her rightful place in the heavens.”

      “Until you get a perverse twist in your heart and decide to steal her again,” Thistle rebutted. “Don’t pretend that only this much revenge is enough, not when we both know better. Besides, heaven isn’t what it used to be, not after what you pulled. She’d still be in danger for so long as you lived.”

      A swirl of the glass, then some of its contents vanished into the shadow-obscured face. “I suppose there’s no denying my vengeance is notoriously thorough, but do not forget your place, mortal. My anger is reserved for true opponents, such as the master you serve. You are no more than a game piece, just like Madroria. I do not waste my efforts on pieces that have been cleared.”

      “Then would you swear a promise? An oath to leave Madroria, myself, and everyone else from Maplebark alone. Never doing us harm directly or by proxy, leaving us to live out our short mortal days in peace?” Thistle squinted, trying for all he was worth to glean some sort of detail out of Kalzidar’s largely hidden face. It was unsurprisingly hard to read an enemy he couldn’t see.

      A chuckle rose from Kalzidar, thin and grating. “My, you truly are fit to be his paladin. Concerned with nothing more than finding a hole to scamper down.” He paused as if in contemplation, taking another sip from his drink. “Very well. The mantle of a paladin is no minor trifle, and setting it aside should come with appropriate compensation. I will agree to leave you and your Maplebark friends unbothered, save for those who continue to worship Grumble. Any who serve him willingly must put their faith in Grumble to keep them safe; they’ll have no such assurances from me.”

      Thistle nodded, but said nothing. He’d have never trusted a promise from Kalzidar if the man was mortal, but gods were bound by their oaths. Grumble’s promise regarding the placement of Thistle’s soul was what endangered his afterlife to begin with. If Kalzidar made that promise, then he would be unable to break it.

      Which meant that whatever was going on in the manor mattered more to Kalzidar than his continued torment of Thistle. Claims of superiority aside, Thistle knew this god loathed him. It was Thistle’s hands that held aloft the stolen piece of Kalzidar’s divinity, thus allowing Grumble to destroy it. That sort of slight wasn’t going to be easily dismissed, especially not by one such as Kalzidar.

      Considering how hard Kalzidar had worked to steal Madroria’s soul, it was stunning that he’d be willing to trade her away so casually. The gods had obviously steered Thistle and his party toward this event knowing that Kalzidar was up to something. A something that Thistle’s mere presence could impact.

      With a start, Thistle realized he’d gotten it wrong. Kalzidar didn’t care if Thistle was present; he’d made no conditions about leaving the Ardrane estate. It wasn’t his quick wit or dexterous hands that Kalzidar feared, it was the power of a paladin. That was the factor he seemed set on removing. So much so that he was willing to abandon his revenge on Thistle to make it happen.

      A familiar feeling wormed its way into Thistle’s heart, the thrill of realizing he’d caught a new angle. Against an opponent like Kalzidar, he didn’t trust the potential opportunity just yet, but it was a strand of hope. One that Thistle quickly wound around himself, steeling his nerve and looking back to the shadowy deity.

      “What is the quarrel between you and Grumble?”

      “Something a mere follower need not concern themselves with,” Kalzidar snapped. The shadows seemed to swirl and darken momentarily before returning to mere camouflage. “Accept it as a mere difference in philosophies.”

      That was certainly not the answer Thistle was expecting, a flash of genuine surprise on his face.

      Kalzidar noticed, taking down a good deal of his drink with a theatrical gulp. “Why so stunned? Surely you must have noticed by now: there are a great deal of similarities between those who follow Grumble and those who serve me. Souls who feel weak, powerless, trod upon by the world and those in it. I offer them the ability to fight back; Grumble coaches more effective cowering. We were forever fated to be at odds.”

      “There’s a difference between fighting back and becoming the very monster you hated.” Thistle understood that way of thinking; he’d been guilty of it himself in younger days. It was Madroria who kept him on the righteous path, reminding Thistle that kindness and mercy could be as contagious as cruelty, forcing him to face that which he wanted to leave behind.

      But Madroria wasn’t there presently, and Thistle was feeling some especially unkind sentiments toward the god seated before him. “I don’t believe that it’s purely a disagreement of methods. Whatever is going on between you, it’s more personal than that.”

      “Watch your tone. Do not forget where we dwell, nor mistake my hospitality for cowardice. You will not find the same tolerance for your antics here as with Grumble. Nor do I expect Madroria to appreciate it. She has been suffering so… ever since Mithingow’s protection faded.”

      Shadows shifted, allowing Thistle to see the cruel smile above Kalzidar’s narrow jaw. With a snap from the deity’s fingers, a cage rose up from the floor. Lying within was the wavering form of Madroria, her essence barely held together. Vines of dark thorns bound her arms and legs, a distant gaze in her unmoving eyes.

      Thistle was across the room in a flash, far quicker than his physical form could have managed. He tried to reach to her through the bars, but the shadows composing them blocked his way. Balling his hands to fists, Thistle smashed upon the barrier, blow after blow failing to make the slightest impact.

      Finally, Thistle slumped to the ground, staring at Madroria through the small, uncrossable divide separating them. “Darling? Can you hear me, my sweet adaleaf?”

      “She can, though I doubt she’ll respond. I’ve given her so many visions of you arriving to the rescue, only to betray her, that there’s no reaction to them anymore. I’m sure Mithingow can do something to put her right; your kind are notoriously easy to muck around with.”

      Gnashing his teeth, Thistle turned toward the hateful god, his own anger burning freely. Taking a moment, and several long breaths, Thistle composed himself before responding. He was still furious, but his voice was even and controlled. Emotions would not rob him of his wits, especially when he needed them most.

      “You seem to have me where you want me, Kalzidar, but there is one problem facing us. I don’t trust you. Promise or not, I know you’d find some way to worm around the wording and make us suffer. We both know you’ve got a High Priest somewhere near my body already. The only thing that keeps me safe is the very power you’re asking me to cast aside.”

      “Oh my. I think Madroria is going to be quite disappointed by that answer.” Kalzidar lifted his fingers into the air once more, but Thistle was already speaking.

      “Aye, which is why I’m not declining the idea outright. I’m only looking to find terms we can both agree upon. You want something here, and I’m willing to give it—just making sure the people I love won’t pay the consequences.”

      Kalzidar’s hand paused, still extended, yet unmoving. “Since I take tremendous pride in being known for the depths of my vengeance, there is something gratifying to hear you think I would pursue you even through a divine oath.”

      “I notice that wasn’t a denial,” Thistle pointed out.

      “Perhaps it was not.” Kalzidar’s arm drifted back down, fingers drumming on the arm of his chair. “Very well, then. A new bargain. You may remain a paladin, enjoying the protections associated, but you will agree not to use any of your divine boons, spells, or any ability that draws upon mana.”

      “For one day.”

      It was Kalzidar’s turn to show surprise. The small window in the shadows that had revealed his smile betrayed his mouth snapping shut. It parted again soon after, only visible briefly before shadows swept across.

      “Being a paladin isn’t a free mug of ale,” Thistle explained. “There are duties that come with the mantle. If I try to trade those away while keeping the perks, I have strong suspicion I’d lose the power anyway. Whatever you’re after, it’s clearly down in the Ardranes’ vault, and you don’t want a paladin to interfere. But there’s nothing you can take that’s more valuable than an innocent person’s soul, so stepping aside to save Madroria is the right thing to do, even if she weren’t my wife.”

      More drumming on the arm of the chair, then Kalzidar finished off the remainder of his cocktail. “Except you cannot expect the same bargain when what you offer has been so considerably diminished. I sought to strip Grumble of his paladin; you counter with a single night left weakened.”

      “Then give me her safety, in place of her freedom. She’ll remain bound, but you agree to never harm, harass, or in any way hurt her. Soul, body, it doesn’t matter. That extends to your followers, mercenaries, and any third parties, as well.” Thistle didn’t look at the cage as he made his compromise, refused to see if there was any stirring in those hollow eyes.

      Slowly, Kalzidar stood, towering over the gnome. Reaching out, he offered his hand, the distance between him and Thistle instantly compressing. Their hands grasped, and suddenly, Thistle felt like he was expanding. Outwardly, his consciousness stretched, past the limits of a single body, touching the greater whole of magic itself.

      The words they’d spoken formed the foundation of the agreement, an oath etching itself into both of their souls. In that moment, neither could hide the truth of their intentions; only with the acceptance of each party would the contract form. Thistle saw Kalzidar’s earnest desire to strip him of his powers, and his willingness to accept what he considered a meaningless gesture as its cost. He was certain that Kalzidar saw Thistle’s drive to save Madroria, maybe even hints that Thistle still had a plan in the works for the Ardrane Manor. As expected, Kalzidar gave that aspect no attention. He didn’t care about Thistle beyond his capacity as a paladin, a threat that was about to be removed.

      Both parties accepted the bargain, and instantly, Thistle felt the magic carve itself into him. Then he was back in the sitting room, hand letting go of Kalzidar’s. The shadow-covered god was laughing lightly, though the mirth mounted rapidly until it was bordering on full-blown guffaws. They soon subsided, much to the mercy of Thistle’s ears, as Kalzidar looked down at him, somehow conveying indifference even without a visible expression.

      “Oh Thistle, you are so reliable in your short-sightedness. Do enjoy what your night has to hold. I think you’ll find one of us has made a very poor bargain this evening.”

      At last, Thistle finally let his real emotions break through. Unlike Kalzidar, he felt no need to cackle like an imbecile in celebration. A quiet, dignified, mocking smile was plenty for the momentarily weakened paladin. “That much, I already knew.”

      Then Thistle was gone, which Kalzidar found especially confounding, as he hadn’t dismissed the gnome yet. How had he managed to leave this realm? It was a concern Kalzidar put out of mind as he waved a hand, dismissing the illusionary Madroria with the shadow-cage. Much as he’d have liked to put the real one on display, Mithingow’s protection remained in place, and she’d proven frustratingly unassailable through illusions and manipulation.

      Her image had been enough to do the job, though. Thistle had surely bought it, and even if that departing line had been curious, what did it matter? All Kalzidar had been worried about was the presence of a paladin interfering with his plans. Now that the only one in the manor was cut off from his powers, there should be nothing to worry about.

      So why was it that Kalzidar couldn’t get Thistle’s final smile out of his head?
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      Eric caught Thistle before he could hit the ground, lowering the gnome slowly to the polished stone floor. The other groups weren’t paying much attention; they’d begun muttering to themselves as an Ardrane attendant made his way around holding an elaborately decorated bag. The object was being presented to each noble present, each of whom pulled a golden orb from its depths, all bearing a different number. Some tried to return the orb, only to find the attendant had already moved on.

      “Is he okay?” Gabrielle half-whispered, more out of politeness than secrecy. There was no point in pretending one of their own wasn’t sprawled out unconscious for all to see.

      Grumph leaned over, as did Timuscor; even Mr. Peppers got close. It was the boar who finally acted, surging forward and bonking Thistle’s head with his snout. Surprisingly enough, that was all it took to jar Thistle back to consciousness, his eyes wild and unfocused for several seconds before regaining sense.

      “You all right there? Not get enough to eat?” Perhaps because he’d been spending time around her, Eric unintentionally defaulted to one of his mother’s favorite opening questions in the face of physical illness.

      “Aye, fed and fit as can be.” Thistle shook his head, blinking several times and sweeping his gaze around the room. “A minor interruption that we can discuss later. What did I miss while I was down?”

      “Just an attendant bringing people orbs so they can draw lots.” Gabrielle motioned to the man in question, who had moved several groups closer to their own table. “After that, the bouts begin.”

      A loud sigh wheezed out of Thistle, his relief almost physical. “Then I’m back in time. Timuscor, while you may be called upon to fight, I have to request that you limit yourself, if so. Your real potential can’t be shown for mere competition.”

      Timuscor considered the proposal for only a moment before deciding. “Very well. I know you never act without reason, and I trust your judgment. I would like to know the reason, however, as much as of it as you feel safe speaking aloud.” It hadn’t escaped Timuscor’s attention that they were in a room full of potential enemies, and there were many magics and skills capable of listening in.

      “You represent a big surprise, one capable of genuine impact. Something like that shouldn’t be used on a mere contest. It’s better saved for the optimal opportunity.” Ever so briefly, Thistle’s gaze flicked to the sword in Timuscor’s sheath: a blade that seemed to carry only minor enchantments until wielded by a paladin and faced with a truly evil enemy. They’d only seen its full form once, when facing off against the servant of Kalzidar who’d trapped them in Notch. “In fact, would you mind affixing Mr. Peppers with his newest piece of jewelry? I think he’ll enjoy wearing it before tonight’s limited audience.”

      Timuscor took the message—it would have been hard to miss—and reached into his pocket to produce the ring Dejy had created. Mr. Peppers made no effort to resist; if anything, the boar appeared eager. With minimal fuss, the ring slipped onto his tusk, wedged firmly in place.

      The whole process went so swiftly that they were done moments later when the Ardrane attendant arrived at their table, presenting the bag to Gabrielle. This close, they could all see the intricate arcane designs worked into its luxurious dark-blue fabric. Magical, for certain, though with what properties they could only wonder.

      Reaching in, Gabrielle pulled out an orb bearing the number nineteen. After examining it, she looked up to find the attendant walking over to the next table, bag once more at the ready. There was nothing to do but wait as he continued, stopping at every table, until at last arriving once more before Leomar and Amtrinae Ardrane.

      Lifting her hand high, Amtrinae produced a sheet of parchment from thin air, one that glowed with the same hue as the golden orbs. Fingers danced swiftly across the sheet, intricate and arcane motions lost on nearly every attendant. While she worked, cries rang out as nobles realized their orbs were changing color.

      Red, blue, orange, violet, pink, green—new colors popped up by the moment, though always in limited amounts. Gabrielle noticed that her orb turned a shade of red not too far from the armor hidden beneath her dress. For some, the color might have come across as an ill omen, similar as it was to blood, but Gabrielle took it as the opposite. This was exactly the color orb she’d have chosen if they’d been permitted to pick.

      “Two of each,” Thistle noted. “Never more.”

      A quick survey of the room confirmed he was right. There were only two of each colored orb, fewer of certain hues, but as more began to glow, the pattern of pairs persisted. Given the format of the contest, there was an obvious conclusion to draw, and they all scoured the room for a matching red glow.

      It appeared soon, and everyone braced themselves to see what sort of noble they’d be facing, or rather, which of their guards, who’d likely been loaded up on items. What met their eyes was such a genuine shock, however, that the group stood dumbfounded, staring until Klert gave them a cheerful wave, which Gabrielle managed to return.

      No doubt about it: the matching red glow was coming from Klert’s orb. That was a good thing, in theory. The Maplebark group wouldn’t power up any of their people at the risk of a life, even if they’d had the overly potent magical items in the first place. They probably wouldn’t even want to take the fight too far; this match would be an actual friendly competition.

      That was likely why the entire party felt unsettled by the turn of events, in truth. Luck wasn’t necessarily against them; they’d come out of far too many dire scrapes to believe such a thing. But theirs was not a luck that often put their feet on an easy path. Theirs was more the fortune of narrow misses and critical strikes.

      “As you have all surely noticed, the orbs in your possession have changed color, marking our matches to come. Feel free to take this time to look over your opposition and choose an appropriate champion. Our first bout will begin after drinks are served.”

      The moment Amtrinae finished, waitstaff flooded in, holding trays of identical glasses hosting a green liquid with a sparkling dust around the rim.

      While they waited, Eric kept glancing to Klert and Elzaben’s table. “Think they’ll use Hurmic again?”

      “Unless one of the other guards has really improved while we’ve been gone, he’s the only choice,” Gabrielle replied. “Hurmic was always a step ahead of the others.”

      Tapping the hilt of his sword, Timuscor agreed. “His skill was formidable. Without my truest strength, were I to face Hurmic in his youth, victory would demand sincere effort.”

      “They say he was a real tough bastard in his prime.” Gabrielle looked at the elder guard, even now checking on his subordinates to be certain they were standing in proper position.

      “Aye, he’s never been one to trifle with. I think he might have made quite an adventurer, given the chance.”

      Still looking at the other table, Eric made his decision at the same time as his declaration. “Let me take him on this time.”

      No one objected immediately, but Gabrielle rubbed the back of her neck, a telltale warning to Eric that a rebuttal was impending. “Is that the wisest choice? We know Timuscor can win, and without really pushing himself. This is a fight in the open against an opponent wearing metal armor, a bad matchup for you on multiple fronts. I’m sure you could find a way to win; it just might give more away than we intended, or get Hurmic injured.”

      “It is a bad match,” Eric concurred. “But I can do it. Thistle wants to save Timuscor for something, and my gut says he’s right. More than that, though, I want this fight. I want to show them how much we’ve changed. I’m never going to be able to go home again; my mother will have to spend her life wondering whether I’ve survived another day. So I need her, your parents, and even Hurmic to know there’s nothing to fear. Not for any of us.”

      The hand came down heavy, clapping Eric on the shoulder and offering a strong squeeze. “Then we will trust you,” Timuscor announced.

      Everyone else eventually nodded, none quite able to match Timuscor’s instantaneous faith in Eric’s idea. All around them, similar discussions took place at every table in the circle, each group eyeing their enemies, estimating who would be sent out.

      The debates wore on, volume sometimes rising in areas, only to drop precipitously back down. There was no telling how long they might have raged if Leomar Ardrane hadn’t stood from his chair to address the room.

      “The drinks are served, and the time of contest is upon us. While our first course is brought forth, we shall be entertained by the bout of Lord Prent versus Duke Turgle. Do you have your champions?”

      “I do.” The voice came from an unremarkable-looking older man with thin gray hair. The way his guards stood stock still at attention hinted at his affinity for discipline. “Palof, go forth and claim victory.” From his rear, a densely built man in what was clearly custom armor stepped forward, walking out to the center of the room.

      “Mine is ready as well. Butler, do put on a good show. These people have requested entertainment, and I’ll not have it said that Lord Prent left such a demand unhonored.” Lord Prent motioned for his butler to enter the ring in the same movement that he grabbed the green drink an attendant had left upon his table.

      Obeying, the butler strode confidently to the middle, pausing for a polite bow toward Palof.

      Waiters entered the doors once more, now holding bowls of steaming soup, and Leomar seemed to take that as a signal. With only a single glance to Amtrinae, he clapped his hands together.

      “Let the Contest of Gorrian’s Eve commence.”
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      The final day of the gaming event was more expansive than what had come before. With only a limited amount of time to finish up their quests before evening, the organizers had known their players would want to squeeze in every moment possible. Nevertheless, there were still biological imperatives to consider, hence the scheduled mandatory breaks for food and restrooms.

      It was on one such break that Russell was shoveling down lukewarm chicken nuggets, while Bert double-fisted hamburgers, Alexis shot through a makeshift salad, and Tim hungrily wolfed down a ham sandwich. Of them all, only Cheri took her time with her food, having also gone hamburger, with the addition of nuggets as a complement. The catering wasn’t exactly fine cuisine, but they had a varied spread and plenty of it.

      Thus far, the day felt almost like a waste. They’d only learned where to use Chalara’s new hand-sigil and when to be there. Useful, essential information to be sure, but since then, it had been hours of dead ends. There just wasn’t enough time to dig deep into any of the side quests, not when they needed to be outside the city by nightfall.

      At least “night” would be starting earlier today. Unsurprisingly, all the modules had some sort of climax set for Gorrian’s Eve, and game hours were being adjusted to reflect that. Even with the additional time, though, it was hard not to be anxious. They’d spent days hunting for information and were still effectively going in blind. No idea what they were facing, nor why the city kept disappearing; it had taken them this much effort to simply gain entrance.

      “You know they aren’t starting the sessions sooner just because you stuffed your faces fast, right?” Cheri punctuated her point by taking a small bite out of a nugget, only a quarter of the modest-sized morsel.

      “How are you not nervous?” Russell countered, mouth not entirely empty as he posed the query.

      In reply, Cheri first handed him a napkin. “You’re lucky Mom isn’t here to see that. And there’s no point in worrying right now. Give me something to think about, or a problem to dwell on, and I can fret with the best of them. I just save that shit for when there is a reason. We don’t know anything about our next challenge. Nobody here does. All I’m sure of is that we’ve earned our entrance, which was a pain in the ass itself and an accomplishment worth celebrating.”

      She took another, only very slightly larger bite of her nugget. “So I’m savoring my lunch, my peace, before it all inevitably goes to shit later on. I’d advise you to do the same; we’ve got plenty of gaming still ahead of us.”

      While none of the others matched her pace, they did slow down noticeably, save for Bert. When he noticed a few curious stares, Bert paused between bites, not repeating Russell’s earlier faux pas. “What? I know we’ve got time. I’m just famished.”

      “No shit. I’m amazed you don’t kill and eat an entire turkey on the daily.” Cheri’s attempt at flexing to mirror Bert’s physique caused a small wave of laughter around the table, further breaking apart the tension weighing them down. A little levity was the most she could manage, working as she was to keep her own worries out of sight.

      In truth, Cheri was just as anxious as everyone else, but she dared not let it show. Not to the party that looked to her for courage, or to the brother who turned to her for guidance. She held her fearless expression fixed firmly in place, turning her attention to the remaining meal.

      Reassurances aside, it was going to be a long session, and Cheri intended to be in top, fully fed form.
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      Palof moved like no person in armor should be capable of, betraying the metal’s enchanted nature. He shot forward the moment permission was granted, clearly seeking a swift, decisive victory. The gauntlets around his fists were a dark blur as he struck, driving them directly into the spot where Lord Prent’s butler had been standing moments prior. He’d shifted barely a few inches, just enough to let those dangerous fists swing clear. Using the palm of his hand, the butler dealt a sharp blow into Palof’s helmet, sending the bigger man staggering back several paces.

      The butler did not press the attack, however, instead allowing Palof to shake his head and regain his senses. There was not another mad rush afterward. Palof regarded his opponent with new respect. Despite the lack of armor or bulging muscles, this enemy would not be an easy victory.

      Clapping filled the air as the two combatants stared one another down. Lord Prent was applauding from his table, even temporarily setting down his glass to accomplish such a feat. “Well done. A fine opening move. Not too quickly now. I haven’t even gotten my soup yet.”

      Across the room, Duke Turgle’s wrinkly face sprouted several more lines as he glared daggers at Lord Prent. “So arrogant. Though I’d expect nothing less from the Prent family’s famous failure. The useless son who isn’t even permitted to return home.”

      Despite his training, Eric perked up at that barb, though only for a moment.

      Lord Prent, on the other hand, reacted the way he had to most situations thus far: with a healthy sip from his nearest drink. “My, that rumor mill does love to spin.”

      In the room’s center, Palof was moving once more: arms wide, like he was trying to catch his enemy in a hug, each step sure and careful. It was a bizarre stance, appearing to leave himself wide open, unless one was familiar with the forms of grappling popular in other kingdoms. When fighting on the ground against an unarmored opponent, the weight of metal became a boon, adding more heft to every motion while still keeping its wearer protected. Speed mattered less; strength mattered more. Taking the fight low was Palof’s best chance against a nimble enemy.

      Unfortunately, all of that only counted if he could actually force the battle onto the floor. Palof swept an arm out, trying to prompt a reaction, and caught only air as Lord Prent’s butler simply leaned back by a handful of inches.

      The man was eerily efficient in his movements: just the right amount of motion to take him out of harm’s way, not a scrap more effort than was required. Palof, conversely, was hauling around pounds of metal with every action. No matter how impressive his endurance, this was a fight that favored the butler the longer it dragged on. Knowing that, Palof risked a bolder strike, stepping forward and attacking with both arms, sweeping wide with one high and the other low, determined to at least make contact this time.

      He succeeded, much to Palof’s sudden dismay. Rather than dodge, this time Lord Prent’s butler caught one of the arms racing toward him, taking advantage of Palof’s unsteady step. A leg slipped behind Palof’s foot, he felt a swift pressure against his hip, and just like that, the large man in his heavy armor was tumbling through the air.

      Palof came down on his back in a cacophony of clatter; metal on stone was a distinctly unpleasing tone.  Lying there, he realized the ceiling of the chamber had an intricate design of gold woven through it, a touch he hadn’t noticed previously. Thinking about the lovely ceiling was much better than thinking about how hard his back was aching, or the ways it could be worse. Had he been brought down on his skull, the weight would have shattered at least his neck, if not the head entirely.

      Across the room, Duke Turgle was fuming. “What sort of heathen have you thrown in with? Hoisting hundreds of pounds like that, it’s unnatural.”

      “Unnatural? Your man is wearing armor with magical enchantments. Every member of my family is mystically bonded to an elemental. We’re competing for seeds that will awaken abilities within ourselves heretofore unseen. Yet a little well-used strength is the point you find contention with?” Lord Prent clucked his tongue. “Now I see why people say the Turgle line has lost its grandeur.”

      The gray-haired elder noble was sputtering; apparently, a nerve had been touched. “That’s rich, coming from you! That the Prents sent their fuckup here is shameful enough. Now I have to sit here and watch as you preen in the glory of a hired hand? Not one you trained or nurtured, just some nimble cutpurse you’ve bribed enough to turn his bloodlust in whatever direction suits you best.”

      “Should I emulate you then, good Duke? But I couldn’t hope to compete with your tantrum; clearly you have far more practice throwing them and have honed the art.” Lord Prent’s grin taunted Duke Turgle even as he momentarily hid it behind his cup.

      Palof had finally managed to climb back to his feet, an aching back protesting the motions. He was vulnerable the entire time, yet never once did his opponent step close. It was more consideration than was necessary or appropriate, given the prize they were battling for, but he appreciated it all the same. After just two exchanges, Palof understood what his employer might never accept: he was hopelessly outmatched.

      Were the butler merely swift, it could be surmounted. Only strong, and there were tactics around it. Even simple precision was capable of being overwhelmed. The trouble was when all those elements combined, which Lord Prent’s butler possessed. If anything, Palof felt gratitude toward the man for how much he’d held back. The toss alone could have ended in serious injury, and Palof did not believe it was an accident he had only bruised his back.

      A fact that made it all the more galling as Duke Turgle yelled out, “Enough civility! Draw your blade and end this.”

      Slow as he could manage, Palof’s hand crept toward his sword. There was no refusing the order. Duke Turgle controlled his food, lodging, even the training that had brought Palof this far. Yet he also knew that this act escalated the battle, and his opponent might very well respond in kind.

      Sure enough, the butler produced a pair of long daggers, seemingly from his sleeves, pointing them toward the ground. Having seen how quickly the man could move, their position was of little comfort to Palof, even as the ringing from his own sheath filled the air.

      “I am agreed on one count: it’s time to finish this bout. Otherwise, I fear the dear duke will work himself into an outright tizzy.” Though Lord Prent’s words were for his butler, his eyes never left Duke Turgle, who was indeed turning a distressing shade of red.

      Nothing left to do but give his all. Palof charged as he had in the opening of the match, sword held low and steady. He’d spent years training with a blade, but it wasn’t enough to overcome an opponent like this. The only hope Palof had was to commit to a big attack, something too up close to dodge entirely. It would mean making himself vulnerable in the process—a necessary cost. There was no escaping a match like this uninjured; Palof just intended to give the inevitable pain purpose.

      Starting low, he swung upward as he stepped close to the butler, continuing to move forward as his opponent attempted to dodge. This close, the leans and short steps weren’t enough, especially as Palof pressed onward. When the strike was done, Palof’s entire torso would be left open, or they’d end up collapsing on the ground in a heap. Either way, if the butler was still able to counterattack, those daggers would be in a perfect position.

      For the first time in the fight, Palof felt one of his strikes connect as intended. The brief joy was seared away by the screech of metal on metal. In a blur of motion, the butler had jammed one of his daggers against Palof’s swinging sword. It wasn’t near enough to block the strike, but it did keep his blade from sinking into vulnerable flesh. The butler allowed the strength of the attack to push him away, twirling with a flourish as he broke free from the sword and Palof’s encroaching form.

      With no more target to push against, Palof was suddenly off-balance, stumbling forward several steps. The cold press of metal against the back of his neck caused the large man to freeze like a spell had been cast. There was no pinch of sharpness; it was the flat of the dagger currently wedged into his flesh. Showing surprising care, the butler’s free hand pressed against Palof’s helmet, knocking it from his head to the floor, where it loudly bounced once before growing still.

      Clapping once more filled the air as Lord Prent rose to his feet. “Well done! I’d say we can call that good and settled. Nice show from your man, Duke. It’s not often someone forces my butler to block.”

      “Do you yield, Duke?” Leomar Ardrane fixed the older man with a stare, pinning him to the floor. “The bouts are not done until death, incapacitation, or surrender.”

      “Surely you’re not done already, Palof. I’m certain you have some trick and have just been waiting for the right moment.” Duke Turgle’s encouragement rang hollow, as his competitor remained unmoving, the visible blade of a dagger staying any hope of attacking.

      As for Palof himself, it was taking all his self-control not to shake. Already, his mouth had gone dry as realization set in. Duke Turgle detested losing and was famed for never surrendering. In the past, that trait had earned the Turgle family distinction in many key battles, their tenacious resolve often inspiring those around them to fight on. It was how they’d risen to the ranks of nobility in the first place. However, that same dedication to victory could also manifest as prideful stubbornness, if not paired with proper wisdom. As Lord Prent himself had noted, there was a reason Duke Turgle was not viewed with the same esteem as his ancestors.

      Seconds ticked on, making the truth more apparent. There would be no surrender. Duke Turgle had given Palof a single choice: victory or death. Whatever happened, he was at the mercy of Lord Prent’s butler, unless Palof could find a way to win.

      “I must say, dear Duke, that coldness toward your own employee has lowered my opinion of you. Truly an impressive feat, given where it already sat.” Lord Prent lifted his glass high, a mock-toast to the Duke. “Butler, put this bout to bed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Those were the last words Palof heard before he dropped to the ground. It was not as a bloody corpse, as he’d feared, but merely an unconscious body held carefully in the hands of the man who’d knocked him out. Rather than drive the dagger into Palof’s neck, the butler had instead used his free hand to deliver a sharp blow to the skull, hitting a precise point with an exact level of force.

      When he awoke, Palof would have a headache that lasted for three days, but he would otherwise be unharmed. Duke Turgle’s reputation, on the other hand, hadn’t been shown the same degree of mercy. Even as they walked forward to collect one of their own, the guards’ stares darted to the red-faced duke, who was so lost in his own anger he didn’t see the swelling sentiment.

      To the more experienced viewers, the break was clear. Nobles were not generally regarded as kind or beloved employers, but they paid enough to make up for the discourtesy. There was a limit, though, and it began somewhere around the point of letting employees be killed in fights that couldn’t be won. Palof was alive because of Lord Prent’s kindness; Duke Turgle would have let him die rather than admit the obvious defeat. From this point forward, the dedication he received would sharply decline, and none of those present would be surprised if he were to die suddenly before the next Gorrian’s Eve.

      It was rarely a smart idea to be cavalier with the safety of those who kept you alive.

      “Lord Prent’s champion has won the bout. We look forward to seeing your second match,” Amtrinae announced.

      That earned her a smile and another toast, though Lord Prent was far more respectful in his motions this time. “Thank goodness. I worried we’d be put in the boring group that only gets to go once. Your kindness is ever appreciated.”

      Amtrinae accepted the odd reaction with a cool nod, then turned her attention to the crowd. She listed off the next two competitors, but as the names were unfamiliar to anyone at Gabrielle’s table, their attention was still stuck on the previous bout.

      “It has to be him, right?” Gabrielle was already whispering, but also kept her words in the abstract, certain that someone in a room like this would be listening. “That Palof guy was a foot taller, plus protected by some thick armor, and the butler still took him apart like it was nothing.”

      “Quick movements alone don’t tell us much. His style is akin to Elora’s, or many others who develop that skill set,” Thistle pointed out.

      “Except Elora could never have tossed someone that big like it was nothing.” Eric had a tremendous appreciation for the talents of his former teacher, but raw power was not a facet she’d ever displayed. “Or knock them out with a punch to the head. Those blows had some real force to them.”

      “Whatever his identity, he is dangerous,” Grumph surmised.

      Loud slurping came from Timuscor, who’d helped himself to one of the steaming soups finally set upon their table. Realizing the others were waiting, he hurriedly swallowed a few of the thicker morsels, pausing to wipe his mouth. “The man is strong indeed, but also well-controlled. His restraint was clear and constant. I’m not sure that fits who we’re looking for.”

      “They can be cunning, when they wish.” Thistle’s attention flitted over to Lord Prent, who was cheerfully greeting his returning employee before he turned to his own bowl of soup. “But Timuscor is right: the fit isn’t perfect, so we shouldn’t get complacent. Assuming we’ve finished the search could cause us to miss a clue. Besides, this food smells divine. Let’s focus on watching and seeing rather than snapping to judgments. The more we know, the better served we’ll be.”

      To illustrate the point, Thistle snatched a spoon and went to work, gazing to the center of the room, where two more contestants were stepping forward. The others followed his lead, attentively watching the incoming battle, searching for any hint of Kalzidar’s hidden High Priest.
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      The next two bouts were similar to the first, in that a pair of combatants put on a respectable display of skill. Neither was as lopsided as the battle against Lord Prent’s butler, the combatants more evenly matched as they struggled for victory. Gabrielle’s table worked their way through several delicious courses, permitting themselves to get lost in the show. They might have to fight against any one of these chosen champions; watching their potential competition in action was only sensible.

      Still, between the fine food and fair fights, a mood of comfort settled in, allowing them to momentarily forget about the danger surrounding them.

      That only lasted until the fourth match, however.

      Like the first engagement, it was clear at the outset who was stronger. Duke Doblan’s entrant wore largely leather armor, with a few pieces of metal integrated at key points. He moved quickly, a light blade and shield in his hands, easily dancing and slashing around Count Crensen’s competitor. Also clad in leather and depending on speed, Count Crensen’s champion was slightly quicker than his enemy. However, the gap was closed—and then some—by the difference in their skills.

      Duke Doblan’s fighter was visibly adept with his blade, landing thrusts and slashes that were aimed at where his opponent would be, rendering all efforts at dodging pointless. Within the first minute, Count Crensen’s man was bleeding from multiple wounds and having difficulty moving properly. The daggers in his hands were long ago dropped, lying useless on the ground. All that had kept him alive was his opponent’s mercy; those careful sword strikes had avoided any vital injuries.

      It should have been the end of that match, but as time stretched on without Count Crensen making any motion to end things, tension filled the room. The crowd was unsure if they were about to witness the first execution of the evening, or if the count had something up his sleeve.

      Ultimately, it proved to be the latter, and quite literally so. From within the sleeve of his tunic, Count Crensen’s competitor produced a golden ring set with multiple gems along the band. Hesitating just long enough to look toward Count Crensen and receive a nod, the man slipped the jewelry onto his left finger.

      Sensing the change, Duke Doblan’s fighter dashed in, sword swinging for the newly decorated hand. He was sent rocking back by a sudden blow, darting rapidly out of range to recover his senses and understand what had happened. One look at the long, unnaturally shaped arm jutting from Count Crensen’s contestant explained what had hit him while also raising tremendously more questions.

      There was no time to seek answers, as the warped man’s legs exploded in size, thickening like pillars. He burst forward so quickly that the floor cracked, and Duke Doblan’s fencer had barely any time to react. A series of quick slashes led to several wet splats of flesh flying off, but it wasn’t enough. The shifting form of his enemy slammed into him, sending the sword spinning off.

      No complex attack or carefully crafted strategy; the still-growing mound of a man was simply crushing him to death. Hand waving, he tried to signal Duke Doblan that victory was out of reach, it was time to accept defeat. Unfortunately for him, Count Crensen’s man experienced another sudden spurt of growth, and the increased mass was more than his pinned opponent could handle.

      “Count Crensen’s champion has won the bout. I suspect he will need a new competitor for the next match, though.” Leomar’s announcement of victory came only a handful of seconds before Count Crensen’s man, if he could still be called that, fell over and collapsed, thin, wheezy breaths trickling out.

      By this point, he was more an amalgamation of flesh than a person. His body was growing, but not with any sense of coordination. Some parts were expanding rapidly, while others barely changed at all. Count Crensen was unbothered by any of it, calmly lifting a polished wooden box and whispering several words. A golden flash came from somewhere within the depths of the man-mound, and suddenly, the ring was inside Count Crensen’s box.

      Just as swiftly as he had grown, the man began to shrink. Unlike the growth, this effect did spread evenly across him, meaning his twisted form was minimized, rather than fixed. Given the lack of raspy breath filling the air, it was apparently too late, anyway. Even if he were still alive, no one present had any idea how to heal that sort of transformation.

      Timuscor was staring across the ring, eyes locked on the man coldly handing off that same item to another of his employees. Thistle had made sure he understood the risk of powerful items being used, and watching someone throw away a life left him affected. Count Crensen noticed the attention, and gave a dapper smile back to Timuscor, receiving only more staring in response.

      “Our next bout will begin shortly,” Amtrinae announced. “Lord Klert, Lady Gabrielle, are your champions ready?”

      “He is!” Klert announced, clapping Hurmic on the back. The older guard held a steely expression, his gaze leveled straight at Timuscor.

      “As is mine.” There was a murmur of surprise as Gabrielle lifted Eric’s hand, a sound that was not unwarranted. Many had already watched Timuscor defeat Hurmic, and the rest had heard tales upon their arrival. Passing on what appeared to be certain victory, especially considering the stakes, was a strange move. How wise it was viewed would depend on the outcome.

      Hurmic wasted no time, striding out to the middle of the floor. Eric chose a slower gait, savoring his walk into the center. With every step, he watched Hurmic’s face, gauging his reaction. Where did the old man’s eyes look, what tells was he using to anticipate attacks? Being out in the open meant Eric couldn’t strike from the shadows, but there was more to a rogue’s fighting style than just stabbing when no one was looking.

      What Eric practiced was ultimately the art of deception: turning the visible hidden, weaving lies into snares, coaxing locks into believing they should be open. Once he understood how Hurmic analyzed the battle, Eric could bluff the very tells his opponent would be looking for. That was assuming he could actually out-fight the old man, though.

      Having watched the bout between Hurmic and Timuscor, Eric knew how tricky the old guard could still be in combat. Feints, shifting speeds, complex attack chains, fake openings—everything time had taken from Hurmic’s body he’d made up for with skill and tactics. Eric drew the short sword from his hip, a flicker of familiarity passing through Hurmic’s eyes. The old guard had his own sword and shield raised, ready to attack.

      “You may commence,” Amtrinae announced.

      Neither man moved. Each held their position, carefully assessing the other’s stance, hunting for the best angle of approach. Eric took a step forward, and Hurmic’s shield shifted by a handful of inches. Hurmic turned his sword, and Eric’s torso twisted as well. At last, the younger of the two sprang into action: sweeping, wide swings that barely connected, leaving a small scratch on Hurmic’s shield.

      His counterattack was textbook, a sharp contrast to the unpredictable style employed against Timuscor. Hurmic stepped forward, driving Eric back with his shield while slicing down, using the advantage of a longer sword. The attack hit only air, its intended target having dashed out of reach the moment his own strike had failed.

      “You’ve gotten better at running away.”

      That pulled an unexpected laugh out of Eric. “I understand what you’re trying to do, but it’s also true. I’ve had to run from plenty of fights to survive. Anyone who faces off against monsters has.”

      Unlike Eric, Hurmic frowned at the response. He’d clearly expected the jab to wound Eric’s pride more deeply. Thinking back, Eric could imagine the version of him Hurmic had known being bothered by such a slight. He’d still been chasing the image of his father back then, clomping around in armor that didn’t suit him, working a job he was bad at because it seemed the right thing to do. That boy had held fantasies of adventure, of standing stalwart against all dangers. The Eric before Hurmic now had waded through true adventure, with all the peril, pain, and personal progress it entailed.

      Deciding it was time to test some of that growth, Eric darted back in, offering up another wide, sweeping strike. Again, Hurmic blocked it and countered, the blade coming down much closer to Eric this time. From the tables, he heard Klert yell a warning. They wanted this to be a friendly fight, and Hurmic’s sword had come dangerously close to cleaving through Eric’s ribs.

      “Are you actually trying to kill me?” This close, Eric kept his voice low, not wanting to share this part with the entire assembled audience.

      “That wouldn’t have killed you, just given some insight into what actual adventuring entails. Eventually, you won’t be able to hide behind that other guard. Thought you should know what you’re in for.” Another slash from Hurmic, one Eric easily sidestepped.

      He’d been wondering where all the creative fighting from the Timuscor bout had gone, and now, Eric knew. Hurmic wasn’t even bothering to try. He’d assumed the only reason Gabrielle, Eric, and the others were still alive was that they’d found an especially powerful guard. It seemed his old boss was bound and determined not to take Eric seriously.

      With a shift in the eyes that was barely perceptible, Eric moved in close to his opponent once more. Yet again, he moved to open with a big sweep of his short sword. Hurmic reacted to the incoming blow, pushing his shield out in advance to knock the sword off course and throw Eric out of balance. His metal barrier found nothing waiting for it, however.

      The moment Hurmic had started to react, Eric’s true attack began. Using the large shield blocking Hurmic’s eyeline as cover, he pivoted on a heel and spun around to the man’s side. While a short sword might not be an ideal weapon for most rogues, Eric enjoyed the extra reach it offered over a dagger, and the additional weight one could put behind their blows. A longsword would have accomplished both of those aspects better, but he’d have to sacrifice speed and ease of movement in the process.

      Eric’s choice of weapon proved its usefulness in that moment, as Hurmic was countering an attack that hadn’t arrived. A pair of precise thrusts drove into the backs of Hurmic’s legs, carefully piercing the gaps in the armor along the backs of the knees—a necessary design weakness to allow for movement.

      Sparring with Timuscor had given Eric ample insight on defeating armored foes. One of the most crucial steps was crippling their mobility. Armor was heavy, that was the cost of its protection. And with an injured leg, all that weight became even more burdensome, making every motion demand additional effort.

      Hurmic let out grunts of pain at the minor wounds, falling forward onto his knees. The man was a professional, however, keeping his sword and shield aloft even as his footing failed. Wild swings filled the air as he struggled to drive Eric back, hoping for space to recover. Standing just out of reach, Eric watched the whipping sword with an unnerving calm.

      Without warning, Eric’s short sword flashed, and Hurmic’s weapon clattered to the ground. A new wound had appeared in his shoulder, dealt through another gap in his armor. In a display of stubborn determination, Hurmic attempted to swing his shield around as a melee weapon, only for Eric to stab that shoulder as well. Since the shield was strapped to his arm, it merely hung limply at his side rather than join the sword on the ground.

      Only a thin trickle of blood dripped from each injury; Eric had taken exceptional care to keep the injuries contained. For all the bad history between them, he didn’t want to watch Hurmic suffer, and certainly had no intention of leaving the man permanently weakened. This was about proving his growth and capabilities, not some half-hearted swipe at revenge.

      Unlike Timuscor’s match, their fight didn’t prove to be long or drawn out and was certainly nowhere near the display of different combat tactics. Eric had merely found his enemy’s weaknesses, and then used them to secure victory. Had Hurmic been taking the match more seriously, he wouldn’t have left himself open, but the man had allowed himself to be blinded by his own presumptions. And Eric, like any good rogue would, had taken advantage of that, attacking before his enemy realized the true danger.

      “I understand that some of your attitude came from concern,” he told Hurmic. “You knew I wasn’t suited to the role, and that me filling it might get myself or Gabrielle hurt one day. But the boy in ill-fitting armor is gone, Hurmic. I’ve grown, while you’re too stuck in who we were to see that. Just know that I will protect Gabrielle, along with Thistle, Grumph, Timuscor, and anyone else who matters to me. We’re going to be okay.”

      Hurmic glared up at him, defiant despite his clearly beaten position. “It’s that kind of attitude that—mfmhgmr!” Whatever spiel Hurmic intended to broadcast was turned into muffled mumbling thanks to Eric’s gloved hand coming down on top of the older man’s mouth.

      Turning his head upward, so that Hurmic was forced to look into Eric’s eyes, the rogue did his very best to channel Elora’s authoritative indifference. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me the first time. I will protect them.” He held the man there, ignoring his struggles to turn away, working to keep his expression carefully controlled. “Whatever tasks must be undertaken, whatever lines must be breached, whatever it takes. I have found my new role in this world and embraced it entirely. To the parts of your attitude drawn from true concern, I say be at peace. To every other piece of this stubborn grudge, I say stand down now.”

      Eric turned to face the crowd, noting that Klert was signaling surrender and probably had been for some time. The faces of the other guards were uncertain, some clearly concerned at seeing Hurmic manhandled. None of them were looking at Eric like they ever had before, nor were Klert and Elzaben, for that matter. As for his own mother, she wore a prideful smile that was honestly inappropriate, considering the context, but one Eric appreciated all the same.

      He’d wanted to make sure they wouldn’t worry, and after a display like that one, he hoped their fears would be assuaged. He hoped they could see not just that they were strong enough to survive, but they were willing to do what was demanded of them. Better they be a touch scared of him than worried for the others. It wasn’t as if Eric could ever return to face those fearful gazes again, anyway.

      “Lady Gabrielle’s champion has won,” Leomar announced. “We look forward to seeing your efforts in the second bout.”
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      Chalara finished drawing the circle around her party in the fading light of dusk: a simple line in the dirt, surrounded by several arcane runes. Their last day in town hadn’t been as placid as expected. Learning that the sigil on her hand would permit only the wearer entrance to the vanishing city, they’d hurried to uncover a ritual or item that would allow the others to join. After a bit of poking around, and more than a few gold coins changing hands, they’d managed to get hold of an old tome describing the magic they needed.

      They were not the only ones, either. Some ways off, Chalara could see another group standing close together, one member working on a circle of their own. More figures dotted the distance, clusters of people that would soon be converging on the same location. What had been an individual effort was about to become collaborative—or competitive. Which one would depend on the challenges they faced and the character of their fellow adventurers.

      “It’s done,” Chalara announced, stepping carefully into the circle. They hadn’t cut it too close, but the sun was certainly sinking toward the horizon. Maybe half an hour to go, and dusk would be upon them. The city wouldn’t be far behind. “Everyone ready?”

      Patting down her pockets and the bulging bag on her back, Wimberly offered an upward thumb. “I’ve got all the gadgets I can carry.”

      “Don’t you have a Sack of Containment?” Timanuel pointed out.

      “Too long of a delay when reaching in. I prefer my tools to be in immediate grasp.” From under her cloak, Wimberly lifted the familiar enchanted object. “I only use it to store my more… unstable experiments.”

      “A fine reminder to stay excessively clear when Wimberly reaches into it.” Gelthorn ran a hand along the arrows ready and waiting in her quiver, then tapped the bow sheathed beside it. Enchanted for both convenience and power, it would manifest a magical string when in use, saving her the trouble of using mundane ones while also increasing the power of each arrow. “I am as prepared for the threat as we can be, given our limited information.”

      Timanuel had little to test, but he did so anyway: checking the straps on his shield and the sheath of his sword, going through various stretches to be sure his armor didn’t need adjustment. Both his sword and shield were enchanted; however, getting an entire magical suit of armor demanded either more luck or gold than he’d encountered thus far. It was his next planned purchase, though. The resizing and self-adjustment supposedly made such suits exponentially more comfortable, not to mention allowing greater range of movement.

      “I’m ready when you all are,” he announced at last.

      “Not really up to us.” Wimberly tilted her head toward the sky, where the sun was continuing its downward journey. “Have to wait for sunset to finish.”

      At the rate the sun was dropping, it wouldn’t be much longer until nightfall. When that arrived, they could only imagine what sorts of trouble would be its accompaniment.
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      With the first round of matches done, only ten nobles remained in the competition. Most of those who lost glowered from their tables, watching the matches and taking comfort in the outstanding meal that was being brought out course by course. Aside from Lord Prent, Count Crensen, and Gabrielle, the winners consisted of Lady Loyten, Lord Strafflemore, Duke Aprolok, Baron Krovam, Lord Boyden, Baron Zefflezezz, and surprisingly enough, Vivorialla Oltive. Despite Viv’s guards being reduced in numbers, one-on-one, they were still a force to be reckoned with.

      Ten contestants meant there would need to be three more bouts, since only seven seeds were available as prizes. Some of the matches had ended with a remark from one of the Ardranes about fighting again, but only a few. No one was entirely sure who would be fighting, or which challenger they’d face.

      Amtrinae Ardrane addressed the audience as waitstaff cleared their dishes, preparing the way for the next course. “For this, our final selection of matches, we ask that you please pick up the orbs you were given once more.”

      Since no one had been around to collect them, most orbs still rested in the center of most tables, though some were being studied by the nobles or those around them. Gabrielle reached over and plucked hers from the center. It did not, however, thrum with light as before. It stayed dull and inert, as it had been since the first matches were decided. A new glow did catch her eye, and Gabrielle twisted in her seat to find the source. It was one of the orbs, the sphere in possession of Lord Prent, now emitting a warm, verdant green light.

      Across the room, the same hue was emanating from the orb held by Duke Aprolok. Murmurs rose from the men surrounding him, sounding as if they were all requesting to take the fight. It was the duke himself who rose, however, setting the orb back down upon the table.

      “With apologies, I’ll handle this bout myself.” He gazed over to Lord Prent and the steadfast butler, meeting both their eyes. “A fighter like that is worth knocking the rust off these old joints. All of you sit here and watch closely. One day, you may face an opponent this skilled; I want you to be ready.”

      Before he could fully step forward, a nasally voice rang out. Lord Boyden, a man in robes that probably cost something on par with the ridiculous prices of adventuring equipment, piped up, his own orb still resting on his lap. “Are the rest of us to sit here merrily, then?”

      It was Leomar who replied, putting an intangible sense of force in his words, even as they stayed polite. “The orbs will light up when it’s time for the next match. No one need focus on anything other than the current show.”

      “Butler, the good duke has requested entertainment. Would you do something about that?” Lord Prent took a rare break from the wine to tear into a haunch of roasted leg that looked suspiciously like it once belonged to a calino.

      Instantly, his butler complied, striding toward Duke Aprolok, who’d resumed his own march. They met in the center, and to the surprise of many, the duke offered his hand to the lowly servant he’d be squaring off against. Nonplussed, the butler accepted, and both men shook.

      “Let’s have some fun. I’d certainly like one of those seeds, but I don’t think it’s worth killing or dying over.” The duke released his grip, stepping several steps back.

      “I bear you no ill-will and have not been ordered to end your life.” The butler also shifted away, keeping a careful eye on every movement Duke Aprolok made. Despite his size and armor, there was a nimbleness to him that couldn’t be dismissed.

      It was a brief exchange, but the meaning was clear. Neither intended to try to kill the other, or at least, that was how they presented themselves. There was a chance it could be mere subterfuge, a trick to lower an opponent’s guard, then deliver a swift final blow. Given Duke Aprolok’s revered reputation, though, it was likely he meant every word. The butler was another matter, a largely unknown component.

      “Lord Prent, is your champion ready?” Amtrinae asked.

      “He is!” Lord Prent sprayed a mouthful of meat across his table at the announcement, causing his butler to visibly wince.

      “Duke Aprolok, are you ready?”

      “And then some.” The large man lowered his legs, adjusting his stance to bring his whole body closer to the ground.

      She looked both contestants over once more, then waved her hand. “You may commence.”

      Wasting no time, Lord Prent’s butler was already in motion. He brought a fist toward Duke Aprolok’s face even as one of his legs slipped behind an armored knee. Rather than dodge, the duke lowered his head by a matter of inches, slamming his skull against the incoming fist. Without a force being exerted up top, the butler’s leg behind the knee was of little use. He moved to pull it back, but a heavy gauntlet crashed against his ribs, sending the lighter man spinning back.

      It was the first substantial blow anyone had landed on Lord Prent’s butler, but was not enough to end the fight. Rubbing his side, the butler regarded his foe warily, slowly circling around.

      “Fast opponents are tricky. While it’s tempting to chase after them, that only plays to their strength. A solid foundation and active defense are your best options. Make them fight on your terms.” Duke Aprolok was speaking directly to his soldiers, no concern for what anyone else in the room took from those words.

      “It’s not always viable, so learn to look for the right situation, as well. In this case, I’m blocking his victory. He has to come through me to win; that’s why it doesn’t matter that he knows my strategy. All I need to do is wait and be ready.”

      Just before Duke Aprolok finished, the butler shot forward, this time keeping greater distance by opening with a kick. It lanced forward at incredible speed. All Duke Aprolok had time to do was slightly tilt, which he did, sending a blow meant for the joint of his elbow into his shoulder instead. He grunted, affected by the impact, but not substantially injured. More blows rained down from the butler, and Duke Aprolok let them come.

      Unlike Palof, the duke wasted no energy with dodging or running. His motions were considered and conserved, accepting that injury was an inevitable part of the fight. All he did was minimize the damage and hold his ground, refusing to be tripped or knocked out of position. Standing there, taking the assault, until the moment he’d been waiting for arrived.

      Overextending on a punch by only a few inches, the butler left himself open. An armored knee drove into the man’s stomach, causing a coughing fit that sent him staggering back, still hunched over. The crowd tensed, expecting Duke Aprolok to surge forward and press the advantage. Instead, he remained frozen, save only for his mouth.

      “You’re a better fighter than actor.”

      At the words, Lord Prent’s butler stood up straight once more, the coughs ending abruptly.

      “If force doesn’t work, an enemy might get clever,” Duke Aprolok explained to his onlooking soldiers. “Fake an opening, take a blow, and use that to present an opportunity too good to pass up. The sort I’d have to break position and walk over there to take.”

      “I must admit, you are formidable.” Lord Prent’s butler sounded almost excited about the challenge he was facing.

      Duke Aprolok’s tone left no such uncertainty; he was openly thrilled by the fight so far. “Same sentiment here. I’m sure it looks like I’m doing great to the crowd, but that’s because they can’t see the bruises under all this armor. You’ve been dealing heavy blows with every punch.”

      A mild ripple seemed to blow through the air, like a soft wind on a still day. Neither contestant paid much attention, nor did the majority of those watching the bout. Even if they had noticed, only a handful would have recognized the sign for what it was.

      With a few changes to his footing and a slightly lower position, Lord Prent’s butler readied himself to charge once again. All that stopped him was the sudden appearance of blood on the ground before him. Tracing it, his eyes found the source: a sharp silver blade sticking out from his torso. Pain found him an instant later as his body finally realized it had been stabbed.

      Whirling around, Lord Prent’s butler had just enough time to dodge the second strike, sliding to his left and only catching a slash along the shoulder. He was expecting to find Duke Aprolok’s men, angered by their leader showing effort against someone of his standing.

      Instead, he was faced with one of the six men whose lives he’d saved the night prior, now no longer showing any symptoms from their poisoning. Silvery blades were appearing near him, conjured forth by magic, as Lady Vivorialla rose from her table.

      “Finally. If I had to sit through much more of that, I was going to kill everyone just for the stimulation. The way is open. Let’s clear a path.”

      Their only warning was the deep breath Viv drew in. Then, the black flames were barreling forth from her mouth, sweeping across the tables and those seated around them.
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      Before the first cinders had fully ignited in the air, Thistle was moving. With all his might, he shoved against the heavy table. His small stature provided poor leverage for the task, however. It was only thanks to Gabrielle catching sight and helping that they made it in time. The pair flipped the table onto its side, the others diving behind the patch of sudden cover. Like everything else they’d seen in the Ardrane manor, the tables were made of high-grade, thick wood of excellent quality that had been worked by a master hand.

      It was that very quality that allowed the table to successfully block the wave of fire, catching flame itself without immediately dissolving to ash. Heat still radiated through, but only enough to cause a swift sweat across several brows. When the attack faded, Gabrielle was on her feet in a blink, Thistle doing his best to keep up and survey the damage.

      Their trick with the table, while effective, was hardly original. Several other parties had done the same thing, recognizing the unexpected danger flaring up. Among those groups were, thankfully, Klert and Elzaben. Thistle couldn’t see much of them at their current angle, but their table was on its side and severely scorched, indicating it had taken the brunt of the attack.

      Not everyone had used what they had at hand on defense. Some were protected by magical shields, like Baron Zefflezezz, or had a mage on their staff holding the flames at bay, such as Duke Doblan. Others, like Lord Boyden, hadn’t reacted in time at all, fire still licking at what remained of his group.

      Meeting his friends’ eyes, Thistle registered the shock all of them were feeling. Viv was the High Priest? It didn’t line up as he’d expected, but for her to attack everyone so blatantly, what other explanation could there be?

      “You impatient whelp. Do you have no sense of civility or honor?” Lady Loyten was among those who’d used an object to stop the fire, a gleaming crystal that was now smoking in her hand. She gestured to the center of the room, where smoke and fire still obscured whatever remained of the butler and Duke Aprolok. “Could you not allow a simple competition between esteemed fighters to conclude?”

      Thistle and Eric both went still. That was not the reaction they would have expected from someone who’d suffered a surprise attack.

      “Oh please, I just did everyone here a favor. Duke Aprolok was much too ‘honorable’ to participate tonight. He might have even sided with our hosts out of a sense of duty. And Prent’s butler was a little too good—best he’s out of the way.” Viv’s tone remained as cheery as it had ever been, even with tendrils of smoke rising from her nostrils.

      As if broken out of reverie by the sound of his own name, Lord Prent let out a wail that tore into the deepest caves of Thistle’s heart. The young noble knocked a wine bottle over as he leapt over his own table, rushing forward. There was a moment where it seemed as if he would charge at Viv, determined to seek some sort of revenge, but instead, he raced right for the smoking center of the room, residual flames or no.

      Suddenly, the room grew heavier. Thistle struggled to stay standing as the pressure washed across his body. All around, the sound of bodies striking stone signified others losing the same battle. Above them all, Amtrinae Ardrane towered at her table, eyes crackling with magic as she held a single hand aloft. With one spell, she’d brought everyone either to their knees, or fighting to remain upright.

      “You would dare violate this sacred ritual, the rules of my manor, and the law of this very land? Whatever bonds might exist between our families will not save you from such flagrant disrespect. When I am done with you, Lord Prent and the Duke’s men may have the rest, and then we shall turn whatever lingers over for crimes against the kingdom. As you must have forgotten, the Astrafrond is a protected treasure.”

      Viv had not been able to stand after the gravity spell snapped into place; she was hunched over on her hands and knees. Nevertheless, she raised her head, meeting Amtrinae’s burning eyes as she replied. “Poor Ardranes. So close to the subject, yet still the last to know.”

      Fast as it had arrived, the gravity spell vanished. Amtrinae stared out in confusion, eyes still aglow and hand still raised. Yet her magic had simply stopped functioning. Movement from—of all places—her rear drew the attention of all, Amtrinae included.

      The Wordless Witnesses walked into view, the one at their center stepping forward. To the shock of many, if not all, his mouth parted and sound came tumbling forth. “While we are called the Wordless Witnesses, it is a misnomer. The truth is that we talk with the utmost rarity, because our words carry King Varlar’s authority behind them. To ensure this gift is not abused, we only speak when conveying the will of the king.”

      The golden hood shifted, indicating his eyes were aimed toward Amtrinae. “The Ardrane family has tended to the Astrafrond well for generations. The efforts to keep it safe grow ever more exhaustive, yet the tithe remains constant. When representatives of the king broached the idea of offering more seeds, you displayed great entrenchment. King Varlar has decided that it is time for new caretakers, ones willing to pay proper respect.”

      Thistle saw Amtrinae glare at the Wordless Witnesses still living up to their title, hate etched upon her face, yet no mystical effects sprang into being. Given Amtrinae’s standing as an archmage and the anger in her gaze, it seemed a safe bet that they were somehow canceling out her spells. Knowing they’d be delivering bad news to a highly skilled caster, it would only be prudent for the king to send someone capable of counter-magic.

      Having risen back to her feet, Viv brushed the dust from the knees of her dress, then checked to make sure her guards were back up, as well. “Word was sent around to any families that might be interested in earning a king’s favor, along with firm orders to keep the plan secret. Father refused to take part in it, said he’d never betray a friend. The old coot is losing his touch; luckily, he’s got me to pick up the slack.”

      Looking out at the room as if seeing it for the first time, Amtrinae suddenly nodded. “That is why this year’s competition has been especially deadly. You knew a chance to plunder our greatest treasure was on the horizon for those few who could be here when the vault was unsealed.”

      “You’re losing the tree regardless,” Baron Krovam remarked. “Just a matter of who can claim it. Nothing personal, we couldn’t allow a chance like this to pass by.”

      “All of you, then? All of you have come here as thieves?” In spite of her magic being blocked, Amtrinae was weaving her hands swiftly, like there was a spell impending.

      With a sigh, Lady Loyten shook her head. “As Lady Vivorialla pointed out, Duke Aprolok didn’t seem to know, nor was he likely approached, considering his reputation. I doubt Lord Prent or his butler had any nefarious intentions, as well; he is not the pawn the Prent family would likely send for such a task.”

      “Word was sent to those deemed capable of securing the Astrafrond, trusting that they would reach the final contest,” the no longer Wordless Witness helpfully provided.

      “Glad to hear it.” With a forceful shove, Amtrinae thrust her hands out toward the center of the room. To the audible shock of many, a bolt of crackling white energy flew forth, vanishing into the lingering smoke before exploding in a brief flash.

      The pulse of light was familiar to Thistle. He felt it resonate with the energy still flowing through his body. Timuscor glanced over in confusion; he’d felt it, too. Except mages, even archmages, shouldn’t be able to tap into that power. It came from the holy element of magic, one drawn upon by priests and paladins.

      “So how does this work, then? New tournament to see who gets to pillage the ancient magical plant they don’t understand the first thing about, let alone know how to care for?” Amtrinae lowered her arms, the glow of magic leaving her eyes.

      “Nothing so organized is needed. Those who have been selected know their opportunity and came prepared to seize it. They will sort it amongst themselves, while we shall bear witness.” The hooded figure swept his arm out to the room as a whole. “The strong will prevail, and be rewarded in turn, as their might may better serve the kingdom.”

      Ignored by the bickering higher powers for the moment, Thistle turned his attention to his party. Gabrielle’s face blazed with the naked desire to go flying into combat, but surprisingly, she remained still, not even ripping away her dress as she watched the situation unfold. Timuscor appeared concerned, yet resolute. Eric was scanning the room overall, sending frequent looks to Veria and the others. Grumph had quietly taken his spear back from Timuscor and sat waiting, ready for when the time to move arrived.

      In the silence that lingered after the Wordless Witness made his proclamation, a new noise caught the crowd’s ears: coughing. With the last of the flames dying out and the smoke in the room’s center fading, three forms could be made out. Lord Prent, carefully cradling the limp form of his butler, and Duke Aprolok, who turned out to be the source of the noise. His skin was sooty and red, but overall, he looked extremely well for a man who’d taken a blast of magical fire.

      Viv’s neck jerked from Duke Aprolok to Amtrinae, face twisted in confusion. “What in the nine hells did you do? Their flesh should be melted onto their bones.”

      “A very apt description,” Duke Aprolok agreed. His men were already on their feet, rushing forward to help him, but he motioned them back. “Caught me by surprise. I was too injured to even reach my emergency measures. Amtrinae, that help was greatly appreciated.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t be dead from only that so quickly. Just had to be sure you were also still a friend.” Amtrinae turned her attention to the Wordless Witnesses, whose reactions to the surprise were hidden by their hoods.

      With a thud of his armored boot, Duke Aprolok rose to his feet, letting out one last sputter of coughs. “Always. And I stick by my friends. Guards, protect the Ardrane family and assist them as best you can.”

      As attention was captured by the room’s center, Thistle noticed several figures stepping out from their original tables. Some were attempting to slip into the shadows, while others repositioned to gain better tactical options. The conversation was convenient cover to ready themselves for what inevitably came next. This was nothing but a calm before the storm.

      While his followers acted instantly at his command, Duke Aprolok reached down toward Lord Prent and his butler. A snarl lashed across Lord Prent’s face as he whipped his head up, the lingering smoke around them suddenly swirling. Halting his hand, Duke Aprolok spoke softly, his eyes locked on Lord Prent’s. “I just want to check on him. Amtrinae’s healing does a miraculous job, but even she can’t fix the dead. If he’s better, it means he’s still alive.”

      It was hard to tell if the words reached him. Lord Prent’s face was a shifting tapestry of emotions, none of them stable. “There was no reason to attack him. None of you could have thought, for even a moment, that my family would have sent me for this task.”

      Thistle felt something shift. Not like the spike in gravity; this was more akin to a tang in the air. It reminded the gnome of walking under a cloudy sky, rain seconds from breaking forth. Glancing up, he noticed several other parties were taking cover behind the remains of their tables. Trusting his intuition, Thistle motioned a warning to the others. They huddled behind the table and sank low to the ground, only a few charred holes allowing them to keep eyes on the scene before them.

      “I’m the useless Prent, that’s what everyone says. But it’s funny; what’s useless to a family of seafaring merchants can be very handy in different circumstances.” Lord Prent lifted his face, literal lightning crackling in his eyes. “Duke Aprolok, Amtrinae, and anyone else not caught up in this nonsense: I’m sorry.”

      Taking the warning for what it was, Duke Aprolok turned and started sprinting, covering a shocking amount of ground for an armored man bouncing back from a near fatal burn.

      Tilting his head toward the ceiling, Lord Prent opened his mouth. “By the bonds upon us, I call thee forth!” Before another syllable could escape, a torrent of clouds ripped from his mouth, eyes, nose, and ears, bringing a tremendous wind along with it.

      As the clouds gathered, a shape began to form, and from within the center mass appeared a pair of eyes made from lightning, just as Lord Prent’s had been seconds before. The sight clicked an old memory into place, calling forth the days when Thistle and Madroria traveled with a group of adventurers. Once, while making a journey along the coast, they’d been forced to suddenly run inland, nearly damaging their ship in the process.

      The reason was because of a cloud with eyes much like the one Thistle was now staring at, only the ones from his memory were huge, visible from even miles away. A threat that no one on the sea, not even an archmage, could risk facing. One of nature’s most destructive forces, given sentience, along with what certainly seemed like a healthy serving of malice.

      As further clouds joined the form, Thistle grew surer and more terrified in equal measures. He didn’t even intend to say the name; it simply fell forth, as if the weight of it was too much for his tongue to hold.

      “Hurricane elemental.”
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      A boom of enclosed thunder tore through the room, leaving several nearby ears bleeding and the rest with a distinctive ring. Coupled with the swirling dark cloud obscuring everything, and the howling wind that had begun to roar, it was all but impossible to see what was going on.

      Eric strained his eyes to their fullest, able to make out no more than humanoid shapes moving through the storm; any hints at their identities were lost. Dropping back behind the table, he exchanged glances with the others. All were visibly taken aback by the sudden arrival of an indoor hurricane, a complication he didn’t imagine anybody was expecting.

      Whatever schemes and plans everyone had made, Lord Prent’s surprise couldn’t have been a factor in them. Objects were starting to lift off the ground, silverware turned now into painful projectiles. Heavier items, like decorative candlesticks, were rising as well. Between the lightning, wind, and airborne armory, staying in the room was becoming deadlier with every passing moment.

      Ducking a fork that whipped by his ear, Eric sank even lower, forgoing what little view he had. All he could see was the clouds, anyway: not a sight worth getting skewered for.

      “Any ideas?” Eric’s voice felt thin, barely there over the screaming wind and ringing in his ears.

      “Can’t stay,” Grumph asserted, a declaration no one was clamoring to fight with. A dinner plate hurtled by, slamming into the half-orc’s shoulder and causing a short flicker of light. Thankfully, Grumph had donned his shield ring from Notch. In a storm like this, they needed every bit of protection possible.

      Cupping his small hands together, Thistle yelled at the top of his lungs, still just barely loud enough to reach them all. “Vault!”

      There was a brief, embarrassing moment where Eric thought Thistle was commanding them to jump. His mind filled with images of them flying through the air, trying to ride the wind to some sort of safety. Before his legs could tense, however, the truth dawned on him. Viv had mentioned the vault being open—that was the signal she and apparently half the other nobles here were waiting for.

      After seeing what the Ardranes had made of their manor, Eric didn’t believe for a moment that they would have only a single magical ward to keep intruders out. But whatever traps might be waiting, they were unlikely to be more dangerous than trying to literally stand in the middle of a raging storm.

      Of course, that was only an issue if they could successfully find their way to the vault. Presumably, the entrance was somewhere within this chamber, but its location hadn’t been obvious even before the living maelstrom manifested around them. Their only hope would be to leave cover and try to follow the other nobles, ones who would no doubt also be seeking immediate shelter.

      Thinking of the other attendees, Eric’s mind flashed to his mother and the others from Maplebark. An instinct to rush out was quickly halted by better judgment. Desperately as he wanted to find them, even if he did, what aid could he offer? Eric had no idea where safety lay; he’d be just as helpless as the rest. First, they had to find the vault, then he could wrangle everyone together.

      “Anyone have ideas where to go?” Eric yelled, putting even more force into it as the wind picked up. Lord Prent’s cloudy friend was still gaining strength, and the charred table they were hiding behind had started to wobble.

      Gabrielle and Timuscor both pointed in the same direction, toward the rear left of the chamber, turning their gazes on one another in surprise. Gabrielle mouthed the word “how,” and Timuscor patted Mr. Peppers, whom Eric realized was standing rigid, gazing intently toward the spot where Timuscor had gestured.

      Rather than question Gabrielle’s method, Eric decided that two people in his party agreeing on the direction definitely made it the way to go. Better to move than stand here debating as the hurricane got stronger.

      Hunched over to stay low, the party crept along the ground. Almost immediately, they encountered an issue. Thistle rose from the floor, his smaller physique unable to resist the wind’s demanding call. With a snap of his arm, Grumph caught Thistle before he’d risen higher than a few feet. Bringing the gnome back to the ground, Grumph waved his free hand around while moving his mouth, the words lost as soon as they were off his tongue. Their power persisted, however, as a glow of magic crept across Thistle. Taking advantage of the obfuscation, Grumph had risked using a spell.

      When Grumph released him, Thistle remained rooted to the ground, even as the wind continued to tug at him. Eric recognized the spell’s effects without hearing Grumph cast. It was a handy charm used for sticking to walls, one Eric had thought of many infiltration-related uses for. That spell worked just as well for staying on the floor, though, as Thistle proved with several methodical steps, always careful to keep one limb on the ground at all times.

      Despite his exceptional senses, Eric let Gabrielle take the lead.  Whatever insight she had on the vault’s location, he didn’t share it, and navigating through a storm was an imprecise undertaking at best. It was too easy to get turned around without any sort of waypoint, so all he could do was trust whatever guided her forward.

      Still, he was alert as they moved, stretching his awareness to its absolute limit. Elora had prepared him for working in darkness, and clouds weren’t much different, but the real issue was the ringing in Eric’s ears. He depended on sound to sublimate his obfuscated sight, counting on noises that were now muffled, making them harder to discern.

      A hot white flash lit up the ground before them, leaving only scorch marks and charred stone behind. Wincing slightly, Eric braced for the next clap of thunder, only to find the screaming of the wind awaiting instead. Where was the thunder? For that matter, where had the thunder from any strike after the first one been? Lightning burned through the air every ten or so seconds, yet none of them came with the expected boom.

      One upside to not understanding magic was that Eric didn’t waste time attempting to grasp for explanations. He simply wrote it off as someone out there using an item or casting a spell to silence the thunder and moved on. Literally, in this case, as they resumed their trek through the chaotic room, skirting the still-sizzling stone that had been struck.

      After several more steps, Eric’s caution paid off. From the cloud, a figure in leather armor appeared. Details like the crest on his chest and the contours of his face remained largely hidden, yet the axe raised overhead told a very clear tale of his intent. Before the stranger could swing, Eric sliced him across the leg, imparting a wound that left their ambusher stumbling to the ground.

      Hurt, but not yet deterred, the man started to rise. Grumph already had a hand raised, and from it flew a familiar flash as he used Spark Dart. It struck, and their attacker stiffened from the shock. Moments later, it was Eric’s turn to stand still in surprise as a huge bolt of true lightning tore out of the storm and struck the half-risen man directly.

      All it took was the smell of roasting flesh hitting his nose for Eric to turn away, moving with the others as they hurried toward the hope of safety. Whatever remained of their attacker, Eric had no desire to look upon. He was far more curious about the combination lightning attack that had just occurred. Was it coincidence, or something more?

      Unfortunately, they soon had a chance to find out, as two more figures emerged from the clouds. This time, they were at the rear, which would have allowed them to sneak up on Timuscor, if not for a well-timed snort from the boar at his side. Spinning around, Timuscor met the first one’s blade with his shield, throwing the weapon and its wielder several feet back with an impressive show of strength. At his side, an attacker with two small blades darted around, hunting for a weak spot in his armor.

      If Grumph had any compunctions about his spell’s potential effects, they were clearly deemed less important than protecting a friend. The Spark Dart flew true, hitting the dual-dagger wielder’s back and causing a momentary stiffening of the muscles. In that moment of vulnerability, the storm struck, another huge bolt tearing into the frozen fighter.

      With one threat neutralized, Timuscor turned to the other, who was already running back into the clouds. Eric didn’t blame them one bit; to an outside perspective, it looked as if Grumph had just called forth searing death with a wave of his hand. He didn’t get why the spell was working like that, but just as with the silent thunder, Eric wasn’t going to bother focusing on irrelevant details. Right now, all that mattered was finding safety, then Veria. Anything aiding that goal was fine by him.

      Together, they crept on. Sometimes, Eric would halt them as figures wandered by, his muffled senses still able to pick them up before his group could be spotted. Often, they had to duck or dodge debris, and more than once, Gabrielle threw her own body in front of an impending object, shattering the projectile or redirecting them to protect everyone behind her. Each time it happened, Eric watched the display in wonder.

      Blows that should have left her crippled were shrugged off, hits that should have sent her flying back absorbed with a grunt. Seeing their parents, it was hard not to reflect on who they’d been before adventuring and all the changes that had come with it. Watching Gabrielle not merely withstand the storm, but defend others from it, was a clear marker of just how much she’d grown from those days in Maplebark.

      At last, after what felt like hours but had likely only been five or so minutes, they reached the rear wall of the chamber. Tracing along it, they soon reached one of the decorative tapestries, or at least the remains of it. The fine fabric had been hacked away, revealing what was once an ornate door. Now, it was the ripped apart, half-melted remains of a door with very ornate edges, which remained the only parts undamaged.

      Thanks to their position in the circle of tables, Eric and the others had been among the farthest from this entrance, and clearly they weren’t the first to arrive. Desperate as everyone was to escape the hurricane, they still paused long enough to ready their weapons. Timuscor drew his sword, Thistle’s daggers were in hand, Grumph still held his staff at the ready, and Eric felt the familiar weight of his short sword on his palm. Only Gabrielle remained unarmed, keeping up her cover for the moment, or perhaps unconcerned because of how quickly she could summon her weapon.

      Timuscor went first through the door, shield at the ready and Mr. Peppers on his heels. Next was Grumph, a spell on his lips for the moment danger was spotted. Eric took the center position, with Thistle behind him and Gabrielle at the rear. Whichever direction they might be attacked from, enemies would face a defender at the front and someone capable of lending ranged support directly behind them.

      As they crept through the tunnel, Eric’s eyes picked out details that made him grateful for their slower pace. Bolts buried in walls, shattered glass containers on the floors, broken remains of a metal gate. Aside from the magics keeping this place safe, it was clear the Ardranes had added additional security measures to keep intruders out—measures that had failed under the collective might and wealth of ambitious nobles, or more accurately, those in their employ.

      After several turns and a dozen defeated traps, they arrived at a staircase leading down. It opened into another chamber, this one far more ornate than where they’d been dining. Arcane symbols lined the walls, lighting a bevy of plants. There were all manner of shape and color, a carefully tended magical garden. Walking paths wound between the beds and a large fountain burbled in the center. Within the fountain sat a stone representation of the Astrafrond, water shooting intermittently from its array of branches. The sight would have normally been breathtaking, but Eric’s keen eyes caught another detail that stole the entirety of his attention.

      Bodies littered the walkways, some even tossed amidst the plants themselves. Guards in all manner of dress were lying dead; the battle must have been a free-for-all of those who’d found the vault first. Even now, combat persisted, the sounds of fighting rising above the ringing in his ears. A ringing that was growing steadily louder as Eric’s vision focused in.

      Among those still alive, he’d spotted several from Maplebark. Hurmic and his guards were fending off multiple assailants, forming a protective wall around Klert, Elzaben, and Veria, all of whom were hunkered down together. That alone would have been enough to set Eric to action, but he’d spotted a detail that might have been better left unseen.

      Blood, pooling on the stone below those three. A worrying amount of it, at that. One of them was wounded, with more murderers closing in.

      Before he’d even registered the first step, Eric was halfway down the stairs, unsure if even his absolute best would be fast enough.
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      Bringing up the rear meant Gabrielle saw Eric start to run before she could actually lay eyes on his target. After a few more steps, the full scene came into view. Had her heart still beat, it would have been hammering in her chest. Fury like she’d never known exploded through her, the world suddenly seeming to move in fits and spurts.

      One moment, she was standing on the stairs overlooking the garden with her party members. The next, she was halfway down, taking the descent in leaps and bounds. Another flash, and she was behind Eric, steadily gaining ground. The next time Gabrielle came back to herself, she was hammering blows down onto a shield. An attacker must have spotted her approach and moved forward to intercept.

      Vaguely, Gabrielle was aware of Eric fighting farther ahead. As for the rest, she had no idea. But one thing she was certain of: the shield blocker was wasting her time, halting Gabrielle from getting to her parents, only making her more frustrated and angry.

      Another flash—now, the shield bore multiple dents and the defender was driven to the floor, yet Gabrielle was still striking. Because he was there, a threat, and her anger didn’t care about where it was released.

      At that thought, ripples of stillness rang through Gabrielle’s mind, offering a moment of clarity. She’d lost control. It was something known to happen with barbarians at times, their fury sending them into a rage-filled frenzy, unable to discern friend from foe. Gabrielle would never attack her parents or Eric, yet she had no faith that her body would uphold the sentiment. With the way she’d been flashing in and out, Gabrielle might have done the deed before she had a chance to resist.

      Time skipped again, and she was closer to her parents. Near enough to see Hurmic and his guards holding the line as Eric darted in and out, slashing at distracted opponents. Killing attempts were rare; his main goal seemed to be injury, weakening his targets for the guards to finish.

      Unfortunately, Gabrielle’s own path was barred by another fellow, this one wearing more ornate armor than the last. She couldn’t discern anything else about him; even his face felt shapeless. Tremendous as Gabrielle’s strength had grown, she was using it terribly, lurching forward in predictable lunges and swinging her arms like mallets. If the man she was focused on had actually gotten hit, he might have noticed the danger he was facing, but she was making it too easy to sidestep every attack.

      She had to get control back, which was no small feat when every single part of her was vibrating with anger. Except… that wasn’t necessarily true. Fury and mana might be rippling through every inch of her body, but Gabrielle did have one part of herself that existed outside of that.

      Turning her focus inward, ignoring the actions of the body she couldn’t control, Gabrielle reached out to Ovrium. More specifically, she sought the part of her soul trapped within the ancient axe. Expecting it to be challenging, Gabrielle almost lost her focus in surprise at the stillness that surrounded her. It felt as if she were seated on a mountaintop, overlooking the raging seas she’d been navigating moments prior.

      She was trapped between opposing needs. Fury offered her strength: not only in what it could call forth now, but also the promise of potential to come. Calm and stillness offered her sound judgment, at the cost of her augmented physical might. While attempting to smother her fury might restore control, Gabrielle was under no illusions about the dangers they were facing. Greedy nobles alone would be concerning; knowing there was a High Priest of Kalzidar still in the mix among them made things exponentially worse.

      Gabrielle needed to be strong, as well as in control. A pulse of anger flowed out to the seas, riling them further. The frustration was almost mockingly familiar. Pulled in opposite directions, unable to make either one her own. Life in the manor, with the family she loved and the role she felt bound by, or living free as herself, missing those she held dear. How many years had she spent living like that, stealing moments of adventure in her time with the goblin tribe, the memories shining pearls of joy that she’d clutched tightly while bowing, making small talk, and being proper?

      Last time, Gabrielle hadn’t found the strength to change things. Instead, change had been thrust upon her by fate and four dead adventurers. But Gabrielle was tired of other beings having say over her life. Fate, gods, parents, even her own fury. This was her life, her power, her rage.

      It was time to take control.

      Focusing on all her practice so far, Gabrielle imagined the sense of stillness broadening, expanding like a bubble. She didn’t want the flood of mana to stop, only for her brain to be spared. A balloon of stillness, the power emanating from her connection to death. Bit by bit, the balloon expanded, but it was akin to holding back the ocean’s waves. As soon as she stopped focusing on the task, her bubble would collapse.

      What did she know about mana? Returning to her mental mountaintop, Gabrielle thought of how she’d visualized the energy: as a raging sea. Why think of it as water? The answer came right on curiosity’s heels: mana was described as flowing, so that was how she envisioned it.

      Halting the flow of that mana into her brain was proving to be beyond what she could manage. But water didn’t have to be stopped entirely—redirecting was equally viable. Determined to see if mana would work the same, Gabrielle attempted to build her mental refuge once more.

      Rather than a balloon of stillness, Gabrielle envisioned a sphere made of angles. Grooves etched along its surface, all designed to break the flow’s momentum and then guide it along elsewhere. It was a bizarre shape, yet the moment it formed, Gabrielle felt the difference. No longer was she trying to hold back the sea. Now, she was simply sending its currents on a slightly altered course. The difference in mental strain was incomparable, and Gabrielle let the new sphere grow, steadily increasing until it covered her entire brain.

      With a start, Gabrielle was back in the real world, body once more operating under her commands. Laughter rang in her ears, which were already healed from that ridiculous thunderclap. It was coming from the fighter who’d been easily dodging her telegraphed attacks. Her father’s voice was in there too, angrily yelling to leave his daughter alone, in language more befitting of Gabrielle herself than a noble. Eric was helping add pressure from the outside, but Hurmic’s crew was outnumbered and already tired. They wouldn’t be able to hold out for much longer.

      Information washed over Gabrielle, hitting her mind without truly making an impact. Her father’s anguish should have sent her into further fits, yet Gabrielle felt fully calm. While the mental shield was blocking her anger, it also seemed to be tamping down on her emotions overall, stillness overtaking everything. A concern to keep in mind when she used this ability, to be sure, just not one that gave her worry in the moment.

      With a roll of her shoulders, Gabrielle took stock. Her body still crackled with mana and anger, adding to her already impressive undead strength. It was mind-boggling how badly her mindless form had been wasting that might; the chuckling man wasn’t even moving that quickly. This much power, handily halted by the use of simple tactics, drove home just how reckless it really was to trade clarity for strength.

      Now that she’d managed to grab hold of both, however, her former obstacle would make an excellent measuring gauge. Gabrielle centered her gaze on him, at last able to take in more than just blurry details. He wore a fine set of leather armor adorned in a crest Gabrielle believed represented Lord Boyden. A buckler was on one arm and a short sword clutched in the other, lighter versions of the sword and shield Timuscor utilized. This fellow was likely adept at speed and precision, rather than might. It would be akin to fighting Eric, with the exception that Gabrielle didn’t have to fear any accidental injuries.

      In a sudden jerk, she threw herself forward from standing still into a dash, moving so sporadically, it likely would have strained a muscle in her living body. The unexpected motion caught her target entirely unaware, especially after the overt attacks she’d been making so far.

      In seconds, she was near enough to strike. The no longer laughing man had barely managed to get his buckler into position; snaking an arm around it would be a simple feat. But that would risk a glancing blow, leading to him dashing away and delaying this further. Gabrielle didn’t give a shit about this guard, Lord Boyden, or even the Ardranes. All she cared about was her family, which this man had made the unwise decision to keep her from. Removing him simply needed to be done so she could get to them before Hurmic’s defensive line collapsed.

      Grabbing the lip of his shield, Gabrielle jerked it out, her might easily overpowering his pitiful attempts at resistance. With her other hand, she grasped his right forearm and squeezed. Leather was well and good for dulling a blade; it couldn’t offer much aid against crushing force, however. The clatter of a blade hitting stone partially masked the popping of bones.

      With both of their arms occupied, Gabrielle yanked him forward and slammed her skull into the attacker’s face. Once, twice—on the third time, he dropped limply to the ground. Blood from his now shattered visage dripped down Gabrielle’s face, a distraction she ignored as her focus shifted back to the crowd attacking her parents.

      A few had been paying her some attention, though most expected she’d be killed by her former opponent. Reaching down, Gabrielle claimed the dropped sword, then took two huge strides forward and leapt from the ground. She didn’t go terribly high or far, just enough to bound forward with a sudden increase in momentum. Gabrielle used that velocity to land on the largest attacker’s back, her weight and speed driving the stolen sword through his armor before the blade came bursting from his chest.

      The swift, violent death out of nowhere gave everyone pause, and that was what Gabrielle had been waiting for. She bound through the defenses, arriving at her parents’ sides. Under normal circumstance, her arrival would be the cause for questions, but there were dire matters to see about first. Looking Veria, Klert, and Elzaben over, Gabrielle knew instantly who was hurt.

      Part of it was how her mother couldn’t quite look at her, and the way Veria’s hands worked even now to better bind the wound. This close, she could even make it out under her father’s jacket, despite how hard he was working to shield it from view. But really, none of that was Gabrielle’s original tip-off toward the truth.

      Since tapping into the stillness of death and fighting the venerad, Gabrielle had begun to see what appeared to be light coming from those around her. Not often, nor long-lived, but the glimmers she could perceive were how she’d known where to go in the storm. With so many nobles converging on the same spot, the lights were easy to track. That she still saw them despite the clouds had tipped her off to its magical nature, but Gabrielle wasn’t completely certain what the light signified.

      Not until she was looking at her father as his light faltered, then slightly faded.

      Gabrielle was turning herself into a steward of death, one of the cogs in the great cosmic mechanisms of existence. It appeared some part of her duties would require seeing the very energy of life. Energy that Klert was losing, thanks to his wound.

      It took some doing, but Gabrielle hurriedly yanked her Sack of Containment out from its hiding place in her dress. Jamming an arm in, she pulled out one of the healing potions picked up along her journey. The vintage that appeared in her hand was from the Alcatham shops, its origins forgotten as quickly as the stopper Gabrielle ripped from its top.

      Klert opened his mouth, most likely to protest using such an expensive item on a wound that could be healed naturally, but Gabrielle was too fast. Holding his jaw firm, she put the bottle against his lips, eyes all but shooting literal fire as she glared at him. Although he’d seen that glare many times through the years—Klert and Gabrielle had the same stubborn streak running through them—its ferocity had never approached anything of this magnitude. Klert drank, and within moments, Gabrielle saw his light flash brighter as the wound knit itself back together.

      Rising to her feet, Gabrielle surveyed the attackers still trying to break through Hurmic’s line. With her father no longer in mortal peril, it was time to attend to the next of her duties. Gabrielle had no idea which attacker had dealt the near-fatal blow, nor did she need to. They were working together, one threat in many bodies. Each was equally guilty and would pay the same cost.

      “Ovrium.” Though the axe appeared in her hand, Gabrielle had not truly called its name. The word was the same, yet she intended the word’s true meaning. Not a name given to an ancient artifact, but the single word she knew of a language that had been wiped out. It was not her axe that Gabrielle was calling for.

      It was vengeance.
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      The shock from Gabrielle’s entrance had just begun to wear off when she summoned her axe, one of the braver attackers lunging for her before noticing the sudden pale shift in her skin. Whether by luck, skill, or surprise, his short sword managed to slash along her stomach. Expecting it to open up a painful wound similar to her father’s, he grunted in surprise at the resistance to his blade. Flashes of red poked out from under her dress’s fine materials, like some sort of strange hide.

      Eyes on the axe and attention on his strike, the man didn’t pay nearly enough attention to Gabrielle’s free left hand. Not until it had grabbed hold of his neck, squeezing tightly. Pain scrambled his mind and darkness filled the edges of his vision, thankfully brief before the moment of release.

      Crack.

      Limp, the body slumped to the ground, neck twisted to an unsettling angle. Gabrielle let his corpse thud down next to her feet, eyes locked on the remaining threats. Behind them, she could see Eric staring in shock, and the others finally drawing near the fight. That meant she didn’t have much time. Timuscor and Thistle would tackle this as paladins, with compassion and mercy for those who surrendered. Gabrielle had no room for such sentiments, not as the metallic smell from the puddle of her father’s blood still wafted through the air. Ovrium thrummed in her hands, fully in agreement. Forgiveness was for paladins. Gabrielle was a barbarian, perhaps on her way to something more.

      Thanks to Hurmic’s defenders and Eric’s harassment, the guard Gabrielle killed brought the total enemies still standing down to seven. Rocketing forward, Gabrielle again managed to surprise her target, a tall woman with a curved sword. She was quick and visibly skilled with the unique weapon, getting it up to deflect Gabrielle’s strike despite the surprise. Unfortunately, there was far more force behind the blow that she’d been prepared for, and Gabrielle’s axe smashed the blade aside. Seconds later it—and the remains of the woman who’d held the sword—fell to the ground.

      The rest of the team wasn’t merely standing around, though. They’d snapped into action, the two nearest surging toward Gabrielle. Quickly angling Ovrium up, Gabrielle jammed the butt of its shaft into one assailant’s stomach, using enough force to send him stumbling back. That gave the other one enough time to draw close, swinging his greatsword right for Gabrielle’s torso. She managed to roll away, her dress and armor absorbing a glancing slash, but found herself in an unfortunate position.

      Gabrielle had ended up in a heap near the guard who’d gotten the gut-shot, and he didn’t appear too happy about the attack. His sword was in motion, and reaching him in time would require twisting her entire arm out of socket to get the right angle. With no other options, Gabrielle attempted just that, hoping to at least knock the sword from its course for her neck.

      There was a moment of minor resistance, then her limb turned freely, grasping hold of the man’s forearm before his blade could draw close. Both Gabrielle and the man wore equally shocked expressions, but only one of them kept their head in the fight. With a squeeze, Gabrielle broke the arm and freed his weapon before whipping her hostage forward into the man with the greatsword, sending them down in a tumble.

      A series of snaps rang out as Gabrielle’s own arm rotated back into a more normal position, horrified expressions on the faces of friend and foe alike surrounding her. Bodies weren’t meant to move like that, but now that she’d done it, Gabrielle better understood her own potential. She’d been fighting under the limits of a living body without reason. As an animated corpse, Gabrielle’s limbs didn’t need to be restricted by fear of damage or pain.

      Before the pair could disentangle themselves, Gabrielle brought her axe down on the duo, cleaving through both at once. Adding one more swing to be sure the task was done, she turned her attention back to the battle as a whole.

      Although the attackers had shaken their shock, so had Eric and Hurmic’s guards, who were keeping the remaining five aggressors occupied. Dashing softly forward, she brought Ovrium around and into the skull of a man distracted by fighting one of the guards. There was no honor or glory in the act, but Gabrielle didn’t have such concepts in her mind at the moment. Her vision was only for those who’d earned her wrath and sending them to Cythllia as efficiently as possible.

      With four left, Gabrielle leapt forward, slamming a man who’d been about to land a blow on Hurmic to the ground. She went down with him, pinning the man under Ovrium’s shaft. He didn’t give up, struggling to strike despite his poor positioning. Daggers lashed out along her side, a few managing to pierce flesh. Keeping one hand on her axe, Gabrielle snapped the other around his face, then began slamming the back of her opponent’s skull into the floor. He went limp after three hits, and she stopped after five, unwilling to risk any surprises.

      Hauling herself up, Gabrielle felt the last of her dress fall away, the slices along the side more than it would withstand. The fabric fluttered to the floor, revealing the blood-red armor formed from the hide of a demon. Between her pale visage, dark hair, and now appropriate ensemble, Gabrielle imagined she certainly looked the part for one who served the god of death. All that remained was to find the High Priest and seal the deal.

      That came later, though. There were still three targets alive.

      That number quickly slipped to two, Hurmic overpowering one of their opponents now that he had support. If she stopped, the fight was as good as won; chopping through enemy forces left them at a steep disadvantage. Instead, Gabrielle charged one of the two remaining targets, a man who was clearly hunting for a way to run. A threat that would come back later, if she allowed it to escape now. It was all so clear, so straightforward.

      The man made it five steps away from the battle before Gabrielle caught up. On the sixth step, Ovrium swung. There was no seventh, only two pieces of what was once a person tumbling to the ground.

      Thistle was yelling something at her, the words perfectly audible, yet somehow, they didn’t reach through her concentration. One left. One to go. She scanned around, finally locating the last of the attackers. He was slender, with a wound in his side and several of Hurmic’s guards standing around, capture on their mind, no doubt.

      Striding forward, Gabrielle found her way blocked by Timuscor. He said nothing, sword in its sheath and shield at his side. Yet when she tried to step around him, Timuscor shifted in kind. Going through him would be difficult; Gabrielle had no idea what sort of power he commanded since becoming a paladin.

      At that thought, Gabrielle brought herself up short. The entire point of blocking out the fury from her mind was to not attack friends or family; why was she considering fighting Timuscor as an option? It was a stark warning that her mental defense was imperfect, at the very least. Forcing herself to step back from the possible confrontation, Gabrielle attempted to let her anger go.

      Her attention shifted to the now recovered form of her father. No more wound to be mad about, no new blood pooling on the ground. Gabrielle’s gaze drifted to her mother as well, memories of home, comfort, and peace slowly lowering the ocean of fury’s tide. Whether because the source of her anger was gone or thanks to the mental construct she’d created, Gabrielle found the process surprisingly manageable. Anger flowed away, and with it, the pressure on her imagined sphere lessened. When the rage felt largely soothed, Gabrielle permitted her shield to fall away, and almost collapsed from what awaited her on the other side.

      Flickers of fury still remained; however, those sentiments were dwarfed by her own horror at the scene she’d created. Time on the road had hardened Gabrielle rapidly, forcing her to grow comfortable with the concept of fighting, and sometimes killing, for her own survival. However, she’d still understood the weight of that action, that taking a life was never something to be done lightly.

      She’d felt none of that during her spree. No empathy for their screams, no concern for those they left behind, not even pity as they met their end with terror-filled faces. Killing them had seemed as natural as dodging an attack, the method irrelevant beyond whatever got the job done.

      Falling to her knees, Gabrielle leaned heavily on Ovrium, feeling a tiny hand come to rest upon her own. She looked up, finding Thistle looking back. Gabrielle had been braced for fear or revulsion; instead, she found only understanding. “I… I didn’t… I don’t…”

      “You eliminated a threat to those you love.” Thistle’s voice was as firm as the expression was comforting. “Not every dead body is here by your hands, Gabrielle. These men killed some of Hurmic’s guards before our arrival, and they’d have butchered the rest, along with your parents. Whatever you tapped into is clearly very dangerous, with great potential to be misused, but that didn’t happen today.”

      Looking from Thistle to the mangled remains of those she’d been able to reach, Gabrielle had some trouble entirely agreeing with that thought. Still, considering her goal had been to stop the attack without harming any of her own people, Gabrielle had been successful. It just wasn’t a success she felt particularly proud of.

      “My darling girl.” At Klert’s voice, Gabrielle seized up, unable to twist her neck. Thistle might have understood, but she couldn’t bear to see the look on his face after watching what she’d just done. “What has happened to you?”

      Too late, Gabrielle realized she was still holding Ovrium, meaning her true undead appearance was on display for all to see. Between wearing the hide of a demon and bloodying herself against the bodies of her foes, Gabrielle had to imagine she looked the part of a true monster by now. Had a passing adventurer witnessed the scene and taken a shot, she would have understood.

      Whether Gabrielle turned her neck or not made no difference on her father’s ability to wrap his arms around her, it turned out. Pulling her close, he squeezed against her shoulders, and she was able to fight it no longer. Gabrielle met Klert’s gaze and was stunned by what awaited her.

      Pride. Powerful, beaming, unmasked pride. “How did you get so strong?”

      “I think there are a great many things we’d like to learn about,” Elzaben agreed. “It seems there was more at work than appearance let on, with our hosts, our fellow guests, and even our children. Answers would be greatly appreciated.”

      A sudden wave of heat rushed out from one of the doorways leading out of the garden, followed by faint screams of pain. The timely reminder that they were neither alone nor safe caused everyone to evaluate their position, and how exposed it was.

      “Perhaps those answers can be given while we’re somewhere more defensible,” Hurmic suggested.

      “Aye. I think, at the very least, we should get out of the entrance garden filled with dead bodies,” Thistle agreed. “Since Gabrielle seems to need a moment of recovery, and Eric will be otherwise occupied, I’ll do my best to fill in the details as we walk.”

      At mention of Eric, Gabrielle glanced back to find him walking alongside the last of their attackers. Seeming to sense her gaze, the captured man suddenly shrank back, all but cowering between Eric and the guard holding him. Unsure if fear helped whatever tactics Eric was using to extract information, Gabrielle looked away, her eyes taking in the carnage she’d wrought.

      It was not regret, precisely, that filled her. These were people who’d sought to kill her loved ones; they’d created a life-or-death situation and reaped the consequences. Nevertheless, Gabrielle could still remember her clarity within the stillness, how simple it had all seemed, including the idea of ending lives.

      She had to find a balance, a way to keep a clear mind without an empty heart. Because surveying the devastation before her, Gabrielle knew with certainty that she would use that technique again, if a situation demanded it.

      And if she didn’t have better control, there was no telling how many bodies Gabrielle would awaken to next time.
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      Amtrinae’s greatest disappointment was in herself. How many times had she been cautioned not to put too much trust in anyone, including the king? Deals were made between people, but souls passed on while the bargains remained. Even if the first king to make the arrangement did so with entirely pure intentions, all who wore the crown after would have their own agendas. Seizing a greater share of the Astrafrond seeds had been the goal of many of a leader, yet they were bound by the edict of their predecessor. To change the deal would call into question all royal bargains, making them seem mercurial and untrustworthy. No king had been willing to publicly tarnish their reputation, and it seemed King Varlar was not an exception.

      Once the dawn rose, she expected the story that leaked out would involve some sort of trap or scheme on her end. A false plot they would hang around the neck of her corpse, empty excuses to justify taking the treasure her family had dedicated themselves to raising. None would understand the true nature of the Astrafrond, nor the responsibility in caring for it. All they wanted was the prize, the seeds, without any care for the effort that went into cultivating them.

      Sounds of fighting rang through the vault’s complex network of hallways. Depending on the route one chose, reaching the Astrafrond could take anywhere from minutes, to hours, to never, if a trap was discovered first. Not complex enough to be a true labyrinth, the design still allowed for pursuers to be slowed, while she could speedily race through. A flicker of her attention went to Leomar, who’d slipped away at the start of everything going awry. She wondered if he would be waiting ahead, or was stalking through the halls, striking whenever a target was distracted.

      The sole consolation to their situation was that the nobles clearly weren’t working together. Guards wearing an array of crests were battling to the death, no sense of comradery beyond the loyalties their employers had purchased. Had all the forces been focused on procuring the Astrafrond, Amtrinae would likely be dead already. Archmage or not, enough coin could buy highly capable attendants, and their advantage in numbers would be overwhelming.

      Instead, the nobles were slowly cutting down at their own forces, none willing to take the chance that another might claim such a tremendous power. Even if King Varlar increased the tithe to six or seven seeds, so long as there was at least one to sell, the owner would have an incredible new source of wealth at their fingertips. Of course, none would be prepared for the expense or effort in actually producing those gleaming prizes. If Amtrinae didn’t find a way to drive out the invaders, this might very well be the Astrafrond’s final harvest.

      Stepping into the plant’s chamber, Amtrinae felt her feet slow involuntarily, as they always did at this sight. The night of Gorrian’s Eve had arrived, and all the rituals were completed. Pale branches stretched high through the air, and on the nine largest rested small objects that sparkled like a lake reflecting midday sun. Each contained the magic of potential, raw power that only needed direction to grow.

      For Amtrinae, her seed had offered her a gift denied to those who walked her path of arcane magic. The gift of healing was not among spells taught to wizards, because it drew upon the energy of holy magic, an unpredictable factor that was specifically avoided. Fluctuations in personal faith or the favor of one’s god could cause output to vary wildly, making it much too dangerous to incorporate into any structured spell. Only priests, paladins, or those who cast using divine methods were able to manage.

      They, and Amtrinae Ardrane, thanks to the Astrafrond seed that had bloomed inside her. Paired with her own spells and Leomar’s physical skill, the two of them formed a deadly duo. One Amtrinae hoped would be in action soon. She had no doubt her husband was hard at work fighting for their home, but he could certainly hurry it up.

      Finally breaking her eyes from the Astrafrond, Amtrinae resumed her previous hurried pace. There was no telling how long she had before the first noble reached this chamber, and there were preparations to be made ready.
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      The door to Dejy’s room opened, and he looked up from the book of history currently being perused. He expected to find an attendant arriving to let him know the vault was open, followed by an escort inside. Seeing the Astrafrond was partly about staying near Grumph and the others to help, but Dejy was as vulnerable to curiosity as any wizard. Having an opportunity to do right by his pupil while also laying eyes on a piece of legendary magical flora was a win all around.

      Noticing the crazed look on Leomar’s face as he stood panting in the doorway, Dejy wondered if perhaps he might not have been better served keeping some distance after all. The man looked half-mad, dripping wet like he’d stepped out from the rain. In a blur, Leomar dashed toward Dejy.

      The trick might have been enough to overwhelm Gabrielle and Timuscor; however, Dejy was further along in his personal journey of power. No matter how fast Leomar’s body might move, he still triggered the conditional defense spells. Wards and magical shields sprang into being around the archmage as Dejy’s perception of time warped, slowing everything else down. This particular effect demanded a great deal of mana to sustain, making it impractical to use constantly, but it was the perfect tool for defending against an ambush.

      Watching the shape of Leomar’s hands, noting that they hadn’t yet grasped weapons or formed fists, Dejy didn’t muster any sort of visible defense, letting himself be seized by the robes and lifted into the air. Leomar held him aloft, as if deciding whether or not to smash him upon the stone floor.

      “Did you know?”

      With genuine sincerity, Dejy replied, “I haven’t any clue what you’re talking about.”

      Leomar started shaking him, and Dejy had to suppress one of his wards from flinging Leomar into the wall. There was a time to be strong, a time to be honest, even a time to be meek. His teacher had hammered home the lesson of effectiveness above all else. What mattered was getting the results, and while Dejy could never quite match her capability for detachment, he was more than willing to swallow his pride and pretend to be at the distraught host’s mercy.

      “The nobles! The damned nobles are trying to seize our tree. Were you part of it? A wandering archmage who just happens to show up on this, of all years?”

      For the first time in their conversation, Dejy felt real concern. The nobles were trying to seize the tree? That put Grumph and his friends in danger; they might be seen as obstacles or threats to be cut out of the way.

      “Sir, it is plain to me that you are in turmoil, and as my host, I am happy to be of aid. But you are precariously close to overstepping your bounds; it is only in consideration of your hospitality so far that I am offering this much grace. Now, you will kindly Put. Me. Down. Then, we can discuss the troubles plaguing you.”

      The grip on his robes tightened, and Dejy feared he’d have to let the wards do their work after all. At last, Leomar’s hands unclutched, setting the archmage back on the ground. “In all my years, I’ve seen many a strange and enchanting vision, but never have I witnessed an archmage willing to sit back and let others steal their glory. If you were part of this, I think you’d be out there leading the charge, making certain everyone knew the power of your position.”

      “It isn’t the position that’s powerful,” Dejy corrected. “You simply need a great deal of power to claim the position.”

      “Yes, exactly that sort of ego-stroking.” Taking a step back, Leomar drew in a deep breath, then offered Dejy a proper courtly bow. “Archmage, I ask for your aid. King Varlar has apparently sent word that the Astrafrond is available to whichever noble can claim it. As a representative of the Table of Mages with no position in the royal courts, you are not bound to either side in this conflict. Please, assist us in defending our home.”

      The truth of the matter was that Dejy already planned to do just that, but he didn’t successfully help manage his guild without a keen sense for business. “I am open to providing the aid requested. What do you offer?”

      “The hospitality provided, an invitation to return every year for as long as you live, and… a seed.”

      Dire as the situation stood, Dejy was surprised Leomar was offering the seed up so quickly. He’d expected them to haggle their way there, as it was the obvious final prize to close a deal. That Leomar was opening with the seed spoke to both his desperation and the importance of hurrying. Were he to press, Dejy could likely extort more. The true price might be paid in the time they wasted, though. With a student of his own to consider, Dejy elected to choose haste over greed.

      “A fine offer befitting of an archmage’s services. Very well, I will assist you in defending your home.” With a wave of his hand and a few muttered phrases, magic washed over him and Leomar both, increasing their speed while running or walking. “Something to help us hurry along.”

      Stepping back, Leomar grasped Dejy by the arm, gripping his hand firmly. “Thank you. For the help, and for not drawing it out. Amtrinae will be preparing in the Astrafrond’s chamber by now. We must be swift.”

      “Are we to join her, then?” Dejy asked.

      “Not yet. First, there are some messengers of the king that must be dealt with.”
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      “Down! Get down now!” Timanuel left his shield up as the others dropped, the shower of small rocks bouncing off him rather than smashing into the flesh of his party members. Tilting his shield slightly aside, he was able to make out the smoking ruins in the center of the road. He had no idea where it had come from. They were currently sneaking their way between tall buildings, so anyone at a higher vantage point might have tossed it out. As for who would do such a thing, the unfortunate answer was: everyone.

      The only possible exception might be the other adventurers, an unexpected departure from what the party had been braced for, as had been the way with this town from the minute they arrived. At first, it had seemed like a huge party was being thrown, everyone coming together to celebrate Gorrian’s Eve. Then Gelthorn had noticed that not all the screaming was joyful, and blood was staining the stone roads. When they’d finally drawn near enough to see everything, any thought of speaking to the locals was dismissed.

      What they saw was pure mayhem. Violence filled the streets, matched only by the mad glee dancing in every denizen’s eyes. Stabbing, slashing, smashing, they brought each other down one after another, unworried about their own eventual end, lost in the frenzy of blissful destruction.

      The town was literally tearing itself apart. Whether it was magically preserved in this state or repeating some sort of cursed night infinitely would have to be sorted later: what mattered in the moment was survival.

      Lacking any sense of direction, the party began trekking their way in deeper, noting that the height and grandeur of the structures increased as one moved closer to the town’s center. Rising above all the other buildings was a twisting spire. Occasionally, one of the party members would think they caught a flash of light from the very top; however, none were able to spot it again when staring. They made good time until the explosion that dropped from above.

      Despite Timanuel halting most of the damage, there was no stopping the noise that came along with it. Out of cracked doorways and from the narrow alleys they came, villagers with nothing but death in their eyes. Some were already injured, ignoring their wounds completely to drag themselves just a little closer to a fresh target. A few crossed paths, falling into a fight with one another, but most kept their focus on the party of interlopers.

      A modest-sized device bounced once, twice, then shattered on the third impact, filling the road with viscous green slime. One of Wimberly’s special creations, and not a cheap one at that. The goo would cling to anyone who touched it, dragging their steps down as it clung to the road, even after they pulled themselves free. This was a delaying tactic, nothing more.

      Waving her hands, Chalara conjured a bank of fog on top of the newly emerged villagers, obscuring the slime from their sight and ideally covering her party’s escape. Spell cast, Chalara lifted the hem of her robes to ensure nothing got underfoot, then snapped off a single word of instruction in case anyone had yet to figure out the plans.

      “Run!”

      She was off, Gelthorn at her side, Timanuel and Wimberly farther behind. Within the bank of fog, screams rose forth, savage, furious, and drawing steadily closer.
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      While physically unharmed, Gabrielle was shaken, eyes still flitting to the corpses she’d so effortlessly created. Eric was perched over Veria, making sure she was all right, while Grumph helped Hurmic check over the various defeated foes littering the area, making sure no one was faking injury to strike once defenses were lowered. Timuscor and Mr. Peppers held sentry in an open space, views unobstructed by the decorative vegetation. They stood out, but anyone who caught sight would witness an armored man with his blade at the ready, not an easy target to be taken down. In exchange, Timuscor would see any threats coming—those that were visible, at least.

      Thistle couldn’t rule out invisibility, illusions, or a myriad of other potential magics. There was no telling what, or who, the nobles had brought with them in preparation for this attack. The only magic Thistle felt moderately sure would be blocked was teleportation; any place this secure was bound to have wards in place blocking anyone from mystically intruding. Just about anything else, he had to be prepared for.

      The trouble facing them now was deciding what came next. Eric and Gabrielle would want to stay by their families—not without good cause, either. Arriving on the scene of their attack had driven home how dangerous the situation was, especially for anyone who hadn’t come expecting a surprise sacking of the Ardrane manor. Getting them to come along would take great care, and a willingness to manipulate his friends against their own best interests.

      A willingness that, Thistle realized all at once, he just didn’t have in him. Much as he’d need their help, he couldn’t do that to the people who trusted him so completely. Not because he was a paladin, but because it was a line he refused to cross. Even if it slowed his progress in saving Madroria, Thistle would find a way to reach her in time with the others as his party, his partners—not his pawns.

      “Everyone, I have to press on. There’s a task before us that cannot be failed. Grumph, Timuscor, if you’re willing, I’d greatly appreciate the help. Eric and Gabrielle, stay here and protect your families.”

      Thistle didn’t even have time to enjoy the warm glow of doing the right thing before Gabrielle was up and at his side, shaking her head. “No, I’m coming with you.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “Thistle, look at what I did. Look. I can’t stay around my family right now. I don’t trust what might happen if I lose control.” She motioned to the nearest body, and Thistle saw it was indeed one that had met Gabrielle’s axe. Although Thistle suspected some of the desire to leave might be her recovering father’s unwavering stare, he made no mention of it. How she shared the truth with her family was Gabrielle’s decision, as was running from that conversation.

      “Eric is going, too.” That voice came not from Gabrielle, or even the rogue himself. Veria had slipped her way closer to the conversation when Thistle wasn’t paying attention, Eric only a few steps behind her and already objecting.

      “I’m not abandoning you.”

      “So you’ll abandon Thistle instead?” Veria whipped around, locking a stern gaze directly on her son. “The majority of the nobles and their people have already come through. I assume the rest are either lost or dead in the hurricane. We are at little risk staying here, especially once I conceal us among the plants, whereas everyone going deeper in will face greater danger with every step. Danger they may well need a rogue to defeat.”

      Stunned by the rebuttal, Eric took a moment, either considering the argument or composing one himself. “There are deadly people down here.”

      “Yes, there are.” Veria laid a hand on Eric’s shoulder, or rather, the armor that protected it. “And you’re one of them.”

      Mustering up her courage, Gabrielle took a step toward Veria. “Tell my parents… let them know I’ll explain after. I know they want answers, I do. There’s just… things are complicated.”

      “I’ll tell them that their daughter will return safely to explain everything once we’re no longer in mortal peril. Because that is precisely what I expect you to do, young lady.” Leaning forward with stunning speed, Veria grasped Gabrielle in a hug. “They love you more than anything, even superstitious fears of the undead, so don’t you dare think of vanishing again.”

      Gabrielle resisted for only a moment before embracing her back. “Thank you.”

      The two women parted, Veria immediately stepping back. “Now then, we need to start hiding, and you need to be moving.” Looking to Eric, she took his hand, clutching it tightly. “Be swift, be sure, be steady. But most of all, be here alive when the battle is done.”

      “If I have to crawl my way back from the underworld, I will,” Eric promised.

      “Hey now, just because you’re a rogue, don’t go stealing my act.” The smile Gabrielle managed was weak and shaky, the first tentative steps at returning to herself after the cold-blooded killing spree she’d undertaken. Progress that Thistle doubted would be aided by more immediate combat.

      Whether it helped or hindered, Gabrielle had made the choice to continue on of her own volition. Just as Thistle hadn’t allowed himself to push her toward the fight, he couldn’t tell her to avoid it either. Gabrielle had to find her own way through this particular trial; it was his role to support her decisions, not make them.

      “Which way?” Grumph was standing slightly off from the group, a position that let him peek through the flora at the various exits leading out of the chamber. Not counting the stairs they’d descended, there were four doorways. One was splattered in blood from some earlier bout; another produced a sound of constant dripping. The other two held no distinctive characteristics of note, which was almost worse. Thistle would take a clue that suggested peril over no information at all.

      “I saw groups go down each path. There are none unoccupied,” Veria informed them. “That said, some are greater threats than others. I would suggest avoiding the leftmost doorway, based on who slipped down it.”

      That took one of the unmarked doors out of the running, leaving the party with three options. Remembering how they’d found their way through the hurricane, Thistle turned his attention in a very rare direction for someone of his stature: down. Not by very much, it was true; Mr. Peppers was barely shorter than him, standing stock-still and staring into the dark doorway from which constant dripping emanated.

      “Timuscor, do you have any notion how Mr. Peppers brought us here?”

      Rather than answer, Timuscor kneeled down next to his boar, gently stroking his back. “I don’t understand him, precisely, but he just seemed to be sure that direction felt correct.”

      “Does he still seem sure?” Thistle pressed.

      A few more pets, then Timuscor nodded. “His focus is unwavering. On what, I think we’ll have to find out the hard way.”

      Gabrielle had moved closer to Timuscor and Mr. Peppers, straining her eyes in the same direction as the boar, to apparently unsatisfactory results. She started squinting, even leaning slightly forward as if the extra inches were all that was needed.

      Thistle took a quick mental stock. The Maplebark group had been rescued and was moving themselves out of harm’s way. His team was together and properly equipped. Well, almost properly—but he would see to that shortly. They’d at last gained access to the vault, although it was far vaster than expected and they had no idea where anything useful might be stored. The nobles were racing each other to reach the Astrafrond, chopping away at one another as they went. Also in the mix was a High Priest of Kalzidar, identity still unknown. Viv’s trick had been incredible, but she’d used her name when meeting Gabrielle; the right item or a mage among her men could explain the torrent of dark flame she’d unleashed. And until they knew for certain who it was, making presumptions would only leave them vulnerable.

      “Does anyone object to following Mr. Peppers’ lead?” Thistle asked his friends. “I have no better thoughts for navigating our way ahead, but would welcome hearing them.”

      One by one—Timuscor being the first, and Grumph being the last—each member of the party nodded their agreement. They leaned on and trusted one another, a grouping that evidently included Mr. Peppers.

      “Then we have no more reason to dally or delay.” Speaking the words to himself as much as everyone nearby, Thistle closed his hand into a small fist, feeling the shape of that heavy ring pressing back. Shadows of fear danced through his heart as Thistle tried to activate the armor.

      What if he’d become unworthy to wear it, simply by making a deal of any sort with Kalzidar? What if the armor believed him to be acting in his own interests, rather than working for the greater good? Since the day he’d accepted the mantle of paladin, Thistle had never truly felt like it belonged to him. It had been offered by a god taking pity and accepted by one making a desperate bid to save those he cared for. Especially considering his physique and employment history, there was just nothing about Thistle that felt as if he had the makings of a paladin.

      Yet by whatever merit paladins were judged, Thistle had not yet fallen short. Like liquid light, glowing metal spread from the ring, shifting and forming over Thistle’s body, sculpting itself to his form just as it had the first time he donned it. In the span of seconds, Thistle stood armored once more. Taking a careful first few steps, he was struck by how natural it felt. Whether he was meant to be a paladin or not, Thistle had been wearing the armor and the mantle for some while now. Kalzidar trying to take his paladinhood away had forced Thistle to face how important it had grown in his life.

      Whispers of surprise rippled through the recovering guards, murmurs that Thistle paid no mind. With Mr. Peppers pointing the way, they had a course set. All that remained was to see what awaited them in the dripping darkness. Although, if that was the best choice, Thistle shuddered to imagine what awaited through the other doors.

      They retook their same grouping as from the hallway: Timuscor and Mr. Peppers up front, with Gabrielle in the back. This gave Gabrielle the chance to stare back at her family in furtive glances as the party made their exit.

      “You can still go explain, if you’re quick,” Thistle suggested.

      “Not yet. I need to figure out what to say. It’s not just the undead thing. I have to come clean about all of it. Eric and our fake engagement, the attack on the goblins, what we’ve really been doing all this time. No more hiding or lies. They deserve the truth… I’m just not sure how to give it to them.”

      They passed through the doorway, into the darkened hall, and Thistle let the matter drop. In the tighter space, sound seemed to close in around them, the detestable dripping an endless irritant. Every step they took felt sonorous, especially with his and Timuscor’s constant clanging. Any enemies in wait would surely hear them coming. Thistle’s only comfort was that they had a fair chance of hearing anyone lying in ambush, as well.

      “Corner ahead,” Eric called softly.

      No one asked Thistle why he hadn’t called forth a light spell, likely assuming he didn’t want to place a glowing target on the party. He needed to bring them up to speed on the situation with his powers. Unfortunately, they’d yet to find a private place for quiet discussion, and Thistle couldn’t risk the conversation being overheard. Not with enemies swarming in all directions, many of whom were sure to have sharp ears. Instead, all but Gabrielle and Eric paused to don their headbands of dark-sight, purchases from all the way back in Alcatham’s markets.

      Taking the turn, they only made it a scant few steps before everyone came to a halt. Light cascaded down this section of the hall, cast by several glowing brooches attached to chests and shoulders. For a fleeting moment, Thistle feared they’d stepped into an ambush. Then he registered the slumped and twisted positions of their forms: these were not people lying in wait.

      They were dead bodies. The cause of their death, and source of the dripping, was a complex system of piping that poked out from the ceiling; a huge section of the stone hiding it had been ripped away. Water fell from the pipes, vanishing from the floor as it slid into hidden drains worked into the design.

      It was a straightforward tale. The group had come upon a trap and triggered it, the damage they’d dealt in their final moments enough to bring down the device of their demise. But it signified the sort of dangers they’d be facing as they crept forward.

      Wordlessly, Eric and Timuscor switched places in the marching order. Now that they knew there were traps, having the rogue at the helm was their best chance of not falling into one. As they passed the remains, Grumph paused to gather several of the brooches, tucking them out of sight into the pocket of his robes.

      Moving at a much more cautious pace than before, the party continued forward, heading toward what they could only hope was the chamber of the Astrafrond.
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      Overseeing a guild of mages meant growing accustomed to walking in on the unexpected. By their nature, most casters enjoyed experimentation, seeking to maximize a spell’s output or creating a new enchantment altogether. Of course, one aspect of experimentation was failure, and where magic was involved, those failures could turn exceptionally… volatile.

      The worst was the monster of discarded food waste that Synorim had accidentally conjured, taking the prize through smell alone, though the lake of sentient slime was one that made frequent appearances in Dejy’s worst dreams. So it was with no small amount of context for such occurrences that Dejy stepped into the living storm, letting out a small whistle that was lost to the roaring winds.

      The Prent family’s predilection for elemental binding was hardly a secret; their partnership with water-elementals was what had first allowed them to establish the trading company that would grow to become key veins of commerce in Keelport’s economy. It was a technique Dejy had only a passing knowledge of; the specifics were closely guarded by all who practiced the art. Elementals were bonded to their partner when both were young and could grow together. Access to a more complex mind allowed the elementals to develop rapidly, nurturing their own mental growth. He’d met wizards who believed that all the most powerful elementals had started off sharing such a connection.

      But that growth was supposed to take time; someone of Lord Prent’s age shouldn’t be able to summon a storm elemental more than a few clouds large, certainly nothing on this scale. Either the young man was somehow aiding his partner’s growth to an incredible degree, or Lord Prent had managed to bond with an elder elemental.

      Movement from Leomar snapped Dejy back to the task at hand. They still needed to cross this storm, enter the vault, and deal with the invasion. With a few hand motions, Dejy conjured a magical barrier around him and Leomar. Wind buffeted against it, pressing hard, but unlike Amtrinae, Dejy had not been running himself nor his mana supplies ragged in handling this event. Creating the large barrier the night prior did drain him, but after a day to recover, he was feeling up to the task.

      Holding off the storm, even one of this magnitude, was easily manageable for the archmage. Taking the time for another spell, Dejy’s eyes were soon alight with magical vision, allowing him to see the shape of the room despite the hurricane filling it. Dejy and Leomar started forward, only halting when a piece of large debris would occasionally smash against their barrier.

      As they drew near the storm’s center, Dejy’s enhanced vision traced a pair of figures on the ground. Lord Prent, sitting over the wounded form of his butler. The pair of them were in a small bubble of calm at the center of the storm, protected by a force literally keeping the world away.

      Lightning flashed, cracking against Dejy’s shield, forcing him to strain for the first time since entering. It was a fine reminder to hurry along, yet Dejy paused for a moment longer. Although wizards didn’t have the ability to cast healing magic, the archmage’s education had come from a mentor who did not accept such limitations. What one’s magic could not accomplish, an item could. If not an item, then a scroll. If not a scroll, then a potion. On and on it went, never allowing him a single excuse. Neither the world nor his enemies would accept them, so she wouldn’t either.

      Making a snap decision, Dejy pulled a bottle from his robe and formed another protective bubble, this one much smaller. It flew forward, into the calm at the center, setting down in front of Lord Prent. The spell vanished, leaving only the potion behind.

      Dejy didn’t dally to see if he would make use of it. There was a label affixed to the front; either Lord Prent trusted what he’d been given or not. The man had plenty of reason to doubt such a gift, and Dejy had no time to convince him. Already, he and Leomar were moving toward the vault’s entrance, too aware of just how far behind the pack they were.

      He’d given the man a fighting chance. All that remained was whether Lord Prent was willing to take the leap of faith.
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      Creeping through the halls was a tedious process. Eric regularly motioned for everyone to pause so he could inspect some odd shape on the floor or gap along the wall. Most were merely design imperfections or scuffs that had accumulated through time. Every now and then, Eric’s instincts were spot on, however: holes along the ceiling that were stained slightly purple from when they’d last dispensed whatever poison lurked unseen; notches for shooting projectiles hidden in the corner of a turn; even a switch that Eric suspected would cause the floor to drop away, leaving them somewhere unknown. Presumably, a place that would be dangerous, and taking them no nearer to the Astrafrond or Kalzidar’s High Priest.

      The traps he spotted were a fine reminder of the perils awaiting them; however, nothing matched the corpses on that front. Sometimes, it was not Eric’s eyes that signaled an impending trap, but rather the piles of the dead already littering their path. Although Thistle didn’t recognize any nobles among them, there were guards wearing crests from at least three different houses in the makeshift graveyards they’d encountered thus far. Some were burned, others skewered, and a large group poisoned.

      The vault had a myriad of trap types, a design to ensure an enemy would have at least one threat they were vulnerable to. Eric was stretching his rogue training to the limit, focusing on every detail he could spot, desperate to keep his party safe. That was how he caught the slight slip of breath coming from up ahead, despite its owner working so hard to stay silent.

      Eric didn’t call for a halt; the sudden stop might alert their enemies that he was aware. Instead, he silently held up a hand and motioned around the corner, adding a few signs to let them know it was opponents, not a trap. Shorting his own steps, Eric readied his crossbow, thankfully returned with the rest of their equipment. He waited for Gabrielle to rush around, bolting for danger, prepared to add a ranged element to her assault.

      Instead, it was Timuscor who retook the front position, shield held at the ready. Mr. Peppers was only a few steps behind, and Grumph not far after. Turning, Eric saw Gabrielle still near the back of the line, a rare look of uncertainty openly on display. After the brutal slaughter earlier, she was hesitating to jump back into combat. An understandable reaction, just a poorly timed one.

      Nearing the corner, Timuscor suddenly dashed ahead, rounding the turn and slamming his shield into the waiting ambusher. There was an expected crunch of armored paladin making contact with his foe; however, none of them anticipated the voice that rang out next.

      “Oh fun, I was wondering if Gabrielle would make it this far.” Seconds after Viv’s voice rang out, screaming filled the air, along with a rush of heat.

      Though the rest of the party couldn’t see around the turn, they were able to catch the flash of light that bloomed, giving everyone an excellent view of Timuscor as he was pushed back by a barrage of black flames. They cascaded along his shield, turning the metal red, then white, as sections began to melt and fall away. When the fire finally died, Timuscor was effectively holding a half-melted hunk of slab. If not for the shield’s enchantments, it would have melted all but instantly, and certainly transferred more of the heat through.

      Darting back into the hall with his friends, Timuscor motioned for them to back up. Around the bend came Viv, smoke trailing from her mouth. One of her guards attempted to join her, stumbling along the wall, his left side horribly charred. Upon his arrival, the screams made sense.

      Viv had burned through her own guards just to attack Timuscor. Flickers of dark light danced between her teeth as she advanced, forcing the party to take another step back. All save for Thistle, who remained planted, working to reach the front of the group.

      Lightning snapped through the air as Grumph fired a dart, striking an invisible barrier surrounding Viv before sparking out. The bolt from Eric’s crossbow hit that same defense a split-second later, meeting equal results. Thistle’s daggers, the third of the party’s ranged options, remained in their sheath. He pushed himself another step ahead, moving between Grumph’s legs.

      “Well now, that’s a bit more bloodthirsty than I was expecting. This is precisely why we nobles love our shielding items. Nicely done, though. Didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “You don’t know the first fucking thing about me,” Gabrielle snapped back, confrontation pushing her past the prior reluctance. If the entire party weren’t standing between her and Viv, that axe might already be swinging.

      “Beg to differ. I know a great deal. Your parents love to talk, and we spent a whole night harvesting those aloonstalk bulbs. Stay there!” Viv’s head whipped toward Eric, who’d nudged his foot slightly closer. With range proving ineffective, the only chance they had was to get in close. But that would almost certainly lead to her unleashing more flames, potentially incinerating everyone.

      Picking up where she’d left off, as though the warning had never left her lips, Viv continued. “I learned we’re even more alike than I originally suspected. Both stuck in lives we didn’t want, detesting the ridiculous pomp of nobles and their ceremonies. My parents were not so attentive as to care about my distaste and limit such interactions. If they ever noticed, it mattered not, for the duty of an Oltive always comes first.”

      Gabrielle’s building anger was suddenly knocked askew by Viv’s words. “They knew?”

      “Goodness, did you never wonder why there were annual galas they only made you attend every few years?” Viv laughed—a callous, cruel sound.

      Careful not to cross the line his party was holding, Thistle finally arrived at Timuscor’s side. The gnome tapped Timuscor’s arm to get his attention, then reached up and offered his hand. Timuscor accepted, allowing himself to be pulled down, near enough for Thistle to whisper.

      “Honestly, it’s no wonder you’ve made such a half-hearted effort at rebellion. You didn’t spend your life dealing with duplicity, treachery, and spies around every corner. You haven’t had to learn that the only strength to be relied upon is what you possess yourself. Everything else can be taken. Items stolen, allies turned; even fortresses like this one fall.”

      “I get it, Viv. I hated that world, too. But giving yourself over to someone like Kalzidar, that’s not the solution you think it is.”

      For the first time since revealing herself, Viv displayed an emotion other than gleeful dominance. Confusion, quick and clear. “Kalzidar… what are you talking about? My breath came from a fellow contestant. I made the same deal as most of the other nobles: a boon of power in exchange for a certain piece of the tree. Isn’t that where your new complexion came from?”

      “By the gods.” Eric could hear the fear in his own voice as understanding set in. They’d fought priests of Kalzidar before, all dangerous and with unique abilities. Those powers were given in trade for their names, a rite that pledged themselves to Kalzidar. What if High Priests, or at least one among them, could offer something similar? Gifts of extraordinary power, presented to the nobles who knew a battle was coming. If any who’d taken that bargain were successful, then Kalzidar won, as well.

      Viv’s eyes narrowed, and she stepped slightly back. Not much, but a small bit of warning about what was to come. “I don’t like the surprise. Makes me think I might have given away something useful. Sorry, Gabrielle, we’re clearly two of a kind, but you’ve proven to be a bit too unpredictable.”

      At the end of Viv’s sentence, the black flames roared forth. Timuscor and Thistle were already moving, both rushing ahead of the party. Cries rang out from behind them as the others saw what appeared to be their paladins rushing forth to block the dark fire with their bodies. It wasn’t an incorrect assessment, not entirely. Thistle and Timuscor were indeed going to be standing between the party and danger, as was their role. However, it was not meant to be a final action. They might fail—that was always a risk, in life as much as combat—but there was hope.

      It was time for Timuscor the paladin to cast his spell, or die trying.
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      The heat arrived before the flames, a harbinger of death to come that threatened to roast Timuscor in his armor. At his side, Thistle was holding his arm tightly, hoping the connection might help as it had on their prior joint-casting. That time, however, Thistle was the one in control. To stop the wall of black fire required more power than any of the spells Thistle possessed. Timuscor, on the other hand, had what felt like a torrent of energy coursing through him. The trouble was bringing it forth.

      Since becoming a paladin, Timuscor had tried calling forth spells by focus, study, imitation, willpower, even prayer, lifting up his desires to the universe at large. All of it had been for naught, the power refusing to manifest outside his body. As he tried to force the mana out yet again, Timuscor felt no difference in the process. Nothing had changed.

      Except, that wasn’t entirely true. In every other instance, Timuscor had wanted to cast a spell. To better himself, to further his growth, to understand the gift he wielded: the reasons themselves were sound, yet it didn’t change the fact that until this moment, he had never needed a spell to form. Thistle’s armor might offer the best chance at protection; everyone else would be incinerated by the flames. Even Gabrielle’s undead healing would be no help against fire’s insatiable hunger to burn.

      The weight of his duty, the lives of his friends resting on his shoulders, meant that Timuscor simply could not fail. He refused it, the idea, the possibility, even the notion. He was a paladin; his mana was meant to protect those in danger.

      Teeth grit, Timuscor demanded it rise forth to meet the challenge. Pressure mounted within himself, like he was filling with steam that threated to burst forth. The thudding in his skull and a pounding in his chest were both ignored; neither held more importance than the wall of fire descending upon them. It was a threat to him, his friends, and who knew how many other innocents once Viv was finished.

      What came next was akin to a stream thinner than a pin cracking through a mountain. Timuscor felt a miniscule release in the pressure, minor yet undeniable. Along with it, he could sense what seemed like part of himself drifting through the air. It wasn’t really him, yet the energy called to what coursed through Timuscor, like notes in the same song. The sensation brought Timuscor’s mind back to when he’d first changed, and how easily he’d directed the excess energy to avoid hurting Gabrielle despite her undead condition. Once it was out, directing the mana was a matter of intent, and Timuscor knew exactly what he needed in that moment.

      It was only later, in reflection, that Timuscor would realize he could have summoned forth a blade to cut Viv down, or a furious blast of light to wound and disorient. As he moved the mana, everything was instinctual, from the forming of the spell to the shape of it, all the way down to its purpose.

      The shape came naturally. It was the paladin’s greatest weapon, after all.

      “Shield.” Building off the scorched remains of his physical shield, the magical barrier blazed with golden light, rising up to fill the entire hall, halting the torrent of flame in its tracks. Through the semi-opaque surface, Timuscor could see Viv’s eyes widen in shock.

      She wasn’t the only one surprised; several of his friends were visibly stunned—Thistle and Mr. Peppers the sole exceptions. The stalemate stretched onward. After ten seconds, Viv’s dark flames at last started to subside. Holding the shield had taken concentration from Timuscor as well, and he was relieved to let his brain relax, albeit momentarily.

      Timuscor started forward as his shield faded, but a pale hand on the shoulder held him back. “She’s mine,” Gabrielle declared.

      He halted his advance, but Timuscor kept himself nearby, in case Viv called forth another bout of fire-breath. Ending his spell also made Timuscor aware that the small tendril of mana was still able to leak out, now that he’d made a passage for it. With more effort, perhaps it could be widened, allowing for more powerful spells. That was something to explore once the fighting was done – not a point they were anywhere near yet.

      Having watched her power fall short, Viv was taking in deep breaths, presumably trying to build up another blast. Gabrielle had no desire to see that trick yet again, and made her opinion known by dashing forward and slamming her free fist into Viv’s torso, just above her stomach.

      With a ragged gasp, Viv fell forward, the air knocked from her lungs. It was an effective way to neutralize breath-based attacks, and more strategic than Gabrielle typically acted in combat. Being blinded by her own rage meant she favored hard and fast strikes over well-directed ones. This Gabrielle was different, far more controlled; she hadn’t even tapped into her anger yet.

      Not the mana-fueled kind of anger, anyway. There was no shortage of fury in Gabrielle’s eyes as she yanked Viv up by the throat, pinning her roughly against the stone wall. “I hated the parties, the bowing, the bullshit—all of it. I understand you there. How you went from that to killing innocent people, even your own guards, is what I can’t fathom.”

      “Says the woman… holding a bloody… axe.” Viv wheezed the words out, still recovering from the blow to her gut.

      Gabrielle’s grip on Ovrium tightened, afraid she might crush Viv’s throat if any more pressure was added to that hand. “Yes, I’ve killed, but not without cause, and never joyfully. Even at my most horrendous, I did it for survival, either my own or that of someone I was protecting.” The words appeared to surprise Gabrielle herself as she spoke them, her gaze growing sharper, more focused.

      “You did it… because you wanted… control,” Viv disagreed. Without warning, a flash of energy manifested, driving back Gabrielle’s hand.

      The barrier that had kept Viv safe from ranged attacks finally made itself known. Breath flowed more easily into her throat as Gabrielle’s fingers were slowly pushed away. Rather than accept the rebuffing and shift tactics, Gabrielle instead bore down on the barrier, adding continuously more strength to her grip.

      When she reached her limit and found it not enough, Gabrielle once more allowed true fury to flow through her. As before, she formed the sphere of stillness around her mind, this time noting as her other feelings grew numb and distant, along with anger. She had to refine this technique, permit certain sentiments to remain while keeping others away, but it would be enough for the task at hand.

      Viv’s triumphant expression began to fade as Gabrielle’s hand stayed put, morphing to confusion, then worry, before landing on fear. As their contest continued, smoke started to rise from one of Viv’s hands. A silver ring with a pale green gem was crackling and glowing brightly, letting off the brightly colored wisps of smoke at a rapidly growing pace.

      Although Gabrielle noticed these factors, she paid them only minimal attention. Her mind was on the force pushing her back, and the neck resting just beneath it. When the barrier broke at last, Gabrielle was ready, instantly pulling back on her strength so as not to jam those pale fingers right through Viv’s throat.

      After the vault’s entrance slaughter, Gabrielle wanted to prove she had restraint, to herself more than anyone watching. There were plenty of reasons to kill Viv—she’d tried to roast this entire hallway less than a minute prior—but Gabrielle didn’t have to. So she wouldn’t, if they could end this peacefully. Besides which, Gabrielle still wanted the name of whoever was out dealing powers. Hunting down the High Priest was still on her “must-do” list, and an identity would be a big help.

      Unfortunately, Gabrielle never got to ask such questions, nor did her restraint ultimately matter. The shield hadn’t merely broken: the item sustaining it had suffered a backlash, leading to catastrophic failure. It exploded into dust, blown entirely apart in a flash of pale green light. Along with it came a wave of energy, finally potent enough to drive Gabrielle away from her target, flinging her several feet back.

      Viv suffered the same snap of force; however, she was pinned against a stone wall and lacked the resilience of an undead physique. By the time anyone could have reached her to offer potions or healing, it was already too late. The body of Vivorialla Oltive the Fourth slid heavily to the ground, gone so fast she hadn’t even had time to close her eyes.

      Staring at the body, Gabrielle could see the life force fade away. There was something more as well: a flicker around Viv, like motion she could nearly make out. The sight was blocked by Eric, though, as he expertly worked his way through Viv’s pockets, hunting for anything of use.

      “Ew, what is this?” Yanking his hand out, Eric lifted the object closer, giving it an uncertain look, followed by a sniff. “Looks like a handkerchief with sticky gunk inside. There’s a sweet smell, too. I just can’t place it.”

      Reaching the rogue in a few sizable steps, Grumph leaned forward and snagged a whiff of his own, huge plumes of air rising up his wide nostrils. “Honey.” Another few sniffs, then a nod of surety. “Fresh honey, taken recently.”

      With a clang, Thistle slammed his hands together, the familiar flash of comprehension dashing through his eyes. “Assuming it wasn’t planted as a false lead, that narrows things down significantly. I only know of one noble who took the trouble of bringing their own bees along.”

      “Somebody brought their own bees to another person’s home?” Eric asked. “Maybe that should have been our first tip-off.”

      “If we were counting nobles’ eccentricities as clues, we’d still have had to consider them all,” Thistle rebutted.

      With the search of Viv’s body complete, Gabrielle made her way back to the corpse. Gently, she closed the open eyes, then did her best to wrap the body in Viv’s cloak. It was delicate work; the gossamer-like material tore easily, and Gabrielle knew she couldn’t spend too long on the task. When it was done, Viv looked more at peace than before. More than she had in life, really.

      “You and she were different people.” Grumph’s voice was a warm comfort that Gabrielle wanted to let wash over her, even as she protested.

      “Not by that much. This anger doesn’t come out of nowhere; it’s boiling up from inside me. If I didn’t have parents who cared enough to try and make things better, friends to fill my days, the goblins as a reminder of a wider world, who knows how my anger might have changed. Maybe I’d have become the kind of person who only feels in control by hurting others. Maybe Viv could have been a devoted friend who fought by your side.”

      “Perhaps,” Grumph agreed. “No one knows what could have been, only what is. You made your choices; Viv made hers. Now, we live with them.”

      Taking one last look, Gabrielle turned from the body, the others quietly waiting for her to finish. She’d been so absorbed in the task, Gabrielle hadn’t even heard Eric and Thistle grow silent. “I’m ready to keep going and put an end to this night. Thistle, who is the High Priest of Kalzidar?” Her eyes tried to dart to Viv’s body, yet she wouldn’t let them. “Promise to Cythllia or not, I want to plant my axe in that piece of shit’s skull.”
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      After what had to be an hour of solid running, Gelthorn’s keen eyes spotted a narrow alley. Ducking down it, the party had discovered an old abandoned storeroom. They collapsed inside, Timanuel setting himself against the door to brace against intruders. Chalara conjured food and drinks with a few waves of her hand, while Wimberly yanked out an invention and got to work making adjustments.

      To the person, they were near exhaustion. None had expected the entire town to be their opponents, or for the attacks to be relentless. Even worse, since the people were clearly not in their right mind, the party was trying to kill as few as possible. Some deaths were simply unavoidable; there were only so many ways to stop someone determined to drive a blade through a person’s heart.

      Had Chalara been willing to start casting her more destructive spells, they certainly could have made openings in the crowd. No matter what madness had gripped these people, it didn’t make them substantially tougher or stronger. Maybe they were ghosts, or echoes of people who’d once been, or perhaps this whole town was under some sort of curse and everyone was entirely alive. They couldn’t be sure, which was why the party was starting off with caution. Mowing through them would have been all too easy, and it was an option they might have to revisit if survival demanded. But Chalara wasn’t going to take that step before it was necessary, even before she realized Timanuel would probably try to stop her, anyway.

      After a few minutes of quiet gasping, Gelthorn spoke. “We need a plan.”

      “Not even something that grand. We just need an idea of what we’re supposed to be doing,” Wimberly interjected, hands still busy with the metal cube in her lap.

      “So far, all we’ve learned is that everyone in this town attacks everyone else on sight. An endless font of violence.” No one missed the sadness in Timanuel’s tone, nor had they failed to see the pain in his eyes while watching the villagers harm one another.

      Chalara helped herself to a crust of bread formed by mana. The food was never quite as good as the real thing, not at her current capabilities, but it was warm and filled a hungry stomach. “We’ve also got the obvious tower in the center of town.”

      Wimberly groaned, then nodded. “After running around out there, I’m about equally certain of two things: that tower is a trap, and we’re going to have to check it out, anyway. This whole village appears to be set up so that anyone entering would draw the same conclusion. Unfortunately, that’s what makes it an effective lure: despite suspecting the tower is a trap, we still have to go.”

      “Even that is optimistic,” Gelthorn pointed out. “First we have to reach the thing. Our progress has hardly been swift; at our current pace, I’m uncertain if we’d make it to the town’s center by dawn, let alone have any time left to search it or escape.”

      There was a solution to that problem, one that involved more actively swinging their blades and Chalara calling forth destructive blasts of elemental power. No one suggested it, however. Curiosity wasn’t a good enough reason to cross that line, and they had nothing more substantial to base their journey toward the tower on.

      “What about going over the rooftops?” Timanuel suggested. “All the buildings are densely packed together. Once we’re up, we could probably just hop between them.”

      “The roofs are not clear, either.” Gelthorn didn’t bother to explain how she knew; they were all fully aware that her vision bested anyone else in the party. “Fights up there are quick and decisive, as the one sent over the edge typically loses. Then there is the matter of shoddy construction combined with too much weight.”

      To drive the point home, Gelthorn reached over and gently rapped on Timanuel’s armor, producing a few dull clanks. If any of them were going to punch a hole in a weathered roof by landing on top, it would be the one wearing a full suit of metal armor.

      When the clanks’ echoes faded, Gelthorn suddenly twisted toward the back wall, hand grabbing her bow. Following her lead, the others readied themselves for a surprise; Wimberly even set her new device to the side to grab something more reliable—in this case, a staff that would release bursts of volatile acid on impact.

      Timanuel had just risen back to his feet when a section of brick slid toward them, producing a plume of dust in the process. As it moved aside, a tunnel was revealed, dark as their current room and barely wide enough for Timanuel to fit. From within, a human head popped out, the first they’d encountered since entering the town that wasn’t glaring with mindless bloodlust.

      Checking all of them over once, the man turned around and called to his rear.

      “Tridigon, you owe Senpel five gold. She was right: that noise was other players down this way.”
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        * * *

      

      In another realm, though not an entirely disconnected one, the announcement to move rooms came almost without warning. One minute, the party was getting a much-needed moment of respite, trying to figure out what to do next, then suddenly, the directive rang out. They were told to halt play and move to a new room immediately, and none tried to fight the order.

      Upon entering, Russell instantly noticed that there were only four other people in this new room. They stared right back, but said nothing as Cheri took out her character sheets, Bert laid out dice, Alexis produced miniatures, and Tim opened a fresh soda. Russell kept waiting for something to happen as he placed his GM screen, but it wasn’t until they were all seated that the voice crackled from the speakers once more.

      “Players, you may resume the session. The Spielman party has the next action.”

      An unusually tall woman with spectacles looked from behind her own GM screen to a man at her table with an infectious grin. “Senpel heard the noise, but Ferof’s turn is up. Did you want to go see what was down the passage?”

      “You know, I think I just might.” He scooped up a twenty-sided die, eyes darting over to another fellow, this one with piles of note pages surrounding him. “Seems like a good chance to get some help, as well as take a few gold out of Tridigon’s pocket.” Tossing his hand, he rolled, and when the die stopped, it was showing a seventeen.

      “Slipping down the passage, you arrive at what appears to be an old door worked into the brick,” their GM said.

      “Then I’ll open the door and look around,” he replied, both tables now staring at one another full force. “Ferof has a hunch there’s something mighty interesting behind that door.”
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        * * *

      

      Unlike many of those rushing about beneath the Ardrane Manor, the Wordless Witnesses made no motion to hurry. They did not fear the traps. Between their own abilities and the bevy of enchanted items protecting them, it would take significant force to do any of them harm. Nor did they fear the others present. Many of the nobles were working toward bettering Varlar’s plans to seize the Astrafrond, and those who weren’t still wouldn’t dare attack emissaries of the king.

      Even if one of them had enough power to wipe out all three Witnesses—no easy feat to begin with—it was well known that royals employed magics on their most important servants, the sort that would alert King Varlar to the identities of any who murdered his staff. Whether these three had that particular magic active or not was irrelevant; the risk simply wasn’t worth it. Not unless one was already an enemy of the king, powerful enough to not fear his wrath, or didn’t expect to survive the night.

      Arriving in a rounded chamber, the Wordless Witnesses wondered which of the categories each man before them fell into. Leomar was easily sorted into the desperate batch; the Astrafrond’s loss would mark the end of the Ardrane family’s prominence. Once word spread of their diminished position, the generations of jealousy that had plagued their fellow nobles would at last have an outlet.

      Dejy the archmage was more difficult to pin down. Was he counting on his position on the Table of Mages for protection, expecting it would insulate him from the political fallout of such an action? Against most rulers, it would be a correct assumption; however, King Varlar believed in projecting an image of indomitability. He’d meet any challenge to his authority, wise or not, crushing rebellion thoroughly to discourage anyone else from even trying.

      “This is your one and only chance, given purely because I don’t want the headache of dealing with a vengeful king: you are not welcome in my home. That’s your warning. Now get out, because if you don’t, I’m going to treat you as the intruders you are.” Leomar spat the words like a challenge, his fidgeting feet betraying which option he truly hoped they’d pick. The man was angry and looking for a target.

      There was no need to speak with the others; the magical connection they shared made such communication meaningless. True telepathy was intrusive, especially for spellcasters who needed focus, so instead, they largely sent feelings and intent. With only the smallest of efforts, the Witness at the front told the one at their rear left to form a shield, and the one at the rear right to use a sound-based attack. While Dejy would surely have protections in place, not many shielding items blocked out sound, since it would effectively leave one deaf. The attack would at least slow Leomar enough for one of them to effectively counter him.

      The lead Witness didn’t make his move immediately. Instead, he waited, eyes on the archmage. As soon as Dejy’s hands raised, the Witness called forth his most potent of castings. It was a magic made to counter other spells, hardly unheard of in the magic community, but few executions functioned as effectively as his. He didn’t need to understand the specifics of what was being cast, or even aim too carefully. The wave of energy that burst forth would unwind the spell regardless. The trade-off to such a potent power, however, was that it came with an exceptionally high mana cost. Essentially, he was supplementing the lack of finesse required by most counter-spells through raw force.

      That too was why the Wordless Witnesses were mystically joined. They shared mana between their bodies as if a single form. His companions had been chosen for many factors, including loyalty, skill, and a drive to improve. The fact that each possessed extremely deep reserves of mana was their tipping point, though. Only they could make the counter-magic a reliable spell that could be used multiple times. If not for the pair augmenting him, the lead Witness would have nearly dried up his mana reserves after just that first casting.

      Releasing his magic, the Witness gleefully watched Dejy’s spell come apart inches after leaving his hands. It had been a nasty bit of work, roaring blades of wind tinged by flashes of sudden speed. Anything hit by that would have been sliced into ribbons before they registered the first cut, yet like so many potent spells throughout the years, it turned into nothing more than wasted mana before the Wordless Witnesses.

      Leomar had vanished in the attack, and the lead Witness expected to find him sprawled out after hitting the shield, perhaps already wounded by a follow-up strike. Turning, the lead Witness was shocked to see death greeting his gaze.

      Staying true to their name unto the very end, the left rear Witness had died without a sound, throat carved cleanly through by a single strike from Leomar’s short blade. But how? Even if his weapon and skill somehow bypassed the array of item-based enchantments protecting each Witness, Leomar never should have been able to draw that close. Why hadn’t a shield been readied? Why hadn’t he felt the fear or sense of danger from his fellow Witness?

      The questions struck him only seconds before the wave of exhaustion. His mana had been severely drained from using the counter—why hadn’t more flowed in from the others?

      That last uncertainty was enough to bring it all together. Eyes blazing with a combination of terror and hatred, the lead Witness glared at Dejy the archmage, who met his fury with a genial smile.

      “I think they just realized I blocked their connection.” Lifting a hand, Dejy formed a new spell, this one a blazing ball of blue lightning. In his other, he created a swirling mass of green fire. “Not an easy task, especially after using so much mana to enhance Leomar. Although your group has a great deal of raw power and some very interesting tricks, fighting nobles has made you overly confident. My education was far more… practical than what they tend to experience.”

      Aiming one spell at each of the remaining Witnesses, Dejy’s smile vanished. “Let’s see how your tactics fare against a true combat-caster.”
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      When she first hurried to the Astrafrond, Amtrinae expected to use her power offensively, wiping away the nobles as they made their attempts on her family’s tree. What she’d forgotten in her shock and terror was that teamwork had never been the most prevalent talent among the nobility. Earl Bunlapt’s forces had arrived, encountering the massive ward Amtrinae erected in front of the Astrafrond, but before she had a chance to mutter more than the start of an incantation, they were attacked from the rear.

      Sweeping magical blades lashed out from Duke Turgle, cutting through much of the earl’s forces while his guards picked off the wounded. Earl Bunlapt didn’t go down so easily, however. Fists of crackling green energy formed, slamming themselves down on Duke Turgle’s men while deflecting those swinging blades.

      These were talents Amtrinae was sure neither man had previously possessed—imparted powers, a bastardization of the Astrafrond’s gift. Neither was especially skilled with their new abilities, but the faculties were so destructive, it hardly mattered.

      Seeing them tear one another apart, Amtrinae was struck by a horrific realization.

      Someone wanted this to happen.

      They knew the nature of nobles and understood that by giving them tools of death and a prize to fight over, a slaughter was the only reasonable outcome. That her family’s sacred treasure was the bait being used only angered Amtrinae further. Unfortunately, as much as she would revel in disrupting such murderous plans, she understood the folly of it as well. The nobles dying outside her ward were here to steal the Astrafrond; each death meant one fewer thief to rebuff.

      When Lady Loyten’s forces joined the fray, Amtrinae winced. These had held together far better than many of the other units, and their coordination made itself known in short order. Her followers marched through the remaining guards, putting most down handily. Earl Bunlapt sent one of those huge green fists over toward her, only for it to be knocked back by a swing of Lady Loyten’s polearm.

      A silvery sheen had washed over the weapon, making it seem to shift in size. Against the fist, that silver light had shot out, striking from over twelve feet away. Duke Turgle and Earl Bunlapt both moved away, realizing the danger she posed even at range.

      Clanging from another hall drew everyone’s attention, and for the first time in some while, Amtrinae was glad to see a new arrival. Still looking a tad singed, Duke Aprolok charged into the scene, his number of soldiers diminished, but not wiped out. They charged into the fray without pause. Those in the service of Duke Aprolok were already famed for their loyalty; after watching him fight a seemingly unstoppable foe to a standstill, and then survive a magical inferno, Amtrinae doubted they would have asked a question even if ordered to rush the deepest of the nine hells.

      “Amtrinae, apologies it took us a bit to arrive.” Duke Aprolok’s words might have been for the hostess, but his eyes never left the polearm-wielding woman. “Lady Loyten, I confess, while this isn’t how I wanted it, I have always hoped for the chance to test my skill against yours.”

      “That childish obsession with strength and honor is why you were left out of this opportunity to begin with,” Lady Loyten replied, lifting her weapon and causing the silver energy to ripple in response.

      Seeing the threat, Duke Aprolok’s answer was to pull out a longsword with arcane runes etched along the blade. “New magic to play with as well? Outstanding. After that interrupted bout earlier, I’m ready for a good fight.”

      As the two clashed, Amtrinae looked to others scattered across the battlefield. Too busy bickering among themselves, none were even bothering to attack her magical barrier. And really, why would they before victory was assured? It would only risk another competitor racing ahead to steal a seed or damage the Astrafrond, rather than lose their chance at victory. Besides, with the Wordless Witnesses on hand, Amtrinae had no idea if her spell would even hold.

      But she was the caretaker of the Astrafrond, and this was the duty Amtrinae had accepted decades ago, sitting under this very tree with her mother, undertaking the greatest responsibility of the Ardrane clan. To the end, she would defend it, no matter how dim the hope of survival grew.
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      Noises rang out from farther down the halls: metal clanging and people yelling, the unmistakable sound of combat. That ruckus became a homing point for the party, a compass they could use to navigate through the twists and turns of the underground area. After Eric spotted two more traps, and they had to climb over a pair of dead bodies marking another, the group entered a large round chamber with several paths branching out. Each looked identical, but the sound could be distinctly heard coming from only one tunnel.

      Timuscor started forward, but a hand from Eric halted him. The rogue was staring off into the tunnels that were silent—at least as far as Timuscor could hear. Mr. Peppers grew tense at his side, which was all the warning Timuscor needed to unsheathe his blade. As the metal rang out, footsteps followed, forms appearing from the shadows of the supposedly empty halls.

      Timuscor recognized the men as working for a noble named Count Crensen, the man in question appearing last. The lean noble looked them all over, his eyes lingering on Eric the longest. “Very astute. You’d be surprised how many have simply strolled past this position without realizing we were here.” As he spoke, Count Crensen moved forward, one of his hands resting inside a jacket pocket.

      “You planned on sweeping through at the end, picking off survivors while they were weakened and then claiming the Astrafrond.” Eric had his sword out as well, and behind him, the others were equally prepared. A fight seemed inevitable. The only question remaining was how it would begin.

      “Such assumptions. Do you think me a heartless villain?” The smile on Count Crensen’s face indicated he sure didn’t seem like he was bothered by the notion.

      “Nothing of the sort. It was a compliment, if anything. I’m fairly certain that’s the plan my teacher would have used in this situation.” Eric’s grin was far more placid, yet equally dangerous.

      Without warning, the first attack came, a flurry of slashes directed at Timuscor, who quickly brought up the ruined remains of his shield. Lacking magic, it was mostly a melted hunk of metal, but that was still enough to turn back a dagger, especially when wielded with Timuscor’s strength. At the end of the attack patterns, something strange happened. Instead of a final dagger strike, the opponent threw a small pouch at Timuscor’s face. He knocked it aside with the burned shield, yet upon impact, a plume of purple dust ballooned forth, quickly entering Timuscor’s lungs.

      “Back! He’s using poison.” Eric’s words jarred Timuscor almost as much as the sudden dust attack, causing him to momentarily freeze.

      “Too late for that. Your knight is already paralyzed,” Count Crensen preened. “Right now, he’s feeling the horror of lungs that can’t expand and a heart unable to beat. Carovine powder is difficult to come by, but the effects are impeccable. Your team’s only true threat, instantly neutralized.”

      Taking the hint, Timuscor remained unmoving for a bit longer. He didn’t expect it was a bluff that would last the entire battle, but there was no reason to show off his immunity to poison so soon. Especially since none of Count Crensen’s servants were paying him attention, so sure in their employer’s poison that they advanced on the others as if Timuscor wasn’t even there.

      But Count Crensen only had eyes for Eric, the two slowly inching away from the crowd with tight, measured steps. “I did enjoy your performance earlier, enough to think you might be a bit of fun.” His hand finally emerged from the jacket, producing a pair of daggers. That would give Eric’s short sword a reach advantage, at least in theory. The speed at which Count Crensen moved his arms made it clear that he could close those distances in a blink.

      Taking the offensive, Eric darted in, taking a few test slashes with his sword, expecting Count Crensen to dodge or block. What none of them were prepared for was for the count to drop both his daggers and grab Eric’s sword by the blade. Stranger still was the searing, bubbling noise that rose instantly upon contact. With a turn of his hips, Eric yanked the weapon free, but it was too late.

      Gabrielle was the only one who spoke, voice rising to join the sounds of battle still ringing from down the hall. “Oh Eric… your father’s sword.”

      Finger-sized grooves were visible along the edge where Count Crensen had taken hold, the metal around each warped and stained. While the short sword still held its shape, with the damage to its blade, nothing more than a single swing would be needed to snap it clean through.

      Distracted by the damage to his inherited weapon, Eric nearly missed Count Crensen pressing the attack. Only a shout of “Watch out!” from Thistle and a Spark Dart from Grumph gave Eric the space to dodge. One of Count Crensen’s fingers managed to touch Eric’s shoulder, sizzling as it moved and leaving a burn along his armor.

      Grumph’s attack appeared to have set off the rest of Crensen’s people. Behind Timuscor, they began to fight the party in earnest, rather than holding their positions. Turning his head ever so slightly, Timuscor angled himself so he could keep an eye on Grumph. Thistle and Gabrielle would be no more bothered by one of those poison pouches than Timuscor had, but the same couldn’t be said for the party’s wizard.

      “I see you got yourself one of those new powers going around.” Eric was gazing at his blade bitterly, the rest of his focus on the deadly hands of Count Crensen.

      “It was only prudent, as soon as I knew others would have such an opportunity. Acid hands might not have been my choice if I’d gotten asked, but I’ve started to see the usefulness.” Count Crensen lunged for Eric once more, fingers clasping for his throat and closing on nothing but air.

      Timuscor’s attention shifted as the moment he’d been expecting arrived. Grumph’s opponent was reaching into a satchel at his rear, most likely for some sort of poison or similar trick. Deciding he’d played at paralysis long enough, Timuscor charged forward, slamming a shoulder into the enemy attacking Grumph. He didn’t feel right about stabbing an unaware opponent, but knocking them off-balance was another matter.

      Before he could follow up, a dagger sank deep into the man’s leg, then chest. Thistle hurled his ranged weapons at a ceaseless pace, rarely missing a window of opportunity.

      “He can move?” It was an unexpected moment of distraction for Count Crensen, and a mistake, because Eric was finally fighting back. Turning his short sword around, he drove the pommel into Count Crensen’s temple, sending the older man stumbling back by several steps. In no time, the count had recovered, shaking his head as Eric carefully sheathed the nearly destroyed weapon.

      “You’ve got more tricks than I expected. I’ll have to use some of mine, too.” Count Crensen sent one of his hands into a new pocket on his jacket, but Eric wasn’t content to let him resupply. He dashed in, putting an elbow into Count Crensen’s stomach while sweeping behind his legs. The result was successfully sending him tumbling back; unfortunately, Count Crensen merely turned the fall into a roll, springing up onto his feet and pulling a glass vial from his pocket. “Not bad, but without your daddy’s blade, you won’t be fast enough—”

      Count Crensen’s words were choked off by the sudden spike of metal that had appeared in his throat. The vial vanished from his grip before he could activate the acid ability of his hands, twinkling back at him from within Eric’s fingers. Gaze drifting down, Count Crensen couldn’t quite place the shape of the weapon that had claimed his life. Long, metal… almost like a knitting needle.

      “I still had my mom’s.” Eric pocketed the vial, then grabbed hold of the knitting needle and yanked, causing the trickle of escaping blood to become a river.

      Timuscor dropped a heavy knee onto a stunned man’s stomach, causing him to shriek, vomit, and pass out, but otherwise survive. Some of the attackers were felled permanently, while others had been spared. Even fighting as kindly as he could, there was only so much care he could show to enemies who wanted him dead.

      In under a minute, the fight was done, no movement left save for Eric collecting the dropped daggers of Count Crensen. One by one, every head turned to look down the hall where the sounds of combat had begun to swell. Down that way lay more fighting, more blood, and pain, along with the goal they had to reach.

      “Wait.” Thistle’s voice was heavy, eyes unmoving from the hallway ahead. “I’d hoped we might find somewhere safe to have this discussion. However, our chances to speak are growing slim. Whatever awaits us down there, the sounds of battle are clear. There’s something you need to know about before we knowingly face combat, a bargain I made… with Kalzidar.”

      With unwavering focus, the party looked to Thistle, eagerly awaiting clarification. Speaking quickly, and softly lest more enemies still lurked about, Thistle began to explain everything he’d experienced with the journal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            89

          

        

      

    

    
      Lord Strafflemore’s contingent charged in, quickly slamming into the shields of Duke Aprolok’s soldiers, even as they fended off Lady Loyten’s guards. From the rear, Baron Krovam could be seen cleaving into knees and ankles, his thick arms and low stature allowing the dwarf to strike as he dashed between opponents. Baron Zefflezezz had arrived sometime in the chaos, with only three attendants remaining, one of whom was firing off shots from a bow at anyone who stepped too close. Earl Bunlapt and Duke Turgle were continuing their fight, sometimes sweeping up the forces of other nobles in their bickering. Several of Duke Doblan’s warriors had opted to ignore common wisdom and attack the barrier, forcing Amtrinae to keep feeding it mana, while their employer cackled and sent plumes of sizzling purple smoke into seemingly random clusters of combatants. No sooner did the smoke touch than those affected began to scream.

      It was a butchering, and were those involved not predominantly thieves trying to steal her family’s greatest treasure, Amtrinae might have felt a wave of pity in her heart. As things stood, her only concern was for Duke Aprolok, the lone ally who still fought for them. Were it possible, Amtrinae would have been lancing the air with magic to aid him, as well as remove the intruders. But all her mana was constantly being fed to the barrier, fueling the most potent ward within her capabilities: a wall that would halt all forms of attack, drawing on her well of mana to reinforce itself. Family legends said Thessily Ardrane had used the same spell to hold back an entire battalion for a full day, whereas Amtrinae wasn’t sure she could withstand more than a few minutes of concentrated attacks if this many people worked together.

      Considering that Amtrinae was an archmage herself, that meant either the legends were exaggerated, the battalion had been some of the weakest warriors to ever wield a weapon, or Thessily had simply been that much more powerful than even what an archmage could manage today. The cynic in Amtrinae favored the first theory, but the mere existence of the Astrafrond added weight to the last. Even with generations of study backing her up, Amtrinae couldn’t recreate the wondrous tree. She had no more idea of how it worked than her ancestors had managed to uncover. Thessily had clearly known a great deal more about magic than what she passed on.

      A strange sound echoed from one of the halls that fed into the Astrafrond chamber, a plinking of metal. Spherical and modest in size, the enchanted orb bounced into view, largely ignored by the people fighting for their lives and the chance to claim a priceless treasure. It moved unnaturally, guided by more than mere momentum, until arriving at nearly the exact center of the chamber.

      Then, the world turned red. Mist whirled forth, spraying over every person and surface present, stopping only when it encountered walls, floor, or the magical barrier. In a flash, the entire chamber was coated in a thin layer of red goo—at least, that was what Amtrinae thought until the smell hit her. Blood. The orb had sprayed down everyone with a coating of blood.

      All manner of twisted magical rituals darted through Amtrinae’s mind, but the arrival of Leomar put them all to rest. He strolled in with that cavalier smile in place, perilous situation or no, like he was going to waltz out of here no matter what. It had been that confidence that first attracted her to him, and the competence to back it up that had solidified the rest. She didn’t know precisely why he’d chosen to douse everyone in blood, only that it would help them somehow survive.

      “Congratulations, traitors,” Leomar called, the sound sharp enough that it pierced even the fog of battle, helped in no small part by the shock of suddenly being covered in a stranger’s blood. “Covering you now is all that remains of King Varlar’s Wordless Witnesses. The astute among you should realize that this means you no longer have a way to rip through magic. The truly wily are perhaps wondering why I coated you all in their liquefied viscera, and soon, they’ll hit the same conclusion I did. If King Varlar had any sort of spell to identify their killer in place, couldn’t it be on their blood, magically marking any who wore it?”

      It wasn’t quite a bluff—that was indeed a viable magical method—but Amtrinae expected the Wordless Witnesses would warrant something more comprehensive. An enchantment like that wouldn’t even be useful against ranged attacks, like arrows or long-distance magic. Still, it didn’t have to be likely, only viable. From there, King Varlar’s reputation handled the rest.

      Several of those present panicked, unable to consider how accurate the words might be, eyes only able to see the telltale blood staining them. They abandoned combat entirely, frantically trying to scrub the red liquid away. As not everyone had lost focus, those who stopped paying attention were quickly cut down.

      Leomar had turned the battle even more chaotic. With so many splattered in blood, it was harder to see crests and discern who served which house. The few forces that had been working somewhat in tandem were thrown into disarray, helped along by the knowledge that they’d eventually turn on each other regardless.

      As they fought, Amtrinae caught sight of Dejy slipping in through the same entrance Leomar had used, albeit without the showmanship. He looked visibly drained, and it was no wonder. Beating those three would have demanded a substantial amount of mana; just breaking through the protection of their items alone would take real effort. She’d covertly inspected some of the royal gear the three had been equipped with, and it was incredible: carefully enchanted to tie directly to the user’s life force, making it impossible to steal, unfortunately. Amtrinae might have enjoyed pilfering that gear and using it to halt King Varlar’s own attempted theft.

      After showing himself, Leomar had to quickly fend off attacks from several guards, knocking two aside and breaking the arm of a third as he casually plowed through them. In no time, he was drawing close to Duke Doblan, who summoned a plume of smoke that was nowhere near fast enough to land on Leomar. He closed the gap in seconds, landing a good slash across Duke Doblan’s shoulders before one of his guards managed to step in, taking the rest of the attack and falling to the ground in short order.

      Duke Doblan, however, didn’t waste the opportunity. Seeing Leomar coming for him with death in his gaze, the noble had clearly realized this was the time to pull out all the stops. “The time has come to make our push! Don them now!”

      Around him, several blood-covered figures pulled items or weapons from their belts. Some began to glow; others audibly shuddered and crackled. One item caused its wielder to simply fall over dead with no clear cause. As for the rest, their plan was all too clear after Count Crensen’s champion had already pulled the same trick. Although neither he nor Duke Doblan had been the only one to think along those lines.

      Seeing their enemies increase in power had caused a cascading effect through the chamber as other nobles ordered their guards to hurriedly equip their own powerful items. Not every guard present did so, but what seemed like nearly half were soon wearing a potent new piece of gear. It wasn’t just for show, either; as the overall power in the room rose, so too did the death count.

      Some of the killing didn’t even seem intentional. One woman was wielding a curved sword that cut much further than where the blade ended, causing her to slice several people with every swing. A man with a shimmering green necklace was clutching at his throat, fighting to take it off, while all those who were near him writhed on the ground, struggling for air. A buckler of brilliant blue let out waves of magical cold each time it was hit, freezing enemy and ally alike, leaving its wielder frantically shivering.

      As chaos overtook order, attacks on Amtrinae’s barrier increased. The carefully crafted plans they’d all had were falling apart, everything turning into a sheer scramble where the strongest would emerge on top. Rather than risk that outcome, they were channeling some of those powerful items toward breaking through, likely hoping to make off with at least a few seeds for their trouble. One especially potent problem was a hammer crackling with red light, every swing against the barrier taking off worryingly large chunks of Amtrinae’s mana.

      Searching the room, she spotted Leomar, and in the span of just a few looks and motions, he was on it. Shooting through the bloody battlefield at speeds few could ever hope to match, he was behind the hammer-wielder before the man could manage another swing. Had he turned that destructive might on Leomar, it might have proved troubling, but the attacker was so focused on breaking through the barrier that he never even noticed the danger.

      One swipe of Leomar’s blade, and that was the end of the hammer-wielder. He scoffed as he kicked the hammer away, noticing Duke Doblan was nearby and resuming his earlier attack. The duke, however, had not forgotten Leomar. This time, he launched three plumes of smoke at once, as two of his remaining guards charged from the sides, wielding their own enhanced weapons.

      He didn’t even use his blade. Instead, Leomar tripped one guard while shoving the other forward, too quick for them to track, let alone counter. Each went into a plume of smoke, briefly screaming before landing still on the ground. Leomar dodged the last plume, crossing the gap between himself and Duke Doblan with casual ease.

      In a flash of his blade, Leomar ended the noble with all the same pomp and circumstance as the man who’d been wielding the hammer, which was to say none. Duke Doblan fell unceremoniously to the ground, marked by little more than Leomar’s “tsk” of distaste.

      “These little abilities are sad imitations of what the Astrafrond offers. Those who betrayed us for such pitiful powers made a poor deal indeed.”

      “They really did, and they don’t even grasp the full extent of it.”

      It was the first time this voice had spoken aloud; all other communication had come through his attendants, or the hive of bees he carted around. Baron Zefflezezz hadn’t been spared from the blood-soaking of the chamber, though he’d gotten less of it thanks to the formation of his team and their distance from the fighting. Despite the stains, one could still make out the rich golds and blacks of his expensive outfit.

      He looked up toward the Astrafrond, meeting Amtrinae’s gaze and causing her to shudder. “True power comes from effort and sacrifice. The Astrafrond turns the raw power funneled through it into those seeds, demanding tremendous effort for its gifts. My master offers a simpler path, but not without sacrificing the things we once thought to be important. Yet in return for what we offer, he provides a true gift. Of mine, you have only seen the first aspect.”

      Baron Zefflezezz, or the man who had once worn that name, clapped his hands a single time. The reaction was instantaneous. Earl Bunlapt, Duke Turgle, Baron Krovam, and Lady Loyten all froze, looks ranging from terror to pain shuddering across their faces. Even Duke Doblan’s body twitched a few times, as if it were trying to comply with the last vestiges of its strength remaining. Seconds later, snapping and screaming filled the air as each person’s body began to warp.

      This was not the unpredictable shifting of an overpowered-item backlash. The forms they took were still functional, if hideous. Earl Bunlapt now had a half-dozen arms ending in fists similar to the ones he’d summoned sprouting off his torso. One snapped up a nearby guard, putting it near what had been the Earl’s head and was now just a giant mouth.

      Duke Turgle looked akin to a hedgehog with long, curved blades as quills. Every move he made stabbed into someone, often himself, producing inhuman squeals with each poke. Baron Krovam had swollen in size to be the largest creature present, head elongating to a rodent-like appearance as thick armor formed over his dense limbs. Lady Loyten had been pulled long and thin, towering over everyone else, her fingers each ending in a nail as sharp as a spear, rows of flashing teeth in her now far too wide mouth.

      Horrific as they looked, it was so much worse the moment they sprang into action. Screams tore through the air as the newly made monsters bit through the nearest flesh with no concern over whether it had once been their ally or not. Through it all, Baron Zefflezezz remained in the same spot, a placid smile resting on his face.
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      Only in their most horrid of nightmares had any of the party witnessed such a scene. The four monsters stood amidst corpses, each working diligently to add to the pile, pursuing the living humans without pause. Most of those remaining had broken and were trying to escape; only Duke Aprolok and two of his guards were fighting offensively, battling against a tall, thin monstrosity that wore scraps of Lady Loyten’s armor. Its spear-like fingers snapped out in a blur, one after the other, raining blows.

      Lord Strafflemore had taken a defensive role, holding off slashes from the giant-bladed hedgehog that had Duke Turgle’s cloak caught in its spines. Thistle noticed that the huge, armored rodent gobbling down a guard was standing over the ruined remains of clothing too small for most humans and too wide for a gnome, meaning it likely belonged to Baron Krovam. Last of all stood the monster that was only arms and a mouth, its lower half still recognizable as having once been Earl Bunlapt.

      While they’d only heard the last parts of the pronouncement, Thistle didn’t have any trouble putting the pieces together. Power always came with a cost. In the case of the Astrafrond, that debt was the amount of resources needed to produce the seeds. When Kalzidar bestowed his gifts, he took the receiver’s name in return, forever binding them to him. Evidently, the gifts that Viv and the others received weren’t as free as they’d been led to believe.

      Standing amidst it all, utterly unharmed or concerned, was Baron Zefflezezz. The man who’d brought his own bees and whenever possible, had let them do the talking. Kalzidar’s magic was powerful, but only so much was known about it, learned as it was from those few of his priests who’d turned away from his clutches. Those who entered Kalzidar’s service lost their names and couldn’t attempt to speak, write, or otherwise wield it. They couldn’t even trick other people into using it for them; the spell would stop them from seeking such a workaround. But coaxing bees to buzz in a way that sounded similar to it, enough that anyone listening would fill in the missing bits and assume it was a quirk of the medium—that skirted the line of language enough to be plausible.

      A sneak attack wasn’t the most paladin-like method available, but Thistle had never been especially like most other paladins. His daggers left their sheaths the moment he spotted an opportunity; he dared not hesitate and lose the chance.

      The daggers danced through the air. One managed to nearly catch the back of Baron Zefflezezz’s left calf, passing over the fine fabric of his pants. The second, however, was blocked by a buckler that burst into the path, knocking the dagger aside in a swift blow. One of the baron’s guards had been quick, fast enough to spot the threat and intervene. She was a lean woman, with leather armor and a bladed whip.

      Next to her was a human in a breastplate, wielding what looked closer to a cleaver than a sword, and a reed-thin elf with her wand already half-raised. The human started forward, weapon raised, before a crossbow bolt thudded into his undefended foot. It halted his attack mid-charge, sending him tumbling to the ground as he fought to free his impaled appendage.

      “I know that many here serve out of necessity or duty. The man you defend has pledged himself to an evil god and has used that power to cause indiscriminate death. Turn away now, lest you fall alongside him.” Timuscor’s sword lifted up, its tip pointing at each of the three in turn. “His torments end today.”

      “Empty boasts from a man covered in scrap,” Baron Zefflezezz laughed. “I have spoken with my god, and I know victory is assured. The one hidden weapon that might have caused trouble has been broken. Your paladin is stripped of his powers this evening, and with it went any hope you had of survival.”

      Thankful that he’d cleared the air, Thistle watched as Timuscor offered no reaction to the revelation, rather than any shock of betrayal. “You feared a paladin’s might that greatly?”

      “Who can say? Nor does it matter, anyway. You have no paladin, and my newest pets need some distraction.” Baron Zefflezezz nodded in their direction, and suddenly, the creature that had once been Earl Bunlapt was stumbling over from across the room, pieces of the half-eaten guard in its hands tossed thoughtlessly aside. “You three, go help out. Kalzidar wants them put down properly.”

      Thistle’s blades had already returned to his sheaths, and as he watched the three hired hands look in their direction, he readied them to fly once more. However, to the shock of everyone present, the shield-wielding woman stepped forward, eyes locked directly on Timuscor.

      “I met a very strange man recently, one who’d heard your name and cautioned me to never cross swords with anybody wearing it. Baron Zefflezezz pays a high wage and bonuses for combat, but the earnest way that man spoke put a genuine fear in my heart. Do you know who he was? A paladin, one who felt the two of you were quite similar.”

      It was a strange thing to ask before fighting to the death; even Baron Zefflezezz appeared perplexed by the queries. But Timuscor had the answer off his tongue in seconds. “Timanuel, a paladin of Longinus. Our paths have crossed before.”

      Innocuous as Timuscor’s words were, a world away, they caused a woman to drop the pencil she’d been holding. The name of another player’s long-running character written in a module… it either meant Tim was secretly working with Broken Bridge Publishing in some capacity for the event, or something very weird was going on. Either way, the player intended to heed his advice.

      “Team, step away,” the shield-wielder ordered. “Priority is now purely on survival. Baron Zefflezezz is on his own.”

      “Perhaps you should have saved the betrayal for after I was without other aid.” Behind Baron Zefflezezz, the arm-monster had finally drawn near. Rather than keep heading for Thistle’s party, it made a detour, aiming right for the man still pinned to the ground by Eric’s arrow.

      The first fist landed in a mighty crunch as it slammed onto Timuscor’s half-scrap shield, the paladin having positioned himself between what was once Earl Bunlapt and the struggling guard. Although Timuscor held, the blow still shoved him downward, showing just how much force was behind each strike. Grumph rushed ahead, dropping low to help yank the crossbow bolt free, while Gabrielle was already sprinting for Baron Zefflezezz, axe ready to swing. Having reloaded, Eric fired off a crossbow shot at the arm-monster, successfully scoring a wound in its thigh.

      Ripping away a section of pants revealed the bruise-purple skin beneath, the flesh barely holding together. Whatever magic was coursing through Earl Bunlapt had all but ripped him apart, and Thistle doubted he was being spared any of the associated pain. An unexpected wave of pity rose in Thistle’s heart. Fighting to the death was ugly, but an unfortunate necessity in their world at times. Warping a person into some horrifying monster, trapping them within their skin—that was many steps beyond.

      Defeating these monsters was necessary, not just to ensure the party survived, but to free the damned souls locked away in their coffins of warped flesh. A task that would be easier once Baron Zefflezezz was dead and could no longer control them, which was proving tougher than they’d hoped, though no less than what had been expected.

      In a way, Baron Zefflezezz was among the weakest of Kalzidar’s priests they’d faced, as his ability didn’t lend itself to direct combat. True, the monsters he commanded were fearsome, but they were also occupied, and he couldn’t call forth more out of nothingness. The trouble was that Baron Zefflezezz had also figured out that issue, and so he didn’t rely on his priest power as others might.

      Quick and deft, Baron Zefflezezz was nimble in every motion, slipping aside from Gabrielle’s swing by a wide margin. It didn’t help that she was moving slower than normal; Thistle cast a glance down just in time to see a gooey orange liquid appear around her feet, right as the baron made several quick motions with his hands. No sooner did the substance appear than it was sucking at Gabrielle’s feet, thick enough that even she lost a few seconds with every step.

      Honey? Baron Zefflezezz was summoning honey with magic, which obviously wasn’t a bad tactic, but this felt like an oddly precarious situation in which to stick with a theme. One of those swings could take a huge chunk out of him; surely he had a more corrosive or incapacitating spell than just honey? Something was off, a factor that tickled Thistle’s brain as he checked over the rest of the battlefield.

      Duke Aprolok and his guards were holding the monster that had been Lady Loyten at bay, three of them able to keep her in a stalemate, though they were visibly wearing down quickly. Lord Strafflemore’s dense armor bore a great deal of scrapes and slashes; however, he and the bladed hedgehog were still battling one another. Baron Krovam’s rat-like beast was the only one to find a new target: the barrier around the Astrafrond. It was slamming against the magical wall, ignoring slashes from a quick-moving form Thistle recognized as Leomar Ardrane.

      Despite his power being enough to break through the thick armor of Baron Krovam, Thistle’s daggers could only reach so deep. The only substantial blows he landed were those that slipped between the joints, cutting into actual muscle. An inhuman screech tore Thistle’s focus back to Timuscor’s battle, where his blade had lanced through one of the biceps on the monstrosity’s six arms. The other five arms redoubled their efforts, the burned and cracked remains of Timuscor’s shield starting to give.

      Before he was forced to tap into his magic, Grumph managed to yank the pinned man’s foot free, both rolling away to safety. Lacking a need to halt every blow, Timuscor finally started reacting defensively, stepping away from the heavier hits and aggressively counterattacking. Grumph and the wounded adventurer rolled to the side, where the man was yanked back up by his friends.

      Without a word exchanged, the trio of Zefflezezz’s adventurers bolted down the nearest hall, running away from the monster-filled melee. It was a prudent move, one that Thistle would have happily emulated under different circumstances. Even without the Astrafrond and Madroria, though, he couldn’t have left. Powers or no, Thistle was a paladin, and at least some of the people in this room deserved defending. For good or ill, he was here until the battle was finished.

      That ending came sooner than later for one combatant, as Lord Strafflemore’s armor finally reached its breaking point. A flurry of slices from the Duke Turgle monster carved through a weakened section of his breastplate, ripping off a huge chunk. After that, it was as good as over, Lord Strafflemore’s legendary defense breached. In less than ten seconds, his chest was chopped up beyond recognition, the huge man collapsing with little more than a ragged gasp.

      “About time,” Baron Zefflezezz muttered, sliding his neck away from an axe-swing that would have left him headless. He did nothing more than flick his right hand around once, and Duke Turgle was moving again. The bladed monstrosity bore down on them with far more speed than Earl Bunlapt’s altered form could manage; in seconds, it would charge right into the fray.

      Seconds were enough for Thistle, who rapidly assessed their options in such a perilous situation. Grumph and Eric couldn’t face such a monster head-on: it would carve through their defenses in no time. Gabrielle’s demon-hide might withstand it, but she was dealing with Baron Zefflezezz, whom she had a divine mission to kill. Timuscor would be the obvious fit. However, he’d have the same issue as the late Lord Strafflemore: he was too big.

      The blades of the hedgehog functioned like a protective barrier, keeping larger swords from sinking into the soft flesh beneath. Of them all, only Thistle had armor that could withstand the blades, and small enough weapons to land wounding blows.

      Stepping into the charging monster’s path, daggers held at the ready, Thistle found an unexpected bit of humor in the moment. For all his doubts about the worthiness of his mantle, after losing most of his powers, Thistle was foolhardily standing in the path of a monster he couldn’t possibly hope to defeat.

      At the end of the day, perhaps Thistle was a more natural paladin than he’d let himself believe.
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      “It has to be some sort of curse, right?” Chalara’s voice was a whisper; even with neither Ferof nor Gelthorn able to hear anyone nearby, they weren’t taking chances. The slightest noise could draw attention their way, and with that attention came mad-eyed townsfolk looking to do as much harm as possible before they were cut down.

      “Which part?” Senpel asked. The elven wizard hadn’t said much in their journey so far—though, in fairness, no one had been especially talkative, given the circumstances. Still, this was the most interested she’d appeared since meeting Chalara and the rest of the party.

      Chalara pantomimed picking up an axe and swinging it around wildly, chopping in every direction without concern or interest for what was in her way. “The murdery part.”

      “Ah, then I’m not sure.”

      “Does that mean there’s a part you are sure about?” Timanuel peered over from the slightly cracked doorway where he was keeping watch, able to spot flashes of the tower growing steadily closer.

      Rustling drew attention to Tridigon, the dwarven priestess, who’d produced a time-weathered tome from within the pocket of her robes. “We searched an old farm infested with mold monsters that had grown there over generations and found this for our troubles. It details the destruction of a budding city called Mezleton, found one morning in total ruins, every citizen dead, seemingly by another’s hand. When the sun set the next day, many were still cleaning up. Their screams could be heard ringing across the area, however briefly, though bodies were never found.”

      Although she gazed hungrily at the book, Chalara knew there wasn’t any time to properly peruse it, even if they’d agreed to let her have a read. “Sure sounds like a curse to me.”

      “The reappearing town part, sure,” Ferof agreed. “This is all obviously some sort of powerful magic. I’d wager these people have been reliving that night ever since it first happened. But it doesn’t tell us what caused the original massacre. Could be the same curse; it would make the most sense. We just don’t know for certain, and assumptions lead to the worst sorts of surprises.”

      “There is something familiar in their demeanor,” Gelthorn said. A world away, Alexis rolled to see if that ember of intuition could catch light, and the dice made it so. “In my home village, some pursue the path of the enraged warrior, trading sense for strength. That bargain is a gamble, however, for it is possible to lose oneself in the rage. When the berserk-fugue sets in, there is no difference to them between friend and foe, pain and power. It all flows together in an endless battle. These tragic souls usually must be killed, lest they murder innocents in their unceasing bloodlust.”

      “I’ve seen a barbarian lose it before, too,” Senpel added. “But an entire town full of them, and all going mad at once, strains believability.”

      “Nor do I suspect that is what occurred. Yet the similarities remain. For now, all we can do is make note of such things, and hope in time, they will join together and form a sense of understanding.” Getting up from her seated position in the abandoned home’s once-kitchen, Gelthorn headed back over to the slender passage.

      Ferof’s party had managed to find what appeared to be a small network of tunnels running between some of the buildings. They were few in number, and the path selection was limited, forcing more than a little backtracking. Based on the occasional bits of shattered glass and odd chunk of bone, the current best guess of the tunnels’ purpose was that they had been used to transport unsavory spell components, the sort that upstanding people wouldn’t allow to be sold out in the open.

      Helpful as the tunnels were, they also represented danger. Narrow confines meant their numbers wouldn’t be of help in combat, as only the person in the front or rear could properly engage any threat. Thus far, they’d only found two townsfolk in the tunnels, and each fight had been tense as they waited to see if Ferof would prevail. Thankfully, the man was adept in combat, tight quarters be damned.

      But the longer they waited, the greater their chances of discovery, and with a mysterious tower still to explore, no one was keen on getting bogged down battling addled farmers and merchants. Especially with their goal tantalizingly close. A little further, and they’d be able to check out the only real lead they had about this place.

      Assuming the nigh-endless mob of murderous townsfolk didn’t get to them first, of course.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Having traveled alongside Thistle for so long meant that Grumph knew his friend exceedingly well. He knew Thistle to be cautious and steadfast, a person who believed he could think a problem through rather than tackle it head-on. Grumph also knew that, on occasion, Thistle broke from his usual patterns. He’d seen it himself when they were escaping a nest of cravspines and Madroria lost her footing. Without thought or hesitation, Thistle had thrown himself into the ten-legged monsters’ path, blocking their small bodies with his own frame. By the time he’d been yanked to safety, Thistle’s blood was swimming in poison. After saving his life, Madroria had punched him in the ear for being so reckless.

      It was a sentiment Grumph understood as he watched Thistle run toward the enormous, bladed monster. Despite rationally knowing that Thistle was fighting to protect them, it was such a ridiculous move that he couldn’t help being frustrated. By Thistle’s sudden recklessness, by the power of their enemies, and most of all, by his own inability to help.

      Slapping himself across the face to drive such cowardly, useless thoughts from his mind, Grumph refocused on the problem currently barreling at Thistle. While he might not have the armor to engage with these creatures directly, that in no way meant he was useless. Playing a porter had gotten Grumph into the poor habit of relying on his strength once again. Mighty as his muscles were, Grumph was a wizard with the forces of magic at his fingertips. One such as him was never truly useless.

      The spell for Invigorate passed Grumph’s lips, filling Thistle with a newfound strength. If his friend was going to try something this bizarre, he’d need all the help possible. Twisting his staff toward the charging monster, Grumph began to call forth a Spark Dart in his free hand. As the cast began, however, something strange happened.

      Grumph felt his mana being pulled. Not by an enemy, or even the natural flow of magic through the universe. No, the culprit was his spear—or rather, the crackling hunk of demon bone that functioned as its blade. Taken from one of the first monsters they’d defeated, then altered by the tremendous magical energies during Grumph’s guild trial, the bone had a minor electrical aspect, discerned by the stunning effect sometimes inflicted on those he wounded.

      No part of him had expected it be so potent, though, as the unique object greedily tried to absorb the spell. Even more curious, part of him insisted he should allow it. Something about the way the mana tried to shift, like it wanted to follow the call. Considering the size of his target and the odds of a regular dart being effective, Grumph decided to trust his instincts. Whispering the last syllables of his spell, Grumph permitted the staff to absorb his Spark Dart, keeping it pointed at the former Duke Turgle all the while.

      The flash was near-blinding; in fact, Grumph heard others in the room yelp at the sight. For him, there was no pain as he watched the hunk of bone flare bright, then let forth a substantial bolt of energy. It sizzled through the air, slamming into Duke Turgle and turning his charge into a skid. Leg muscles locked up, sending the monster spinning across the floor.

      It was a much easier mounting opportunity than what Thistle had braced for, and he didn’t waver. With an enhanced leap, Thistle hurled himself onto Duke Turgle’s twitching back. A soft bellow bubbled forth, but the creature was struggling to stand back up, meaning it had little energy to spare for knocking a gnome off its back.

      Grumph, on the other hand, was watching his staff’s blade slowly cool back down. He cast another dart, still feeling the tug, though not nearly as strong now. This time, he easily denied his staff the power, sending a normal Spark Dart from his hand toward Baron Zefflezezz, who once again ducked it as though he’d known all along that the spell would be there.

      Timuscor and Mr. Peppers were battling the many-armed monster of Earl Bunlapt. Already, the boar was several feet larger than normal, though not yet big enough to be ridden. Together, the pair flanked the monster. When it was distracted attacking one of them, the other would score deep wounds. Unfortunately, the magic had evidently altered Earl Bunlapt’s endurance as well; the arms were still swinging strong, regardless of his injuries.

      Eric had gotten caught up in a fight with one of the surviving guards, not far from where Dejy was fending off a cluster of foes with usually slow spells. Most allegiances had broken, with many nobles dead and others turned into ravenous monsters. The attempted robbery had become a mad scramble for survival, and several of the hired hands had decided that anyone still moving was a threat.

      Eric’s current opponent was a gentleman who favored a broadsword and was already sliced halfway to ribbons by the rogue’s quicker-moving blades. While Count Crensen’s scavenged daggers seemed foreign in his hands compared to his usual short sword, Eric himself didn’t miss a beat. He wasn’t nearly as good with them as the blade he’d wielded constantly, but against an opponent so much slower, it made little difference.

      That left Gabrielle with her divinely mandated prey, Baron Zefflezezz, who was treating her more like an annoyance than anything. Between his quick movements and the buckets of honey coating Gabrielle’s legs and feet, she just couldn’t land a hit. Grumph’s own magic had been dodged just as easily, and considering the speed of those lightning darts, that was a bit too impressive to be managed with skill alone.

      Although using spells to help Thistle stay on the ground mid-hurricane and jump on a giant, bladed-covered monster had eaten a chunk of Grumph’s mana, he was no longer a newly empowered wizard. Study, training, and combat had all helped the half-orc push his development, and that included deepening his well of mana. Enough for a few more spells, two or three at most. He had to use them wisely and already had an idea for his first.

      Between the magically appearing honey, outfit, name, and really everything about him, it was abundantly clear that Baron Zefflezezz had some sort of connection with the bees he’d spoken through. The same ones that even now buzzed around him like a soft halo of insects. A more experienced wizard might have been able to discern the nature of that connection, severing or even subverting it to their own designs. Grumph had nowhere near that level of experience, unfortunately.

      What he did have was the insight of a former barkeep and brewer. Anyone who dealt in making mead would eventually have to grapple with bees, and Grumph had spent many a chilly fall morning combing the forest for hives worth harvesting. Capable and industrious as they usually were, bees hated the cold. It ranged from making them lethargic to killing them outright, if the temperature dropped low enough.

      A bolt of blue energy flew toward Baron Zefflezezz from Grumph’s hand; another attack that he easily avoided. However, this one exploded as it hit the ground where he’d been. Waves of cold and ice washed out, freezing the point of impact. It hadn’t managed to snag Baron Zefflezezz, nor any of his buzzing accomplices, yet Grumph took heart all the same as he watched Gabrielle’s axe descend.

      It was a wide swing, one that would have cleaved through Baron Zefflezezz’s chest if successful. While the baron attempted to slip away, he wasn’t quite quick enough this time, blood from the sudden gash from Gabrielle’s cut across his sternum running down his form. Shallow and small, yet undeniable all the same. This was the first hit anyone had landed on Baron Zefflezezz, and his calm demeanor caved momentarily.

      He was furious at them. For the harm, yes, but it was more than that. They’d taken away his sense of invulnerability, made him feel fear, however fleeting. Rather than be worried by the reaction, Grumph found himself encouraged. Yes, this opponent was powerful and dangerous, but so were they. Baron Zefflezezz should feel fear.

      And Grumph was going to help show him why.
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      Avoiding a large hand grasping for his flesh, Timuscor returned the strike with a quick slice of his blade. As the former Earl Bunlapt swung around toward Mr. Peppers, it offered Timuscor the chance to check over the battlefield, frowning in confusion as he did. The armored rat monster was still pounding on the barrier, bleeding freely from the wounds Leomar was leaving. Flickers of magic added to the assault; Dejy had somewhat recovered and was pitching in.

      Gabrielle and Grumph were dealing with Baron Zefflezezz, who caused the sword in his hands to grow warm when Timuscor looked at him for too long. If for any reason those two failed, Timuscor understood that he’d have to take over. Beyond whatever whims of the gods or quests were at play, the blade recognized the man as a worthy opponent to slay. Were Timuscor to face him, he had no doubt his sword would once more explode with power.

      Eric had finished off his guard opponent and was firing crossbow bolts into the bladed monster that started life as Duke Turgle. Most were deflected by the long, curved spine along its body; however, a few found purchase in its face and nose. Enough that he’d almost certainly have been a target for its wrath, if not for the gnome crawling along its skin, leaving slash marks in his wake.

      With unexpected efficiency, Thistle moved between the blades, many of which pressed in against his armor. Had they been swung with substantial force, the weapons would have left him jarred from impact, assuming they didn’t manage to cut through his defenses entirely. However, when only applying gentle pressure, they were unable to breach his armor, making the trek uncomfortable, rather than steadily slicing him to shreds.

      Finishing his sweep by checking on Duke Aprolok’s standoff against Lady Loyten, where both sides were bleeding, but not yielding, Timuscor frowned. He just didn’t get it. Normally, that was all right; there were other people around to figure things out and explain. But this time, there would be no help coming. Aside from the fact that everyone else was occupied fighting for their lives, Timuscor wasn’t even sure they’d be able to help. His was a paladin’s problem.

      Ever since Thistle had explained his bargain with Kalzidar, Timuscor had been racking his brain for the answer. What was it? What power did paladins possess that a god was so afraid of having around this evening? So much effort to weaken Thistle… there had to be a reason, yet Timuscor continued to come up empty.

      Enhanced strength wasn’t the answer; Leomar and Gabrielle were both far stronger than Thistle at his best. A light spell? Highly unlikely, as the room was illuminated by glowing stones along the walls and the Astrafrond itself, a silvery aura coursing through its bark, leading to the golden glow of the seeds hanging from its branches. Healing magic was helpful, potentially lifesaving, but potions could have similar effects.

      Another blow from the multi-armed monster flew down, cracking against the remnants of Timuscor’s shield. If the assault continued, he’d have to use his spell again. The wisp of mana flowing out was tangible, ready to be used at his command. However, Timuscor waited to invoke it, unsure of how long unmaking the magical shield would take if an ally needed healing, or a viable strategy revealed itself. More pounding fists forced him to step back; by the time Mr. Peppers pulled attention over to himself, Timuscor’s arm was aching from the assault.

      Instinctively, Timuscor directed his mana toward the wound, healing it before the injuries compounded. The effect was still going as one of the many arms swung around again, forcing a quick block. When their limbs connected, though, it was unlike any of the other exchanges previously. Timuscor could suddenly feel Earl Bunlapt, the real Earl Bunlapt, screaming within the horror his body had become.

      Still alive, still feeling, trapped in a horrendous torture without end.

      Then the arm moved, and the sense was gone. In its place lay understanding, unspooling through Timuscor’s mind as the clues all clicked into place. Kalzidar was afraid to have a paladin here, despite his High Priest commanding obedient monsters that would still be incredibly difficult to stop, because those who were transformed by the High Priest were not lost; they remained within their prisons of flesh, suffering and begging for aid.

      The saying from Eric’s father took on new meaning to Timuscor as he looked over Earl Bunlapt, once more seeing a man rather than a monster. A shield was a paladin’s greatest weapon; although not bad advice in a literal sense, the concept applied to far more than mere combat. Fighting, however much it might be demanded by a situation, was not a paladin’s true purpose. Their aim wasn’t even protection, as Timuscor had first thought.

      Paladins were tools of salvation. Protection failed when it broke. Once a wall was breached, defense was no longer an option. Salvation meant that even when the wall shattered, Timuscor would wade into the fray, fighting to rescue as many as he could. Salvation was a task that never ended, not so long as there was something, anything, that could still be saved.

      He’d failed to protect these people, never even had a chance to realize they were in danger. Danger wrought by their own hands largely, and with ill-intent on top of it, but none of that mattered in the moment. Earl Bunlapt was cursed, crying out for help, and Timuscor would not turn away. A life wasn’t over until Cythllia claimed the soul. Ways could be mended, lessons learned, so long as they went on living.

      Finally, Timuscor understood what Kalzidar had been afraid of.

      Sheathing his sword, Timuscor yanked at the strap of his mostly ruined shield, letting it clang loudly to the floor. Earl Bunlapt whipped its mouth-head around, sending a spray of slobber in the process. Opening his arms wide, Timuscor readied for the charge that would soon come. Presented with such an appetizing and defenseless target, how could it resist?

      Even braced for it, the slam of Earl Bunlapt pouncing atop him drove Timuscor to his knees. Shoving himself forward, into the attack, Timuscor successfully wrapped both his arms around the earl’s waist, clasping his hands together on the other side. With his grip firmly secured, Timuscor activated his mana, focusing on healing.

      Once more, the connection formed; he could feel Earl Bunlapt’s terror and pain. In his earlier speculation, Timuscor had forgotten a key detail about the difference between paladins and potions. Potent as potions were, they were based around the healing properties of alchemical ingredients. In the same way that medicine was refined from common plants, potions were made from those that collected high amounts of mana, enhancing their natural properties. That said, enhancement wasn’t the same as elevation. A potion that speeded along natural healing still left signs of injury.

      Direct healing was effectively rebuilding their bodies on the spot with mana. Purging tainted blood and replacing it in the same moment, forming bone and muscle to replace what had been cut away, fixing their wounds at a foundational level. Priests, paladins, clergy—most who worked with the gods could tap into that power. But only paladins were gifted with physical enhancements as well, the sort that would allow one to cling to a bucking monster while flooding it with healing magic.

      Timuscor had no more idea how to rebuild a body than he knew how to grow skin or replace blood cells, so he didn’t try. He simply poured mana forth, directing it to heal Earl Bunlapt. This wasn’t like the shield, where he needed the mana to manifest in a specific form; Timuscor had a direct connection to his aspect of mana, and with it came a sense of trust. Mana was a flow of energy longer than time and bigger than space. It had forged and burned cosmos; altering the form of an earl was less than a pittance of its potential.

      Screaming reached Timuscor’s ears, a human voice mixing in with the horrendous screeches bellowing forth from the multi-armed monster. Slowly, Earl Bunlapt was regaining his voice, even as the blows raining down on Timuscor intensified. From his position, Timuscor saw Mr. Peppers start forward, tusks at the ready, but the paladin shook his head.

      Dents appeared in the back of his armor, inconveniences that could be hammered out later. Bruises were forming along his back—a simple matter to heal when the task was done. Aching in his spine suggested some bones might be fractured, but it was not like he needed them to keep clinging anyway. Timuscor endured the abuse, all of his focus on healing, on reforming the man trapped within the monster.

      His first indication of success was when the attacks grew weaker. Fists were raining upon him relentlessly, but they lacked the ferocity of earlier blows. Soon, the limbs reduced in number, as well, shrinking from six to four, before finally dropping back to two. The waist he was holding slimmed, along with the entire lower body, and Timuscor was finally able to risk glancing upward.

      While a few patches of green skin remained, Earl Bunlapt had been otherwise entirely restored. Tears flowed freely from unfocused eyes; restoring his body didn’t unmake the ordeal from his mind. The last bits of green on his skin faded with a shimmer, and Timuscor realized he no longer sensed any injuries on the man to repair.

      Timuscor turned the healing inward as he broke his grip, desperately working to repair his back. Although the magic didn’t work nearly as quickly on himself as it did on others—a reminder that it was meant to be given, rather than hoarded—Timuscor felt the worst part of his spine start to mend. It offered him a chance to check over the battlefield, his first such opportunity in over a minute. Such a short span for the task he’d performed, yet ages on a field of combat.

      Little had changed, and the few differences that had boded poorly. Duke Aprolok had lost one of his men, lying limp on the ground with a giant’s finger-sized hole in his torso, which shifted their standoff in Lady Loyten’s favor. Thistle had created a half-dozen small wounds along Duke Turgle, but that didn’t stop the beast from chasing Eric, who was running too fast to reload his crossbow. Baron Krovam was slowing his assault on the barrier, pausing to snap at Leomar when he drew close, the accumulated wounds finally demanding reprisal.

      “What have you done!” The shriek came from Baron Zefflezezz, who’d summoned several bees the size of cats to harass Grumph and Gabrielle. He wasn’t even looking at his opponents, though; all attention centered entirely on Timuscor. “You’ve unmade my creation, formed with Kalzidar’s power. How can you even do such a thing? To reform and rebuke at once is only possible for a paladin.”

      The final word hung in the air: accusation, insult, and question all rolled into a single collection of syllables. Facing Kalzidar’s High Priest, Timuscor had no doubt that if he drew his Divine Blade in that moment, its power would be on full display. A few slashes with that burning sword would put an end to the threat he posed. Part of Timuscor wanted to grab that hilt and draw, to lose himself in the simplicity of combat, where he could hit back instead of enduring the pain.

      Except Gabrielle was already closing in, taking advantage of the baron’s distraction. Her opponent dodged a hair too late, taking a shallow wound in the shoulder. Far worse was the blast of blue energy that slammed directly into Baron Zefflezezz’s torso, wisps of the same magic still lingering on Grumph’s palm. In that brief window of opportunity, Gabrielle forced their enemy to evade while Grumph fired, their coordination seamless.

      Violence was not a rare ability, not among those who survived life as adventurers. Gabrielle and Grumph could handle beating up the baron; only Timuscor had a hope of saving the transformed nobles. Not to mention, each one he healed was also a threat removed. With his back more or less functional once more, Timuscor selected the next target.

      Duke Turgle was still chasing after Eric, and not making much progress at it. Given the rogue’s speed and a gnome-sized distraction slowly bleeding it out, the huge creature couldn’t close the gap. Baron Krovam had nearly abandoned the barrier, too focused on trying to catch the nimble Leomar between those crushing jaws.

      It was Lady Loyten who would need to be next, then. With every passing moment, the situation for Duke Aprolok worsened. He was fighting defensively, trying to protect himself and his remaining guard, but the injuries were adding up. Eric could keep running, and Leomar was unlikely to be caught soon. If Timuscor did nothing about Lady Loyten, they would soon have one fewer ally and a deadly creature free to rejoin the battle.

      Trying very hard not to imagine one of her spear-like fingers punching through his armor and the flesh within, Timuscor sprinted toward Lady Loyten, Mr. Peppers only steps behind and already growing.
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      Fighting Baron Zefflezezz provided Gabrielle with no shortage of anger. The way he ducked and zipped away from her strikes with precise movements that seemed to sense everything around him made combat immediately frustrating. Add in the small pests harassing her, as well as the bigger versions he’d called forth, and Gabrielle was borderline seething by the time Grumph’s cold spell finally connected.

      As the ice spread, Gabrielle formed her mental sphere. The magic wouldn’t last forever, and she had no idea how much the baron would actually be slowed. Timuscor’s distraction and Grumph’s magic created a window of opportunity; Gabrielle had to bash her way through it no matter what. Losing focus or judgment might cost her the chance. She needed to be at her absolute deadliest.

      Anger fell away, even as Gabrielle tried to leave space in the sphere for other emotions to move through, especially ones of loyalty and friendship. There was no time to test how well it had worked: already, she was dashing forward, Ovrium all but humming in her hands.

      Stumbling back, Baron Zefflezezz whistled sharply. His three oversized bee-creatures came swooping toward her, each of their stingers the size of a modest dagger. Gabrielle met their approach with a swing of her axe, only for them to dodge away in a manner similar to the baron himself. Two more swipes, both with equally useless results.

      Were she lost in her rage, Gabrielle would have fallen for the trick. Between the buzzing, bobbing into her vision, and their dives to sting her, she’d have been unable to ignore such a threat. But Gabrielle knew herself, her limits, and her strengths. While punctures from the bees would almost certainly be painful, it was unlikely that they’d kill her. Whatever glistening toxin dripped from those stingers might cause all sorts of trouble in living bodies, whereas she’d be unbothered. She could survive, which meant the giant bees were not a time-sensitive issue, unlike Baron Zefflezezz’s vulnerability.

      Bolting forward with a burst of strength, she clipped one of the bees with her shoulder, sending it spinning away as the others pursued. Baron Zefflezezz was slowly pushing at the ice on his clothes and body, trying to knock pieces away, but the moment Gabrielle drew close, he scrambled to defend. From the pockets of his robe came a golden bracelet interwoven with arcane symbols.

      Her axe crashed down on a man who finally didn’t dodge, but unfortunately, it still failed to find its target. Much like the barrier around the Astrafrond, a golden shield formed in front of Baron Zefflezezz, glowing with the same light as his bracelet. Another damned item with defensive magic. This was no minor protection like what Viv had possessed, either; Gabrielle could feel tangible power radiating off the shield. From within his protective dome, Baron Zefflezezz offered a mocking smile as the bees closed in and he resumed his ice-clearing efforts.

      The first giant bee’s stinger failed to punch her demon-hide armor, causing it to spin off from the rebounded momentum. The second had momentarily better luck, managing to puncture her shoulder at a weak point along the joints. It rammed right through, poking out the other side, earning a gleeful chuckle from Baron Zefflezezz.

      That laughter died abruptly as Gabrielle showed no reaction to the injury, staring at her prey stone-faced as her free hand whipped out and grabbed the now stuck bee. Gripping its wings, she tugged once, tearing the power of flight from her foe. The act caused horror to flicker in Baron Zefflezezz’s eyes, the first glimmer of any remorse or empathy he’d displayed. Taking the creature by its head next, Gabrielle yanked, pulling the stinger and bee free. That done, she squeezed harder, crushing the skull in her grip.

      Although she dropped the body, nothing hit the floor. These were summoned creatures formed of mana; they dissipated when destroyed. No soul to harvest or corpse to handle. A crack of sound rang from behind her, followed by furious buzzing. Grumph had managed to land a shot on another of them, though which of the two, Gabrielle didn’t bother to check. She had eyes for only one target: the person ordained to meet his end by the god of death.

      Lifting Ovrium high, she noted the confident disdain that Baron Zefflezezz was making no effort to conceal. He expected her to bash her axe pointlessly against the barrier, wasting her time and effort, giving him a chance to recover from the cold spell. But Ovrium had been forged for the purpose of cutting through exactly these sorts of protections, even those far more powerful. So long as Gabrielle could provide it with enough life energy for the task, she had faith her weapon could destroy the spell. And thanks to her earlier slaughter, Ovrium had eaten well that evening.

      When her blade connected, Gabrielle could feel the magic fighting back. It had been shaped and given purpose and was battling to defend the shivering man who wielded the spell. The sensation was akin to trying to walk upstream while waist-deep in a river, something that would normally be all but impossible. Except Ovrium had no such tolerance for denial, its power parting the magic and the metaphorical river without pause. More and more of the energy stored within her weapon was consumed as the blade sliced deeper, cracks beginning to appear along the magical shield.

      Dimly, somewhere within the sphere of calm, the barbarian knew she was taking a risk. Simone, the necromancer who’d helped Gabrielle understand her undead condition, had made it clear that her soul was drawing on the same energy that fed Ovrium. If it ran out, they couldn’t be entirely sure what would happen, but odds were, it wouldn’t be good. She might die outright, becoming just a regular corpse. Or she could lose control, turning into a mindless monster like so many they’d had to put down.

      The idea had scared her before—still did, outside that sphere of calm—but Gabrielle could also see that the same fate awaited her if she failed in this task. She needed Cythllia’s aid, and this was the price demanded. If Gabrielle’s options were to rot away slowly or die striving, there was no question which way she would end things.

      Further the cracks spread, as Baron Zefflezezz redoubled his efforts to clear the ice. Dimly, Gabrielle was aware of buzzing around her, the last bee back for one more shot. Putting it and everything else out of mind, her entire focus landed on the barrier. With all she was, Gabrielle pushed. Mentally, physically—she even imagined the piece of soul trapped in Ovrium flexing for all it was worth. Together, woman and weapon strove to defy the will of magic.

      When the break came, there wasn’t time to pull back. Gabrielle had fully committed to her struggle, and once the resistance was suddenly gone, she and Ovrium both flew forward. The upside to that sudden surge of speed was that Baron Zefflezezz didn’t have any time to react either. By the time either realized what had happened, they were both on the ground, Ovrium slicing cleanly through the lower half of Baron Zefflezezz’s right leg.

      A scream choked its way from his mouth, followed swiftly by words. “Well played. Well played, indeed. Whoever has hired you is greatly underpaying for such services. I can offer far more appropriate compensation for one of such talents.”

      Much as Gabrielle wondered if he really expected this to work, the truth was, she knew it would with some adventurers. Not everyone traveled with a paladin. Some took up the task of killing monsters for profit, and if the baron was a hired job, then they’d have no personal stake in his demise. That was what made the nobles like him especially dangerous. They had enough power to cause trouble, and ample gold to buy their way out.

      Except no amount of money could provide what Gabrielle needed.

      Rising up, her shift caused the lower leg section to fall away. He certainly wouldn’t be dodging again.

      As if he could sense the murder in her eyes, Baron Zefflezezz tried to scoot back, shivering hands slipping against the smooth floor. “Very well. I surrender! Surely a noble adventurer like yourself will see me face justice for my crimes.”

      “You say you surrender, but your monsters are still fighting.” Gabrielle tilted her head toward the other end of the room, where Timuscor was bloody and battered as he lunged for Lady Loyten’s leg. The former lady’s sharp fingers flew ceaselessly, trying to puncture her attacker. Baron Krovam and Duke Turgle were both chasing their targets as well, none showing any signs of calming down.

      “Their destructive natures cannot be constrained, only directed. Without me, they will truly run wild, killing all in their path.” New hope burned in the baron’s eyes, suspecting he’d found a fresh way to apply leverage.

      In response, Gabrielle only offered a cold stare. “They’ve been trying to kill us since we arrived. I think we’ve got this handled. Especially with Timuscor changing them back.” She lifted Ovrium once more, taking careful aim. For all the blood upon her hands, Gabrielle was not cruel. Even when doling out death, she would be efficient. No need for suffering.

      “You’re killing a defenseless foe!” Baron Zefflezezz protested, desperate for any combination of words that would extend his lifespan, even by seconds. “Surely this goes against your pride as a warrior.”

      “It’s not a win I’m going to brag about, but you’ve tried to kill us many times over, using others to do the dirty work. I’ve got no compunctions about putting an end to you. Besides, I’m not some stuffy knight with a code of honor. I was a barbarian, a being concerned with victory and survival.”

      Ovrium all but flew, whipped forward with every bit of force Gabrielle could muster. Some final defensive magic started to flash, then crumpled beneath her axe’s blade before it could fully manifest. By the time Ovrium came to a halt, it had passed through Baron Zefflezezz’s robe and neck, and gouged a deep cut into the stone floor.

      Gabrielle stood over her vanquished prey, watching the blood flow from his neck, making sure no final tricks were afoot. A building pressure in her chest served as confirmation that the deed was done. She was shifting, changing, and that hopefully meant Cythllia approved of the offering.

      “But thanks to you, as of today, I am a reaper.”

      With that, the undead woman closed her eyes and defied her own nature by passing into unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      After several battles and too many close calls, the tower was finally in sight. Unfortunately, the parties had only drawn so close because they were fleeing from pursuers. Even with Gelthorn’s senses and Senpel’s cunning, they’d been unable to spot every single townsperson lying in wait. When leaving the most recent section of tunnels, one of the mindless horde had sounded the alarm, and that was all it took.

      Fighting two dozen people would have been difficult under the best of circumstances, which these were very much not. The louder their skirmishes grew, the more newcomers heard the ruckus and rushed to join. Even Timanuel had no issues retreating; standing stalwart against evil was not the same as letting it mindlessly roll over him. The best chance of helping everyone wasn’t by bashing their heads in; it was through finding the source of the madness.

      Arrows, bottles, and rocks flew through the air, a hefty stone clipping Chalara in the rump. Although she glared hatefully at the pursuing crowd, even she didn’t waste the time to try casting a retaliation, yelling out to the others instead. “We have to go for the tower!”

      “The obvious bait tower that’s probably a trap, which we haven’t checked out in the slightest?” Ferof called back.

      Shattering glass interrupted the pair as a bottle broke against Timanuel’s armor.

      “Sometimes the unknown is better,” Gelthorn said simply, summarizing the issue.

      As things stood, they were goners. Sooner or later, one of them was going to wear down, at which point, Timanuel would stop, refusing to leave an ally behind. The rest of their party would, as well, and even if the others kept running, they’d probably get picked off. There was just no beating the endless numbers they were up against, not without powerful, wide-area magic and a casual disregard for taking life.

      “I’ve got one distraction left. When I throw, sprint for all you’re worth!” Wimberly’s spring-loaded shoes shot her forward as she spoke, helping her keep pace with the taller adventurers. From her pack came an orb with knobs and levers, several of which she fiddled with before tossing the apparatus over her shoulder.

      A muffled boom echoed from behind them as a cloud of multicolored dust spread. It would cause momentary visual distortions and coughing, obstacles that would slow even those mindlessly set on murder. Following her direction, both parties bolted ahead, pouring on the last of their speed.

      Gelthorn was there first, yanking open the tower’s door with a pinched face that made it clear she expected to encounter a deterrent. Instead, the door slid easily open, revealing a spacious chamber. Darting inside, she checked over the area for enemies and found it almost entirely empty.

      All that resided within the ground floor of the tower was a set of stairs winding upward along the perimeter, climbing toward the top. Tridigon and Senpel scampered in behind her, followed by Chalara, then Ferof, and finally Timanuel bringing up the rear. He moved to slam the door behind them, then stopped, staring out the entrance. “You all might want to come see this.”

      Edging their way forward, wary of another airborne stone, the others gathered around Timanuel, peering out the doorway. What met their eyes was space, a large ring of it around the tower, where not a single of the townsfolk were willing to enter. Despite the gnashing of their teeth and the mad fury of their eyes, none would move past the invisible boundary, not even to hurl debris.

      “They’re afraid of whatever is in here,” Tridigon muttered.

      “Sure looks that way.” Chalara was already walking toward the stairs, her eyes trained on the stone ceiling above them, blocking the view of the tower’s higher mysteries. Near-death peril already forgotten, she was enraptured by the mystery. “Let’s go find out why.”
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      In an instant, the battle changed. Eric was sprinting away from Duke Turgle’s huge, blade-covered form when it suddenly seemed to lose focus, slowing its pursuit while Thistle continued to harry it with small wounds. Across the chamber, Baron Krovam’s armored shape did the same, and Lady Loyten faltered mid-attack, creating an opening for Timuscor to rush in.

      A quick scan of the area showed Gabrielle falling to the ground, a headless Baron Zefflezezz lying beneath her. In an ideal world, killing Kalzidar’s High Priest would have turned everyone back to normal. Instead, it turned out this merely let them off their leash.

      Duke Turgle let out a strained howl before lunging at Eric, jaw clamping down near his arm despite the mouth being a far less efficient way to attack. Before, Duke Turgle had been swinging the body’s bulk and blades around like a charging weapon, a far deadlier threat than just a large set of teeth.

      Baron Krovam was recovering, as well, all interest toward the barrier lost. It was still hitting the shield; however, now the contact was incidental, as the vast creature was mostly occupied with trying to eat Leomar, smashing its rear legs against the barrier as it lunged and retreated. Lady Loyten most likely would have been displaying similar behavior, if not for Timuscor. While she’d been stunned, her opponent had rushed in close and wrapped his arms around one of her tall, thin legs. Despite hurling blows onto his back, her fingers had already lost their sharp points and were unable to pierce the paladin’s armor.

      It felt like a moment of victory, however briefly lived, right up until the weapon-covered form of Duke Turgle finally noticed the gnome crawling around on its back. Showing zero forethought or concern for its own safety, the creature threw itself to the side and started rolling over. Before the maneuver was even halfway done, Eric could see blood dripping from its back as the bladed spines pressed down, carving through its own flesh. If Thistle was caught in that, he’d be crushed and diced all at once.

      With no time to grab for his crossbow, Eric dashed toward Duke Turgle’s face. Stolen daggers at the ready, he slashed for its eyes, trying to steal attention away from the annoyance on its back. Unfortunately, the blades surrounding its face flexed outward, swiping for his arms. Eric had to pull back, unable to draw near enough to strike.

      Damn the small daggers he’d been forced to grab. With his normal short sword, Eric would have had enough reach to land the hit. Sharp as his new tools were, they lacked the size of his usual weapon, which hung uselessly at his hip.

      Another dive for the duke’s face, another rebuffing. Eric’s ploy had kept it from turning all the way over, but evidently, Thistle must have scored a hit of his own, because Duke Turgle suddenly remembered to finish rolling. With no warning, the huge form spun over, leaving dozens of gashes along its body and earning a gnome’s pained yelp for the trouble.

      “Thistle, are you alive?” Eric had seen Thistle’s armor withstand some impressive blows, but even magical defenses could only do so much.

      “Much to my own surprise and delight.” The reply came quick, but weakly. That had definitely hurt him. Eric had to help, and fast, before Duke Turgle rolled again. Surviving even one crush was a borderline miracle.

      Unfortunately, Duke Turgle was flexing its back, clearly trying to feel if the pest had been scraped off, and Eric knew if it felt Thistle, they’d go around again. The creature had no concern for its own well-being, not when there was a threat to eliminate. He had to stop Duke Turgle, and quickly.

      It was the sort of situation his sword’s gem was made for. One powerful attack per day, able to cut through defenses and carve deep into a target. A retrofitted enchantment that had come in handy many a time… and perhaps still could.

      Eric had dismissed using the sword in its warped state because it couldn’t be counted on; any blow or block could cause it to break. If he only needed it to work for one strike though, that wasn’t as much of a concern. Plans of having the sword repaired dropped from his mind as Eric pulled the weapon from its sheath. For a long while, he’d considered the blade all he had to remember his father by. He certainly hadn’t felt any other sense of connection to the incredible paladin built up by his mother’s stories. Yet somewhere in the process of learning the truth, that had changed. The fallible man who lost his mantle didn’t seem so far from Eric anymore.

      He would miss the sword, but it was just an object at the end of the day. Were his father present, Eric expected he’d have insisted on exactly this tactic. Items, even those with great sentiment, were nothing compared to the safety of a loved one.

      Calling forth the magic of the gem, Eric dashed forward.

      Like before, Duke Turgle’s own blades stretched forward, and Eric pushed himself to go faster lest they extended far enough to block his attack. With everything he was and had, Eric willed himself to move more quickly. A split-second faster was well worth the effort; anything to land his shot before the window of opportunity was covered by defending spines.

      Midway through his strike, Eric felt something inside him drain away, a feeling he never could have imagined or put words to. As it vanished, the world around him seemed to slow perceptively, even while his own body kept going at normal speed. The slowdown thankfully included Duke Turgle and his blades, and while Eric might not know what was causing the effect, he didn’t need any instruction on what to do with it.

      The blade slid directly into Duke Turgle’s left eye, the gem-enhanced blow moving past the resistance of his skull and into the brain itself. Whether it was thanks to the slowed time or his familiarity with the weapon, Eric felt the sword begin to give as it plunged deeper. Snaps, shudders, then with a sudden lurch, Duke Turgle fell to the ground, taking most of the blade with it.

      Eric stood over the still form of a monster that had once been Duke Turgle with only the hilt of his sword and a half-inch of metal poking from the top. Despite his resolve, Eric’s heart withered at the sight, but there was no time for mourning. Not when Thistle was still stuck somewhere within the dead baron’s spines.

      Tucking the hilt away on his belt, Eric dove into the task of finding a gnome in a bladestack.
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        * * *

      

      “You are truly hilarious. How many years have you been stuck like this, and still you struggle?”

      Gelthorn held up a hand to be silent as they reached the end of the hall. At the top of the staircase, they’d found a door protected by incredibly complex magic. Layers and layers of arcane symbols adorned its surface, the sort that Chalara confidently stated she’d need weeks to crack through, optimistically. Luckily, they hadn’t required those weeks, because the door was already open, left ajar as though it didn’t matter in the slightest.

      Behind the door was a hall winding upward in a spiral, which they’d been following for several minutes, until Gelthorn’s ears snared the careless sounds.

      Snarling in a new voice followed the calmly delivered barb, causing the first speaker to laugh. “Grunt all you like. It won’t help. No matter how formidable you were in life, all you are now is rage and memories, though my goodness do you produce a lot of the former.”

      Gelthorn didn’t like the coherent speaker. There was a cruelty to his tone, an unmasked joy at the suffering he was causing. But he was evidently someone powerful enough to get through that sealed door, and that meant they couldn’t take him lightly. It could be an item that had given him passage, or he might be a mage capable of killing them all with a snap. For as far as they’d come to reach this point, turning back could still be wise, if death was the other option.

      With the party stopped, it was all too easy to hear one body start moving again. All present could hear the heavy clangs of a man in full armor striding forward, a hard look in Timanuel’s eyes as he moved. Either he’d caught the words as well, or Longinus decided to tip off one of his faithful. Whatever the cause, Timanuel knew someone was being tormented, and that made his course of action all too clear.

      Instantly realizing that a fight was happening, Gelthorn hurried to her friend’s side, Wimberly and Chalara falling swiftly into position as well. Ferof, Tridigon, and Senpel followed too, albeit at the rear. She couldn’t blame them for that. It was her party’s paladin that was pressing the fight; they had a duty to bear the worst of it.

      Before they stepped out onto the battlefield, entirely unsure of what they’d be facing, Gelthorn’s keen ears picked up one more phrase, this one whispered to the captive, rather than boldly declared for all to hear. It was enough to stall her feet for several steps, even as her friends marched ever forward.

      “Honestly, I can’t believe someone like you was allowed to stand alongside Kalzidar.”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Loyten was over halfway back to normal, transformed enough that the assault on Timuscor had finally halted, leaving Duke Aprolok and his remaining guard free. After a single glance at his subordinate, Duke Aprolok ordered the man to find cover and rest, lest he collapse on the battlefield and be trampled in the chaos.

      With that handled, the duke looked over what threats remained. The bladed monster was lying still, its killer combing over the sharp corpse, calling for his gnome friend. By the barrier, Leomar was harassing the heavily armored monster, aided with occasional bouts of magic from the nearby archmage, Dejy.

      Of the two, Duke Aprolok could plainly see which situation demanded aid, so he began trekking across the chamber. Every movement made his recent battle known, however, as he slowly took step after step. There was a stretch in his youth when he’d have still had stamina, even after such an opponent, but time was an undefeated adversary, even if some did manage to last longer than others. That was why he’d taken an educational role over the past few years: teaching the next generation was how Duke Aprolok would protect the kingdom even when his own time had passed.

      His mind flashed to Lord Prent and that talented man in his employ. Such a waste. When that same man dashed right past Duke Aprolok, he took it for a trick of his mind, weariness conjuring phantoms. Yet the butler proved to be quite real as he slammed a well-timed kick into one of Baron Krovam’s leg joints, sending its charge toward Leomar off course.

      Blinking in shock, Duke Aprolok came to a stop. He looked around to see Lord Prent near the chamber’s entrance, looking like death warmed over. Pale, thinner, visibly shaking from the effort of standing; it was no wonder he didn’t summon that elemental often. The strain on his body had to be tremendous. Yet even still, the pair had followed the fight. The duke’s respect for both men rose.

      The glance also showed him Lady Loyten, once more returned to human form. Like Earl Bunlapt before her, she appeared to be lost in the shock of the experience, turning limp and being lowered to the ground by Timuscor. Once he’d set her down, the healer checked over their battlefield once more. Upon seeing Duke Turgle dead, an unmistakable shadow of sadness touched his face before he turned toward Baron Krovam, the last one who could still be saved.

      With another target to take pressure off him, Leomar was having a much easier time keeping Baron Krovam distracted. Like Duke Turgle, the armored behemoth was focused on trying to eat rather than smash his targets, meaning he could only chomp one at a time. The archmage had been able to switch from firing mildly effective shots of magic as a distraction to creating a slippery shine under the creature’s huge feet. Between the lack of stability and pair of pests keeping its attention, they could likely keep it distracted until the healing was done.

      To his surprise, Duke Aprolok felt a tingle of restorative energy course through him. Timuscor had arrived and offered a hand of mending as he passed. Feeling the weakened effects, the younger man paused, brow narrowing in confusion.

      “Amtrinae already dosed me with a tremendous amount of healing magic after the fire,” Duke Aprolok reminded him. “You know how it goes; have to let the new flesh stabilize. Until it does, the more healing used on me, the less effective it will be.”

      If anything, that only deepened the confusion, but a roar from Baron Krovam put both of their minds back on the matters at hand. Feeling refreshed, Duke Aprolok fell into step beside Timuscor, both heading for the sole remaining monster in the chamber.

      It was time for the Ardranes’ Gala to finally draw to a close.
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      Gabrielle “awoke” to find Cythllia standing over her, scrawling on a floating piece of parchment with her left hand while her right appeared to be accumulating shadow, darkness dripping along her fingers. They were once more in the office area where Gabrielle had first spoken with the god of death. In fact, she was again on the dark table, Ovrium clutched tightly.

      Noticing that her worshipper had arrived, Cythllia finished a few final lines on the parchment before it went flying away, another bobbing nearby, waiting for its turn to arrive.

      “Congratulations! You’ve successfully reaped the soul of one of Kalzidar’s favorites. Oddly, I wasn’t able to witness the bout, so I sensed your intent and condition. It was a little touch-and-go at the end there—used up almost all of your stored energy cutting through his shield—but you pulled it off.” In her now free left hand, Cythllia manifested a small orb, which Gabrielle could sense to be a soul. “He’s going somewhere special, a place where he won’t be able to tattle about his final moments to Kalzidar.”

      A wash of pride was tempered by Cythllia informing Gabrielle that she’d been closer to failing than previously realized. Without her earlier slaughter, would she have had enough to succeed? Gabrielle banished the thought from her mind: there was nothing good to be found pulling at such strings.

      “I also know things are busy in the living world, so we won’t dally about. With the quest completed and considering your own growth, I am now able to alter your manaflow, forging you into a reaper. Understanding that this will be something that cannot be undone, either by me nor any god known, do you accept the opportunity?”

      “I will,” Gabrielle replied. Although she’d felt hesitant about aligning herself with the god of death, she’d tasted the potential of such power. It was more than she could turn away from, especially knowing the enemies at their heels.

      Shifting her focus, Cythllia ran a finger along Ovrium’s blade. “This marks a new beginning for you, as well. Ovrium, will you consent to becoming a reaper’s weapon, binding yourself to Gabrielle with the knowledge that your fates will be forever intertwined?”

      To her surprise, Gabrielle heard the answer along with Cythllia. Images of darkness and silence came, paired with a heavy feeling of time. Long, untold stretches of time, passing in darkness and boredom. Hands started to appear, weak and undisciplined, flinching at the slightest pain. Then came a familiar set of digits: Gabrielle’s hand, holding fast despite the discomfort. Flashes of her own battles filled her mind—cutting through their attackers in the sprites, tearing after the venerad, butchering the guards attacking her family, crushing Viv’s shield. With it all, she had an undeniable sense of something that could be.

      Ovrium saw potential in her. Evidently, enough to take the step of joining together.

      Reaching down, Cythllia laid her right hand, the one that was utterly lost in darkness, directly over Gabrielle’s heart. Cythllia’s left was placed on top of her forehead, the touch warmer than Gabrielle expected.

      “Along with this chance, I’m going to be imparting instructions for your first divine task,” Cythllia explained. “Since you don’t have time to practice reaping, and there’s a job to be done, you’ll get the expedited version. Once things settle down, we can have a longer talk about your new role, gifts, and responsibilities.”

      The darkness on her hand surged forth, plunging down into Gabrielle’s heart, whose still form shuddered violently. “Welcome to the service of death, my glorious reaper.”
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        * * *

      

      If not for the tower’s enchanted durability, it would have been torn apart within seconds. Everything the priest’s magic touched withered on contact: the arrows Gelthorn shot, the fireball Chalara launched, the left corner of Timanuel’s shield, the top half of Ferof’s sword, and even three of Tridigon’s fingers when she dodged a hair too slowly. The sickly green energy flowed all around the priest. Like a weightless liquid, it streamed up from his hands, refilling what was used during the first wave of assault.

      The only material unaffected was the tower itself, which was evidently formed of something heartier than what that disintegrating energy could break down. Wimberly and Senpel both made use of that by diving behind one of the room’s six pillars before the wave of green could strip them to their bones.

      Those pillars were among the only features in the tower’s top room. Six pillars, surrounding a six-layered magical circle, in the center of which rested a thrashing tornado of energy. Sometimes, a face would appear within the maelstrom, twisted in fury, before dissolving once more. That Kalzidar’s priest was tormenting a shapeless blob of energy was strange enough, even more curious was the distinct line that had been etched through five of the circles.

      Only the sixth, inner-most circle was glowing, the outer five all dim and lifeless. Poking her head out from behind cover, Chalara recognized that the flow of the magic, essentially the spell’s circuit, had been interrupted, rendering it inert. Given the way that green power was eroding anything it touched, maybe the priest could damage the tower given enough time and focus.

      With a motion, the priest’s stream of green suddenly swelled and exploded, showering the entire room in flecks of destruction. Several droplets burned clean through her robes, and one took a chunk of her ear like it wasn’t even there. Yelps and moans rose up from the others; thankfully, they’d all been near enough to a pillar to stay protected, but not to escape injury.

      Already, more of the green was rising from his hands, refilling what had been lost. At the rate he was churning it out, the odds he’d run dry any time soon appeared minimal. Worse, the party couldn’t afford a drawn-out battle; every accumulated wound made them slower and more vulnerable. The priest didn’t even look especially concerned by the numbers disadvantage, laughing merrily as he sent a stream of energy toward Timanuel, trying to sunder the paladin clean through.

      Looking over the situation, Chalara worked feverishly to think of a solution. A world away, an especially high dice roll was celebrated, followed by a sudden burst of inspiration manifesting in Chalara’s mind. While the priest had been destroying the circles, he clearly had no affection for the entity inside. Maybe he wasn’t planning to set the soul free at all, but rather to capture or destroy it for some nefarious purpose. Between the cruel words whispered and near-tangible fury rolling off the imprisoned spirit, Chalara was willing to bet Kalzidar’s priest would be its first target upon release.

      Breaking through six circles of magic would have demanded weeks of time for Chalara, but thankfully, most of the work had already been done. She only had a single circle to deal with, and a partially eroded one at that. The only trouble was, Chalara would have to get close to disrupt the spell’s flow. There was no other option, though. Already, Timanuel was staggering, the ceaseless assault beating him down. Soon, they’d all be whittled to their last breath, and by then, death would be the best they could hope for.

      Not daring to wait too long, Chalara made her move when she saw the priest turn slightly away to pepper Timanuel and Ferof with green spray. Racing forward, she was unprepared for the mounting anger that intensified as she drew closer to the circle. Waves of fury washed through her, demanding Chalara cast such ideas of magic to the side and drive her fists into the pitiful priest’s skull. She pushed the thoughts away, mental focus born from endless hours of study allowing her to press through. Still, Chalara suddenly felt a great deal more empathy for the townsfolk. No wonder they were driven to endless combat, if that was coursing through them.

      “Chalara, hurry!” Timanuel’s voice reached her, and if he was so obviously yelling, then that meant the priest must have noticed her.

      Summoning a shield spell offhandedly, Chalara dove forward, ignoring the growing assault on her mind. It was joined by one on her shield seconds later, a wave of green tearing through the protective energy at an alarming rate. With nowhere to run, Chalara instead opted to see her plan all the way through. If she died in the process, she at least wanted to take the priest down with her.

      Showing no concern for delicacy, or the potential explosive backlash that could come from a mistake, Chalara jammed her hands against the circle, willing her mana to flow through it. Almost immediately, she could feel the spell’s potency, so much power all focused on containing what was within. Yet that power was also tenuous, wore thin by the priest’s efforts; there were points where it slowed to a trickle. Throwing the entirety of her will into the act, Chalara blocked the mana circuit, her mind filling with flashes of a strange image, almost like a puzzle.

      Despite using all her remaining mana on a barely functioning circle, she only managed a flicker— a half second where the spell faltered. The circle dimmed before the flow became more than she could manage and it lit up once more. Except in that mere half second, something had changed. Although the cage was back in place, it snapped shut around empty air.

      The priest didn’t even see the spirit manifest behind him in a towering figure of mist and fury. From the expression on his face when that first massive hand fell upon his shoulder, the priest definitely felt the former captive, however. Whipping the waves of green around, the priest encircled his body with a vortex, one that would have shredded anything nearby. Against a ghost, however, it proved useless.

      Gripping hold of the priest’s jaw, the ghost pried open his mouth, holding it while a stream of mist flowed inside. As the mist went, the spirit dimmed, until only the hands were visible, then those were gone too. For a split-second, Chalara thought the priest had been possessed, but that misconception lasted only until he fell to the ground, holding his chest, blood running out of his nose and ears.

      That was when the screaming started in earnest.
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        * * *

      

      Like the others, Baron Krovam was in no shape to talk after being returned to his original form. He fell into a ball, rocking softly to himself, muttering phrases in dwarven. With him restored, the fighting finally came to an end. All the would-be thieves had either turned into monsters, been killed, or had run away, most likely to be taken out by the manor’s traps.

      Aside from the recently transformed, the only people who remained in the chamber of the Astrafrond were Thistle’s party, Duke Aprolok—along with his remaining subordinate—Lord Prent and his butler, Dejy, and the Ardranes. It became unexpectedly serene after the fighting finally ended, touches like the artificial breeze and small enchanted waterfall now easier to appreciate.

      The true mark that combat had ended came when Amtrinae Ardrane released her barrier, finally able to join Leomar in an embrace on the other side. Both were visibly exhausted; the efforts had been considerable all around. Nevertheless, Amtrinae Ardrane was a host, and held her duties as sacred. After taking a few moments to compose herself, she addressed the room.

      “This was truly an unprecedented gala. While these were not the first to try and steal our Astrafrond, never has such an attempt come with royal backing. I fear our future will be fraught with difficulty as we strive to defend the Ardrane legacy, but that is a matter for years to come. Today, there are seeds to harvest, lest they wither uselessly on the branch. You have done more to earn the prize than any competitors past, and it is my pleasure to offer them.”

      Whispering a spell, Amtrinae lifted her hands up like a small bowl, and nine lights upon the Astrafrond began to glow. One by one, the seeds drifted down from the tree’s heights, coming to rest in Amtrinae’s palms. When the last one touched her hands, the glow faded, as did the Astrafrond itself. The tree seemed somehow diminished, more mundane.

      “Before gifts are offered, debts must be paid,” Leomar interrupted. “In return for his assistance, I promised the archmage a seed. The aid he provided was exceptional. Without him, I would have been unable to defeat the Wordless Witnesses.”

      Amtrinae nodded, but frowned as she looked out upon her saviors. Nine seeds and nine surviving contestants had worked out perfectly; however, Dejy’s debt meant they would be one short.

      Before anyone could speak, Duke Aprolok slapped his underling on the back, shoving him forward. “Go on, then. No sense in wasting one of these on a man nearing the end of his fighting days.”

      The soldier’s eyes went wide as he stammered out a protest. “Sir, I can’t. You deserve—”

      “Cut that line of thought right now,” Duke Aprolok ordered, bringing the guard up short. “Doesn’t matter what I or you deserve. A lot of good people are dead today; they certainly didn’t deserve that. But you aren’t. You faced the same battle as they did and made it out the other side. Maybe it was skill, maybe it was luck; whatever the case, you’re still here, a little stronger than you were this morning. One day, I will be gone. When it arrives, someone has to be ready to step up. Someone with experience, diligence, and perhaps a gift from a magic tree.”

      Unable to find adequate words of protest or thanks, the soldier simply bowed, obscuring his face from view, though not the soft splash of tears hitting stone.

      “Were it in my power to guarantee such, I would promise you one of the seeds from next year,” Amtrinae said, the bitterness plain in her voice. “Sadly, I fear that even if we can defend the Astrafrond from King Varlar, it would be all but impossible to hold another proper ceremony. There’s no telling when the Astrafrond will next bloom.”

      “Are you set on staying?” Thistle asked. “Slaying servants of the king won’t go unpunished. While I understand your family has nurtured this tree for many generations, is it worth being wiped out for? Would it not be prudent to escape?”

      Amtrinae turned toward the Astrafrond, something strange passing through her eyes. “Flight would be prudent, and we have the resources to start anew, but I can’t leave the Astrafrond. We swore an oath to protect it, a vow upon our blood. Even if I were willing to abandon it, I can’t. Not so long as the Astrafrond stands.”

      Footsteps rang out, distinct in the now largely silent chamber. Weapons were grasped as bodies twisted, all eyes falling upon the woman in blood-red armor. She looked much the same as before, still pale with dark hair, distinctive axe gripped firmly in place. One thing had changed, though: Gabrielle’s eyes were shining, entirely white without any pupil or iris.

      There was more, too, Thistle soon noticed: the way she walked and moved, no longer like she was barreling through the world. Gabrielle had become lighter, more graceful, even as the air around her seemed heavier.

      “The time has come, Amtrinae Ardrane. Long have you stood watch over the bound one, and long has her bounty offered strength for the task, but now, it at last shall end.”

      Amtrinae’s mouth hung open, staring at Gabrielle in a mix of uncertainty and shock. “How do you know about her?”

      Those shining white eyes of Gabrielle’s appeared to pulse with light, and as they did, an answering flicker came from deep, deep within the Astrafrond’s trunk. “I am the newly appointed reaper of Cythllia, and she has informed me of the situation. Long has my god heard the cries for release, and tonight, I have been ordered to grant them.”

      Lifting her axe, Gabrielle pointed past the crowd, to the pale trunk of the Astrafrond. Amtrinae moved as if to protest, then stopped herself, though her gaze remained fixed on the woman in blood-red armor. Gabrielle started forward, speaking with unnatural authority.

      “Tonight, an ancient wrong is undone. A bound one will be set free, returned to the flow of life. The time has arrived, at last, to release the soul of Thessily Ardrane.”
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      Although the priest was dead, it seemed his suffering was not yet at an end. From the body rose the enormous spirit that had once been trapped, holding within its palm a dimly glowing light that occasionally formed the face of the deceased priest.

      Rather than face the adventurers, the spirit looked toward the now empty cage, waves of fresh anger rolling from him. Unlike the previous version, this didn’t try to worm its way into anyone’s mind; the rage was for him alone. Finally, he turned from the prison to his saviors. Each of them tensed, unsure if the reward for their aid would be thanks, or a brutal murder. Thus far, they only knew this soul capable of the latter.

      “So long. So long, I have been trapped here. My own soul used as the tool to kill the town I defended, tormenting them endlessly, driving me further into rage. An endless cycle of suffering, until tonight.”

      “How did you end up here?” Timanuel asked, the concern clear in his voice.

      “Treachery. On the eve of our greatest triumph, one in our number stole his way to divinity, and has sought to erase his ignoble origins ever since. Those who knew the truth were not even permitted to pass on after the betrayal. Instead, our souls were bound, left to suffer eternally.” At the words, the spirit tightened his grip, slightly crushing the other soul he was clutching. “Yet something must be stirring, for the traitor has sent one of his minions here to remove me. It seems he doesn’t wish me to pass along my knowledge, or my gifts.”

      A new glow began to ripple off the spirit, crackling and bright. “For those who have brought forth my freedom, I offer a boon of might to mind or muscle. Each must choose for themselves. I shall also offer a tidbit of history; what is done with that rests in your hands. But first, the boon. Speak your choice, and so it shall be.”

      The adventurers looked a bit uncertain at the sudden swing, but not for long. Given the quest they’d just endured, some manner of reward was certainly expected, and mysterious magical boons were sorely tempting. Even without knowing the specifics, each adventurer understood their strengths and where the boon would best help. Chalara and Wimberly would take the mind route, given the roles of their classes, whereas Timanuel was destined for muscle, and Gelthorn could justify either.

      Each adventurer spoke their choice, Gelthorn ultimately selecting muscle, as did Ferof, which left Senpel and Tridigon to go with mind. As the last syllable was spoken, the glow intensified, air rippling from the intensity of the magic. Waiting only long enough to speak a few parting words, the spirit closed his eyes.

      An explosion of light filled the top of the tower, momentarily blinding all who happened to be looking upon it.
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        * * *

      

      “We can’t let you kill the Astrafrond.” Leomar started forward, but Amtrinae’s arm held him steady, her focus locked upon Gabrielle.

      “Young one, do not come here offering false promises,” Amtrinae warned. “For generations, the greatest mages in the Ardrane family hunted for a way to free Thessily from her confines to no avail. What binds her is magic infused with the divine, which seals her soul within the tree. Even if it dies, she will be forced to stay with the rotting husk, forever bound to the biggest piece remaining.”

      Gabrielle nodded. “No easy feat, to be sure. But there is more than one source of the divine. I am here serving Cythllia, god of death, and as my body changed, she made her orders clear. With the aid of a paladin, it is possible to weaken the chains binding Thessily’s soul, drawing it forth. Empowered by Cythllia’s divine will, I am to cleave that soul from the tree. My god will handle the rest.”

      Thistle appeared startled by that revelation, whereas Timuscor showed only mild signs of surprise. After feeling the souls of Baron Zefflezezz’s victims as he healed them, helping rescue one must have seemed a natural progression.

      Taking a moment, Amtrinae stared up at the tree her family had spent so long protecting and nurturing. As a child, she’d studied her magic under the Astrafrond, able to feel Thessily’s warmth and knowledge. Even bound to a hunk of wood, her ancestor had found a way to provide for and protect her family, along with generations of their descendants. But Amtrinae had never been able to miss the shadows of sadness she sensed from the tree. Although Thessily had made the best of an unspeakable situation, she never stopped being a prisoner—stuck in a cage with no key, until now.

      “Ancestor Thessily, thank you for all you have given to protect us. The Ardrane family is strong, wise, and wealthy. We will endure without you, though your name and sacrifice will never be forgotten, not so long as an Ardrane draws breath. If you are ready for peace, none of us will bar the path.”

      No great shifting of limbs or cracking of bark came in response, yet Amtrinae saw the answer just as clearly in the sway of its branches and cool sense of peace that washed through her. “Reaper, please proceed.”

      At the words, Gabrielle started forward, only making it a few steps before she found a small glowing object in Amtrinae’s hand held toward her. “The seeds take time to bloom. Best to start them as soon as possible.”

      With a nod of thanks, Gabrielle accepted the glowing object and popped it into her mouth, resuming her trek toward the tree. Amtrinae turned toward the rest of the group, offering her hands. One at a time, they stepped forward, each accepting a single glowing seed. Only Duke Aprolok remained empty-handed, no matter how guilty the soldier in his employ clearly felt. The older man was grinning, even as Lord Prent’s butler walked over.

      “This was a tournament for nobility. I cannot allow myself to claim a prize while you go without.” He offered the seed in his hand, only to have it gently shoved away by the duke.

      “Absolutely not. You fought as hard as anyone out there for that seed and have every right to claim it. I’ve never been a fan of the ‘nobles-only’ policy to begin with.” Duke Aprolok gave Amtrinae a sympathetic gaze. “But patronage from a crown always comes with conditions.”

      “Still, it is wrong for you to do so much and lose in a share of the reward.”

      The duke rubbed his chin, like an idea was newly forming. Thistle and Eric both noticed the gleam in his eye and realized his approaching “spontaneous” notion was nothing of the sort. “Tell me, what’s your name, young man?”

      “Butler is perfectly sufficient.”

      “No matter how good you are at your job, a name is more than that,” Duke Aprolok replied.

      The statement earned him a confused look from the butler, until Lord Prent stepped in. “That is his name. Jelperiliam Butler the Fourth, hence why we shorten it. The Butler family has long been renowned for their family’s skills as guards, attendants, chefs, and whatever else is needed. To hire a Butler is to hire the best.”

      This time, the surprise in Duke Aprolok’s eyes was genuine, as was the good-natured laugh that followed. “I’ll have to remember that the next time I need capable help. In the meanwhile, since Butler is so concerned about my reward, what do you say to coming out and visiting my estate for a few months? You could both benefit from some training, and my guards will get to practice with a talented opponent.”

      “And if diplomatic ties spring up in the process, so be it,” Lord Prent surmised. He looked over to Butler, standing stalwart as always. “What do you think? There’s certainly no one in Keelport anxiously awaiting our return.”

      “You chart the course, sir. I will forever be at your side.”

      Thinking it over for a moment, Lord Prent shrugged. “Why not? If nothing else, it will be a nice break from playing the drunken fool. The morning hangovers are especially painful.”

      By the time Lord Prent and Duke Aprolok were shaking hands over the idea, Gabrielle had reached the tree. She raised her axe high as Ovrium started to glow with the same light pulsing in her eyes. Even as it did so, the axe itself seemed to darken, shadows twisting over the blade. It was now the weapon of a reaper, but still the artifact it had been before. How those powers and identities would merge was anyone’s guess, Gabrielle included.

      When Amtrinae reached Thistle, he didn’t immediately reach for a seed, instead wearing a somewhat abashed face as he addressed their host. “Generous an offer as this is, I’m afraid it was not the Astrafrond seeds that initially brought us here. We are seeking a way to free another bound soul, one trapped in a fallen monster that withers away all who draw near it. It was the soul’s hope that among Thessily Ardrane’s creations might be an item to offer aid.”

      “Perhaps there might have been, when she first passed.” Touches of embarrassment brushed against Amtrinae’s face, ill-at-place among her fine cheeks and dazzling eyes. “Not every Ardrane has seen to our tasks equally. Some saw fit to plunder Thessily’s treasures as their own. If not for the Astrafrond and our oath to it, our lineage would have long ago lost our prominence.”

      Holding out her hands, Amtrinae moved them more easily within Thistle’s grasp. “All I can offer is potential. Perhaps you’ll gain what you need.”

      Without any further objections, Thistle accepted one of the seeds, eating it as he watched Gabrielle standing steady, light continuing to gather in the head of her axe.

      As the glow grew, Eric popped his Astrafrond seed, feeling it fall down his throat before splashing into his stomach. The strange sensation stretched across his lower torso, creeping outward. Not unpleasant by any means, just… unusual. Grumph did the same, but Timuscor kneeled next to Mr. Peppers, offering his hand.

      By the time anyone realized he was offering his prize to the boar, it was too late to intervene. Mr. Peppers had firmly pushed Timuscor’s hand away with his snout, snorting twice. That was all he needed, Timuscor downing the seed in a single gulp. With the matter settled, he started for Gabrielle, aware that the party’s paladin still had a role to play.

      Wandering over, downing his own seed in the process, Dejy rejoined the party with a weary grin. “Being around you all is certainly good for getting the blood pumping. I haven’t had to swing spells like that for a while.”

      “We apologize for any trouble,” Grumph said.

      “Don’t you dare. This is most time I’ve spent away from my desk in ages. Add in a challenging battle, along with an Astrafrond seed, and this was more than worth the trip.” Dejy’s eyes turned to the glowing axe, now so bright it was hard to look upon. “Besides, I have a hunch we’re about to witness something truly extraordinary.”

      Timuscor stood next to the Astrafrond with Gabrielle, his hand resting on its silver bark. The area he was touching began to brighten, color draining from the tree’s limbs even as it deepened along the trunk. After several minutes, the branches appeared utterly lifeless, while the Astrafrond’s center was practically beaming. With his part handled, Timuscor stepped back, clearing the way for Gabrielle.

      Waiting a few seconds longer, until the axe was so bright no one could even look too near it, Gabrielle finally swung. When she did, it was not a ferocious blow infused with power. Instead, the swing was slow, deliberate, and inevitable. Far from the strike of a furious barbarian, they were witnessing the true swing of a reaper’s blade.

      It passed easily through the outer trunk, digging deep into the Astrafrond’s inner flesh. Red sap the color of blood oozed from the wound, yet still the axe kept moving: steady and ceaseless, like the approach of death itself. Inch by inch, the Astrafrond parted, Gabrielle never letting up for the barest of moments. She brought the promise of finality; what seemed a terror to the living was a gift to the lost souls trapped or wandering. It was with kindness and mercy in her heart that she moved the axe, unwilling to let the spirit suffer even a moment longer.

      Finally, the axe’s blade appeared once more, breaching the other side of the Astrafrond. Gabrielle didn’t alter her pace at all, keeping the same steady motion until her swing was truly complete. Only when the tree was cut entirely through did she lower her weapon and step back.

      The glow was gone from the axe, yet it remained in the chamber, light sizzling through the Astrafrond as it tottered and fell. From the stump came a glowing hand, pushing itself up. A head followed, then a torso, until the entire room was staring at an elven woman who bore a noticeable resemblance to Amtrinae.

      The soul of Thessily Ardrane floated forward, offering a hand to Gabrielle. The reaper accepted, only to gasp in shock from the touch. Thessily didn’t tarry long, drifting toward Amtrinae and Leomar. Silently she leaned down and kissed her descendant on each cheek, then patted Leomar on the head. Neither showed the same reaction as Gabrielle, who was swaying slightly on her feet, but fast recovering.

      Rising higher, Thessily’s glow intensified, though nowhere near what the axe had reached at its apex. With a smile and a wave, she vanished, dissipating into motes of light. Amtrinae began to cry softly, making no effort to hide the display.

      “That was an amazing sight,” Duke Aprolok said after almost a full minute of silence. “Apologies to spoil the moment, but I think it best if we get moving. There are a great deal of dead nobles here, including direct servants of King Varlar. I would prefer to be on my own king’s soil by the time word of what happened here spreads, and I welcome any who wish to join me.”

      “We will gladly accept,” Leomar said, after a quick shared look with Amtrinae. “There are a few things we’ll need to take, but we can be ready within the hour.”

      “Then I’ll have the horses prepared.” Duke Aprolok looked to Dejy and the adventurers. “The offer extends to you, as well.”

      “I’d better not. If I keep this adventure going, I might never drag myself behind a desk again,” Dejy admitted. “I’ll let all the other guests know to clear out, if the sounds of fighting didn’t tip them off already.”

      “Most have already gone. Few wish to remain once they’ve been eliminated,” Leomar informed him.

      “We, too, will part ways soon,” Thistle said. It was tempting to accept Duke Aprolok’s offer for shelter. Assuming Kalzidar’s bargain held, Madroria was no longer in immediate danger. But the fight they were picking wasn’t with another noble, or even a king. Their opponent was a god, one that Thistle was only now truly appreciating the cruelty of. They couldn’t risk that wrath spilling onto others, not after tonight.

      Besides, Thistle knew of at least one more place they needed to visit, and soon. After that… well, he’d talk with the others and think up a plan.

      A loud crack rang out, causing weapons to rise and spells to start, until everyone realized that it was only the Astrafrond collapsing. The branches were crumbling, snapping under the weight of the fallen trunk, which itself was disintegrating. What had once been a mighty tree desired by a king turned to nothing more than gray dust, barely discernable from ash.
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      The lobby was bustling with people, more than Russell had even realized were at the event. Apparently, some people had been skipping the social aspects of their trip, though as he watched Cheri trading numbers with Melanie, the bespectacled woman who’d been GM for the party they adventured with in the module’s final hours, it was equally clear new friendships had been found. While they hadn’t encountered anything actually magical, certainly nothing as overt as glowing dice, it was still an experience that left a bond between the groups.

      Maybe one day, they’d be able to talk with them about the strange experiences that seemed to happen around these modules. If nothing else, Russell knew their party was advancing, having successfully completed their quest, which meant they’d have a chance for some curious encounters on their own. Should a sudden call come asking him about glowing dice, he would be ready.

      Glancing over to Kiyomi and Traci, who were whispering feverishly with Tim and Alexis, Russell wondered how much they knew. Something had clearly happened—those two had made a beeline for Tim the moment he’d stepped off the elevators—but seeing as no one was screaming about possession, it probably wasn’t too far out there. Much as he’d love to get the details on their drive home, that wasn’t the sort of conversation he was comfortable having with his mother in earshot.

      “I still can’t believe this.” Bert was the only one standing by Russell, waiting as Marsha handled checkout, along with the other guests. He was holding an open binder, the top page of which was Wimberly’s character sheet. For the most part, it was covered in orderly pencil markings, with only the barest hints of eraser marks to be seen. After the end of their module, there was one new addition, however.

      A golden stamp, pressed under Wimberly’s “Abilities” section, reading “Mental Control” in large print with a smaller description written below: “Immune to all magical forms of mental manipulation, influence, and enchantment.” It was the power Wimberly had received for finishing their quest, administered by the lone Broken Bridge employee Russell dealt with—her only time publicly appearing during the entire event. Their more physical characters, like Timanuel, had chosen “Muscle Control,” which came with the text: “Immune to all magical forms of paralysis, immobility, and exhaustion.”

      The prizes were, to put it mildly, incredibly powerful. Half the party was now entirely unaffected by charms, mind-based illusions, even minor spells to help lies pass by more easily. The other half couldn’t be halted or unwillingly moved by any mystical means, making entire schools of control-based magic utterly useless on them. Lots of expensive items offered resistances to mere aspects of these gifts, and the characters had gotten immunity imbued onto their very souls.

      Hard as the quest had been, not one player who’d completed it was upset by the results. The reward had absolutely been worth the effort. Unfortunately, not many of the players had reached that point, as there were more than a few sour expressions mixed in among those checking out. Of the few who’d succeeded, several were clumped together in tight groups, whispering among themselves. Whatever secrets they were sharing, perhaps tales of their own magical experiences, remained unfortunately out of earshot.

      “Put that away already,” Cheri chided as she made her way back over, tucking her phone into her pants. “You can figure out all the new synergies and whatnot this opens up on the drive home.”

      “Sorry, I just… this is crazy. The number of items Wimberly can build if I don’t have to worry about—yeah, I hear it, you’re right.” Bert clapped the binder closed, then tucked it into his backpack. “I realize this might not have been exactly the event we expected, but I’ve got to say, it feels like we did well overall. Even aside from the character growth, we met other people playing the module, some of whom appear open to hearing about what we’ve been through. Also, nobody got possessed, and I’m always counting that as a win.”

      “I don’t know about always,” Cheri muttered. “Some of us might be interested in channeling that kind of juice.”

      Noticing that Marsha was near the front of the line, Russell picked up his duffle bag, slinging it over his shoulder. Bert was right; it hadn’t been a bad trip at all. Much as part of Russell had expected some big, magical commotion, he was equally relieved that it hadn’t manifested. Not with his mom and so many other people present. Besides, he knew there was still more journey ahead.

      Tucked in Russell’s back pocket was a slip of paper with a date, a time, and a website. The first clues to the next module, one that Russell would thoroughly investigate before the appointed hour arrived. For the moment, however, he was looking forward to working on some of his own material, plans to fill the party’s games until the next module appeared.

      After all, they did still have a contact in Venmoore to speak with. One Russell had been pointed at by Broken Bridge Publishing themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Without proper understanding of her prison, or its location in the greater world at large, Madroria couldn’t be certain how many walls, literal or magical, separated her from Kalzidar at any given time. That made it difficult to discern just how much anger it would entail for his shouts to reach her despite the barrier between them. In any event, the god was incensed, and Madroria didn’t have to wait long for a shadowy form to appear in her cell, whirling on her intangible form and the weak glow surrounding it.

      “What did he do?” The demand was nonsensical, as Madroria couldn’t possibly know to what it referred, seeing as she’d been stuck in this cell ever since being stolen out of Mithingow’s heaven. Nevertheless, she took an educated guess.

      “Has Thistle been causing you trouble?”

      “We made a deal, and he somehow cheated!” The shadow was undulating wildly, barely held together. “First, I lose any ability to see what’s going on around them, then I sense someone canceling out one of my boons, healing my High Priest’s creations. I’d love to ask him about it, except his soul is nowhere to be found. Not on the mortal plane, not passed on—it’s just gone.”

      That was curious indeed, and Madroria felt a touch of smugness at Kalzidar being faced with the dilemma of a soul he wanted that was out of his reach. Whether he sensed her sentiment or was simply overflowing with fury, those dark arms rose overhead, forming into dense fists.

      “Today, I break through Mithingow’s final protection. Next time Thistle and I meet, it will be over the broken fragments of your soul, and he will beg to save what little remains.” This wasn’t the first time Kalzidar had come to chip away at her protection, but a quiver of fear touched Madroria’s heart.

      The glow was so dim now, and she’d never seen Kalzidar this angry. If he managed to overcome her lone defense, she would be at his mercy, assuming such a thing even existed. With no methods for fighting back, all Madroria could do was pray silently to Mithingow, unsure if her god could hear the sentiments through Kalzidar’s cage.

      His arms descended, so dark they appeared to be voids where the light couldn’t penetrate, and Madroria braced for the impact.

      An impact that never arrived. Kalzidar’s arms halted several feet away from Madroria, and the dim glow defending her. This was not him being turned away by another god’s power: Kalzidar’s arms simply refused to move further. They would not strike at the gnome soul he held captive.

      Sputtering curses, Kalzidar tried to punch her directly, only for the fist to stop with his arm only halfway extended. Switching to magic, his shadow fingers danced through the air, summoning shapes of spells that dissolved before they’d been fully formed. The more she watched, the madder Kalzidar grew, and the surer Madroria became.

      “You made a deal, one that keeps you from attacking me. And because Thistle didn’t need to cheat, he upheld his end, meaning you’re bound by the terms.”

      The screech that Kalzidar let out was as inhuman as his shadowy form soon became. Five more arms grew from a fast-swelling torso. Thick legs with clawed tips at the ends and a mouth that resembled a frog’s, only enormous and with rows of teeth, completed the effect. With abandon, he threw himself around the room, striking and smashing without any effort at aiming. Yet even intentionally unaware, Kalzidar remained incapable of attacking her. Every limb that would make impact halted, often throwing Kalzidar off balance in the process.

      No matter how he thrashed, the results were unchanged. The same divinity that empowered Kalzidar rendered him unable to betray his oath. After several minutes, the shadow shrank back down, taking on a humanoid form once more.

      “A temporary impediment, nothing more.”

      “I just watched you throw a tantrum worthy of a toddler, and you want to talk tough?” Madroria made no effort to disguise the glee in her tone, nor the delight she took in Kalzidar’s mounting frustration.

      Rather than waste more effort on strikes that would never land, the shadow merely seethed. “Revel while you’re able. Not all of tonight’s efforts ended in failure. When my more important plans are complete, I’ll circle back around to dealing with you. By then, I should have more than enough power to see you properly punished.”

      His shadowy form faded away to nothingness once more, leaving Madroria with privacy—or the illusion of it. She’d never know, so long as Kalzidar held her under his control, but based on today’s confrontation, Madroria wasn’t sure how much longer that would be.

      It seemed that Thistle had been busy, and she expected there were still more trials to come. The news was heartening, but also left her feeling frustrated. Madroria had traveled with adventurers and faced perils of her own; she wasn’t accustomed to being stuck somewhere, useless.

      Floating around her cell for what was a truly uncountable time, Madroria again probed for weaknesses in it, while also focusing inward, on the sense of her soul.

      All she’d managed in her time as a captive was to grow very comfortable and capable existing as a shapeless, intangible entity. As a consequence of that, however, Madroria was keenly aware that something inside her had changed. There was something growing, a connection, a thread—she couldn’t be sure. She was only certain that it existed, and that it hadn’t been there previously. How or if the development would help in her escape, the gnome had no idea. But investigating it was the only thing she had to work on, so work she did. Madroria planned to be ready once her husband arrived, in whatever ways she could.

      Because when Thistle finally did reach her, trouble was sure to be close on his heels.
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        * * *

      

      Once Thessily was set free from the Astrafrond, there was no reason to tarry and plenty of excellent ones to hurry along. Using the same secret paths through the vaults that had allowed Leomar and Dejy to speed their way through, the survivors exited at a quick pace. Only Amtrinae broke off, making a diversion to collect some of the family’s keepsakes. They might not have had the majority of Thessily’s creations any longer, but there was still wealth to be gathered, especially before starting a new life.

      Upon reaching the vault’s opening chamber, they found the Maplebark party had already fled, probably realizing the storm had passed once Lord Prent stumbled inside. Leomar waited there for his wife, promising to rejoin with the others at the stables.

      That worked out, as it was precisely where a Gabrielle who appeared to be living and the rest of her friends were heading. Gone were the white eyes, and her undead complexion was once more hidden by her magical pallor of life. As they ran, she enjoyed the feeling of her body’s responsiveness. Gabrielle had never felt such control over her muscles, even before undeath. Every step came naturally, each stride forward felt easier than the last. Whatever alterations Cythllia had made to her manaflow, Gabrielle had no complaints thus far.

      Amidst it all, there was one unnatural feeling: that of a small object sitting heavily in her stomach. The others had complained of the same sensation, so she knew it wasn’t an undead issue. Just part of eating an Astrafrond seed, apparently.

      By the time they reached the stables, Gabrielle had been forced to slow down, as everyone else lacked her limitless constitution and had also been through an excruciating battle. Upon catching sight of the carriages being loaded, however, her speed increased substantially. Like a cannonball, Gabrielle shot toward her target—the familiar sight of her family carriage.

      Klert was standing in front of it, eyes locked in the direction of the manor, and the moment he spotted his daughter, a cascade of visible relief washed through him. Gabrielle had thought she was moving at her fastest, yet at such a sight, she found an extra burst, barreling across the distance and nearly slamming into her father’s chest before skidding to a stop.

      “I’m sorry.” She didn’t even bother with a greeting, the words bursting out instantly at her arrival. “I’m sorry I let you think I was dead. I’m sorry I lied to you about Eric. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what had happened, or what I’d become, or—”

      Though stout of stature, Klert had plenty of strength in his arms, might that he used to haul his taller daughter down by a few inches and wrap her tightly in his embrace. “I’m the one who’s sorry. It was plain as a day that the life we lived wasn’t for you, but I kept stubbornly hoping you’d change your mind and come around. If I’d made more room for your own dreams, maybe you wouldn’t have had to run off to pursue them.”

      “No.” Gabrielle lurched back, meeting her father’s eyes. She spotted Elzaben and Veria hustling over. All the better, they needed to hear this as well. “Please hear me on this: the reason why we ran had nothing to do with you. There were four adventurers who came into Grumph’s pub and dropped dead, ones on a mission from the king. To keep royal inquisitions from cutting through Maplebark, we took up their identities and their job, figuring at least if we died, it would be further up the road, away from our friends and family.”

      “You took on the role of an adventurer?” Elzaben’s eyebrows were nearly touching her hairline, they were lifted so high. “Were you the ones who drove off the goblins?”

      “No, that was the demons we fought,” Gabrielle said, regretting her words immediately.

      Klert made a strangled noise in his throat. “You faced off against demons?”

      “It’s been a long journey.” Gabrielle looked to the Maplebark carriage, which still had quite a bit of loading to go. Dozens of perfectly valid excuses rose up in her mind, ways in which she could put off finishing this talk. Given Klert’s reaction to barely the beginning, it was certain to be an exhausting discussion. Except that as she looked at her parents’ faces, Gabrielle wanted nothing more than to simply be honest. It had taken her hitting the road and facing near-death battles, but Gabrielle had finally begun figuring out who she was—an identity she was eager to share with the people she loved. “So please, make yourselves comfortable. I am beyond done with dual identities and half-truths. I’m going to tell you everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Looking out on the crowds milling around their stables, Leomar contemplated saying farewell. True, most of these people were near strangers, but some of them had fought for the sake of his home and family, and they were all his guests. Ultimately, it was his small sense of affection that kept him from making any approach. Soon, King Varlar’s wrath would fall in earnest. Once it did, it would be better if everyone present could honestly say they had no idea where the Ardranes had gotten off to, not even the direction they’d ridden.

      “Sir, we’re nearly ready.” Florint was paler after his encounter with the venerad, but finally back on his feet, along with the Ardranes’ other most trusted attendants.

      Leomar had sent word ahead, having them gather essentials from the manor and covertly prepare transportation. They would meet with Duke Aprolok further down the road, away from prying and scrying eyes. Eventually, King Varlar would discover their destination, but once they were upon the lands of another kingdom, his options for recourse were more limited. Especially considering Duke Aprolok’s revered position in the Alcatham military.

      At his side, Amtrinae was staring too; however, her eyes were on the manor itself. Tears flowed without reservation down her entrancing face, twin rivers seemingly without end. Gently, he laid a hand upon his wife’s back, softly stroking between her shoulder blades. “I shall never forget my first time laying eyes upon the Ardrane Manor. To this day, it remains the third most stunning sight of all my life.”

      “Third? The first must be the Astrafrond,” Amtrinae surmised.

      “Close. The Astrafrond is second; first will always be my incredible wife. Someone who found a way to do something no other Ardrane could manage. You set Thessily free.”

      Obvious as the line was, it still drew a smile to Amtrinae’s face, even if the tears showed no signs of halting. “I’m sorry I could never share the truth until now. You know about the oath in our blood, but there were restrictions beyond just caring for the tree.”

      “I understood there were still secrets when we wed,” Leomar reminded her. “And I swore to help you carry them regardless.”

      At last, she turned from the manor, wiping her eyes on the sleeves of her fine dress. “As much as I’m going to miss it, part of me is thankful we have to flee. For the first time in my life, my future is truly open. There’s no Astrafrond to tend, no ancestor’s secret soul to guard. But I find myself shrinking from the idea of so many options. If we didn’t have to go, I’m not sure I’d be able to make myself.”

      “I would severely caution you against underestimating the Archmage Amtrinae.” Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, Leomar offered it to his wife, who quickly dabbed off her cheeks.

      When she was done and handed the fabric back, Leomar gestured to the crowds milling about the stables. As instructed, Florint and the others had set up their exit area away from the public, but they still had a reasonable view, partially blocked by the same decorative trees that gave their group cover. “Do you want to send a runner with any final farewells or instructions?”

      After considering the idea, Amtrinae frowned. “I have quite literally spent my entire life learning to be a host, all to facilitate one single event each year. Protocols, proprieties, one’s duty to their guests —I’ve had to know it all since I was young enough to cast my first spell. But today, I have no more Astrafrond seeds to offer, nor manor left to host in. I think I’ve earned one breach in protocol: leaving without the burden of goodbyes.”

      With a nod to Florint, Leomar signaled him to begin moving out. Together, Leomar and Amtrinae walked toward their carriage, and the start of their new life together. Facing new possibilities for the first time, neither knew what the future held, only that they intended to meet it together.
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        * * *

      

      “You… um… your father was a good man.”

      Eric looked up from his lap, where he’d been holding the broken remains of his short sword. Gabrielle was still explaining everything to her parents and Veria, Timuscor and Thistle were helping to load the Maplebark carriage, and Grumph was talking to Dejy.

      None of whom had been the speaker of those words. Instead, Eric found himself looking up at the weathered face of Hurmic.

      Rising to his feet, Eric was surprised to realize he was taller than the old guard. Only by a scant inch, if that, but it was something he’d never noticed when they’d talked before.

      As he rubbed the back of his neck, Hurmic’s discomfort was etched plainly for all to see; he’d never been much for subtlety outside of combat. “He’d pitch in to help defend Maplebark, if we were up against something fierce. Saved more than a few lives during those skirmishes, mine among them. The man seemed fearless as he fought. I couldn’t believe it when they told me he passed. So when you entered my care, I decided it was my role to make you stronger. Strong enough to survive, to fight for the people you love. But you didn’t take to it, and instead of thinking that there might be other kinds of strength, I kept pushing you harder and harder to follow my path. I’m sorry, Eric. There’s no getting around it, I did a shit job as a teacher.”

      “You did,” Eric agreed, noting there wasn’t any sort of wince in Hurmic’s expression. “Having now had a great one, I can really appreciate the difference. But it’s not like I didn’t learn anything training under you. Half the reason I’ve got such keen observation skills is because you taught me how to properly stand watch and search for threats. I can accept that you did your best with me, but if you’re really sorry, then focus on doing better. I’d bet there’s a guard or two in your employ who might have talents better used elsewhere.”

      Quickly, Eric’s eyes flicked to two of the Maplebark guards, ones who were struggling under the weight of their armor, yet still walked with certainty and grace.

      “Of that, I’m already sure,” Hurmic agreed. “Sadly, even aware of it, my options are limited. Unless you’d like to return with us, there’s no one who could impart the sort of training those talents require.”

      “I could think of one person, so long as they don’t mind being apprentices to a seamstress.”

      Veria strolled easily into the conversation like she’d been there from the start; a quick glance from Eric showed Gabrielle now walking with her parents.

      His mother noted the look. “Gabrielle finished giving us the general story. They’re on to saying goodbyes, which I took to mean we should do the same.”

      “Then I’ll go check on the guards,” Hurmic said, excusing himself. “Veria, if you meant that offer, perhaps we could discuss the matter further on our return trip?”

      “I expect we can find the time somehow.” She added a pleasant smile, just before Hurmic walked off toward the rest of Maplebark’s contingent.

      Taking Eric’s arm, they walked slightly off from the group. After enough steps, Veria stopped, then reached down and plucked the broken short sword out of her son’s hand. In a rare display, Eric saw pain in his mother’s eyes, her chin wobbling for several shaky seconds as her hands traced along the hilt.

      “You’ve made an interesting life for yourself. I won’t say I don’t understand. Adventuring can be… thrilling, dangerous, terrifying, exciting, everything at once. But don’t forget to think about the end, about what comes after. Too many get lost in that world and meet their ends because of it. There is wonder and glory to be found in mundane life, too. The times I look back on most weren’t the ones when I was wielding magic; it’s the years our family spent together.”

      “Mom… I’m never coming home.” Eric saw the words hit and hurried to explain lest she take the wrong idea. “I can’t. Truly, cannot do it. During our early adventures, things took a very bad turn. Everyone was in danger, and the only way I could help was by making a bargain—a deal with a god. That was my price, to never again return to Maplebark.”

      Composed as she was, even Veria was taken aback at the mention of deals with gods. After absorbing the information, the pain in her face eased. “Well, I suppose that lets you off from visiting, but I didn’t hear anything about divine edicts barring you from writing home, young man.”

      Eric’s laughter was a surprise to him as it came chuckling up, though a welcomed one. A grin rested on Veria’s face as well, as she handed back the short sword, which Eric accepted. “While that is indeed an annoyance, I’m very serious that I expect more communication this time around. Now that I know my son is alive and having thrilling adventures, I expect to hear about them.”

      Plant monsters, mobs of spirits, hideously transformed nobles: those were challenges Eric was willing to take on. But like any good adventurers, he’d also learned to recognize that some battles simply could not be won.

      “Of course, Mom.”
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        * * *

      

      Two sharp knocks, then the door marked “BB Publishing” carefully opened.

      Marsha Novak surveyed the drab office space: nothing more than a table, chairs, and a few piles of boxes. With Russell and Cheri’s friends saying their goodbyes and her car loaded, Marsha had decided to make a quick detour after checking out. Not even she was truly sure what she was expecting to find; however, it was hard to be surprised by cubes of cardboard and a worn-down swivel chair.

      She did get a mild startle a second later, as a familiar mane of multicolored hair popped into view, the worker holding several shrink-wrapped bundles in her arms. Appearing shocked at Marsha’s appearance, the woman let out a yelp, dropped her armful, and then yanked at her own ears.

      Seeing the small devices come away in the Broken Bridge employee’s fingers, Marsha realized the mistake. Her knocks hadn’t been loud enough to pierce whatever this woman was listening to. “Sorry! I knocked, but no one answered.”

      “Some people might take that as a cue not to enter.” Putting her earbuds away, the woman tapped her wrist like she was checking for a pulse. “Wow. That woke me up. Sorry, I’m all frazzled now. Was there something you needed help with?”

      Reaching into her bag, Marsha produced the book she’d been given, the original version of Spells, Swords, & Stealth. “I want to know why you brought me this book. How did you know I was looking at them? Why did you have it on hand?” Her more professional demeanor began to poke through, a firm, unyielding voice that would not tolerate being ignored.

      Unfortunately, it was of little help, as the woman with colorful hair threw up her hands in immediate surrender. “Hey, whoa, you want to direct those questions to the people giving orders. Do you think someone in charge would be down here loading these heavy-ass boxes? I just do what the company emails say, and yesterday’s told me to go dig in a box, take out what I found, and read the copy they’d provided.”

      “You don’t find any of that odd?” Marsha probed.

      “Of course I do. It’s weird as shit; everything about this job is. But the pay is solid, and none of it seems illegal, so I don’t make waves. Asking questions doesn’t cover my rent.”

      Berating someone at the bottom of this company’s ladder probably wasn’t going to get Marsha any closer to the truth, and the woman hadn’t done anything to warrant it. Whoever set this up took pains to insulate themselves, a fact that only made Marsha want to dig deeper. But she’d have to do that on her own time; this lead had given over almost all there was to get.

      “Fine, I’ll take you up on your offer. You said you get your instructions over email? Then give me the address, and let your bosses know that if I don’t get a prompt response, I’ll reach out through more official, legal channels. Somebody snooped on my computer, violating an abundance of privacy laws in the process, and that’s a matter I’m willing to push if needed.”

      “No prob.” Grabbing a pen from the table and a scrap of paper from a nearby notepad, the woman scribbled an email address, handing it over to Marsha. It looked like a collection of random numbers and letters, pure gibberish. Before Marsha could raise the point, it was already being addressed. “Crazy as it looks, that’s the one. Had to memorize it as part of the job. Guess they really want to avoid junk mail or something.”

      Folding the sheet, Marsha tucked it into her Spells, Swords, & Stealth book, putting both into her bag. It was about time to head back. The kids should be finishing up their goodbyes. “Thank you for your help, and apologies for the surprise.”

      “It’s okay. I get it. I’d probably be weirded out in your shoes, too. Do you want me to throw the book away or something?” The woman extended a hand, willing to retake the tome she’d handed over less than a day before.

      Marsha shook her head, pulling the bag a bit nearer on reflex. “Appreciated, but no. I’m enjoying the trip down memory lane. Reminds me of when I first started out.”

      “That’s cool, too,” the worker replied. “Seeing so many people play this game, I’ve got to admit, I’m getting a little curious. Might try a game myself.”

      “You should. It’s a unique experience, to put it lightly.” With that, Marsha made her exit, heading back toward the lobby. Feeling the heft of the book through her closely clutched bag, Marsha’s mind was hurled back to her own games, played first with friends, then family. Ideas bubbled forth, old notions and instincts long since buried. Despite an initial urge to shove them down once more, Marsha resisted, instead inviting the thoughts to keep her company on the long drive ahead.

      She might not be willing to try playing again quite yet, but it couldn’t hurt to fiddle around with some ideas for a campaign. Maybe someday, if she could keep moving forward, they’d be able to have family game night once again.
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        * * *

      

      “Elemental attunement.” Dejy handed the spear back over to Grumph, eyes still tracing along the edge of the demon-bone blade. “Happens occasionally when strong enough materials are exposed to concentrated amounts of magic tied to a certain element. You usually see demon-body materials attuned with fire, but it looks like this one managed to fuse with lightning during your trial.”

      Grumph accepted his weapon, admiring it in a new light. After the odd way his Spark Darts had been drawn into and amplified by the blade, he’d wanted to understand what was happening, and Dejy had little trouble supplying an answer. Gaining a cantrip had tremendously reinforced his potential on a battlefield, allowing him to always be useful, even when low on mana. Learning that his favored weapon could reliably add a punch to some of the castings only made it all the more versatile.

      “Would you mind showing me?” Dejy pointed to the staff, then a nearby tree, well off from where the Maplebark people were loading their carriage. “We’ve got a bit of time left, and I’ve never seen a lightning-attuned demon weapon in action.”

      Happy to oblige, and perhaps eager to show off a bit for his teacher, Grumph leveled the staff at his target and formed the spell. After time to cool down, the draw from the bone-blade at the tip of his weapon was as powerful as ever. Grumph allowed his spell to follow the pull, firing off a brilliant white streak of light that cracked loudly against the tree’s trunk. A chunk of bark was ripped away, scorch marks covering the area around it.

      Dejy let out a soft whistle, admiring the handiwork. “For a spell that costs no mana, that is a hell of a result. You really can cast through that thing. I shouldn’t be surprised—I know you’re honest. It was just hard to believe for someone still so new to the craft.”

      Reaching over, he tapped on the blade of Grumph’s staff, like he was seeing if it was warm. “Here’s the thing about elemental attunement I didn’t mention: it’s usually the first step in an enchanting process. You attune an element to a weapon, then layer it with enchantments so a spell can be directed through the infused material before getting released. That’s where it mingles with the mana that’s already been attuned, mixing it into the spell. Yours obviously doesn’t have any of that, which means you’re doing it the tough way.”

      “It doesn’t feel tough.” While not much of a braggart, Grumph also didn’t place high value on false modesty. He was capable of what he was capable of. Pretending otherwise only hindered his own progress.

      “I could tell, it looked to come naturally for you,” Dejy replied. “I think you have a talent for channeling your mana. Pair it with the out-of-order training that gave you experience controlling your mana as it flowed into spells, and the feat starts to make more sense.”

      Grumph found himself suddenly unsure, struck by the oddness of the situation. Since becoming a wizard, he’d been viewed largely as a curiosity, as half-orcs weren’t known for pursuing the magical arts. Although he’d been praised by Dejy for his hard work and keen mind, Grumph couldn’t remember a point where he was told he had a natural inclination for anything magic-related. Yet here at last, he had a knack, a heretofore unknown talent, what felt like a soft acknowledgment from the world at large that the potential to wield magic had always been in him.

      “How should I use that?” Grumph asked, eager to make the most of any advantage he could seize.

      Dejy, of all things, shrugged. “There’s not much to do at your current point of development. Talents are just that early on: things you happen to be good at. As you learn more magic and begin to specialize, that’s when talents come more into play. Someone with a high casting speed will drift toward developing magic geared for combat, a mage with an exceptional memory will build complex interconnected spells that few others could manage, and so on. Most with your talent work on a variety of enchanted items, although rune work is popular, as well. But all of that comes well down the line. For now, focus on your spellbook. Strong foundations: that’s the key to long-term growth.”

      If that last line sounded a bit like Dejy was quoting someone rather than speaking for himself, Grumph made no mention of it. Instead, Grumph pulled out his spellbook, a gift from the teacher standing before him, filled with more magic than he’d been able to learn so far. Having learned about cantrips and ambient mana, Grumph felt as though his understanding of casting overall had become more rounded. The next time he tried to tackle a new spell, Grumph had a hunch he’d see much better progress.

      “Oh, and testing! Can’t forget testing. Let’s see how many shots you can get out of this thing before it needs to soak in more mana to become attuned. Always smart to know how many arrows are in your quiver.” Dejy was watching the tree expectantly, so Grumph lifted his staff once more.

      Were one especially adept at reading half-orc faces, they might have seen the way his tusks tilted upward, signifying that Grumph was covertly smiling.
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        * * *

      

      Ten deceased mercenaries and three dead priests, one of which had seemed very sure of himself, probably a High Priest. This was the most effort put forth in a good while; Rogglin would need weeks to repair the damage done to his wooden forest. Trees lay scattered and smashed, several ripped off by the very roots they’d used to clutch a target. Countless wooden animals lay in splinters along the ground, and entire sections of wooden grass had been burned away.

      So much effort, only to die like all the others. At least the mercenaries were godless, likely brought on by gold or coercion. On their own, that group might have fared better, but the three priests dragged them down, sickened the moment they entered Rogglin’s cursed domain. They were shames to the title, acting more like leash-keepers than offering proper support.

      Once, Rogglin had worn the title of priest. That was, in fact, why he believed the Vreskor’s corpse so willfully rejected the divine. When his soul was bound, the newly-born god had feared Rogglin would call for aid, gaining the support of a more powerful deity. That was why his seal repelled the gods and their chosen; it was meant to keep Rogglin from reaching his god for help. The sickening, killing aspects he suspected came from the seal being attached to the Vreskor.

      Conjecture was one of the things he had endless time for, and this would not be the day his entrapment came to an end. The most successful mercenary had made it within ten sword-lengths of the stone mound; most were far behind him. As for the trio of priests, the last in their number had dropped almost a quarter-mile back, cursing whatever trinkets of protection he’d expected to keep him safe. No one would be claiming or defiling the Vreskor corpse. Rogglin’s solitary confinement persisted on.

      Snapping noises drew his attention to the table where his wooden replicas all sat, the closest thing he’d had to company for the innumerable years. One of them was getting to its feet, despite the fact that Rogglin wasn’t willing it to do such a thing. Slowly, unsteady at first, the figure started forward, tottering its way across the clearing to look upon Rogglin’s own crafted wooden form. His soul was buried beneath that mound, trapped inside the monster’s corpse, yet he could feel the figure touch his wooden cheek all the same.

      “You look… stiff.” No matter how long had passed since he last heard it, Rogglin would never forget that voice, nor any of those he’d fought alongside.

      “Thessily?”

      “Thessily, indeed. I heard the gnome talking outside my trunk. You sent them there, didn’t you? He seemed to think they were looking for an item that could help set you free, but we never spoke of my projects at length. Certainly not enough for you to think I’d have such a specific item. Seems more like they were sent to help me than you.” Her hands ran through his wooden beard, a shameful facsimile of the real thing that was all Rogglin could manage. “How did you know I was there?”

      “Rumors and hearsay, whispers of a magical tree on the Ardrane Estate. I remember when you first created that plant, and how you proudly talked about it during our trip. When I was bound, I lost my ability to speak to my god and practice my art. Cruelty was a key component in the form of my cage. Trapping you in your own tree, creator within creation, it struck me as the kind of choice that bastard would make.”

      “So when you found a free paladin, someone who could weaken a seal created by divine energy, you sent him toward the best lead you had. That’s our Rogglin, through and through.”

      Her left hand began to crack, flecks of bark falling away. Fine though the wood was, it hadn’t been enchanted to withstand being used as a soul’s puppet, especially one as powerful as Thessily’s. “Time is short, and I doubt Cythllia will pretend not to notice while I slip away again. I came to tell you something is afoot. These priests, they didn’t just come for you. I was attacked as well, as was Kinzle, but he managed to escape thanks to some interloping adventurers. We met on the other side; that was when I knew you needed to be warned.”

      Looking over the corpses with fresh understanding, Rogglin better grasped their significance. “Three of us attacked on the same night. If the others are out there, they were probably targeted as well. Why? Why bother after so long?”

      “Kinzle thinks it’s about reclaiming the divine power he put into our seals. It wasn’t much, but if he’s preparing for a big undertaking, every bit might matter. But Kinzle got that because his priest liked to talk, going on and on about what a waste these seals were, yammering about the new prisons that had been prepared.”

      “Sounds like the information came too easy,” Rogglin noted.

      “My concerns as well.” Her right hand was breaking apart now, moving quickly up the elbow. “Sadly, I have no better thoughts as to what he might be after. I just had to make sure you were prepared. We’ve lost enough to one betrayer; I won’t let him get your soul, as well.”

      “If he were able to steal it, I might welcome the change of scenery.” Reaching out, Rogglin tenderly cradled the face he’d so painstakingly formed, watching as the cracks drew ever closer to destroying it. He’d need years to form such perfection again, and it would be easily worth the trade. For a chance to speak with the real thing, even had it lasted mere seconds, Rogglin would have carved her likeness upon every tree, branch, and twig in the forest.

      “None of that,” Thessily scolded. “I know you’ve held on for a long, long while. We all have. But help is on its way, Rogglin. Stand strong just a little while longer, and I’ll see you soon.”

      Her carved body lunged forward with the last of its strength, lips landing upon Rogglin’s own, a pair of wooden people sharing a kiss in the early rays of morning. Though these were mere proxies for the souls wielding them, the emotion carried in the gesture traveled beyond such physical limitations.

      When the figure fell away, degraded to wood chips and dust, it left a reinvigorated Rogglin standing guard. For the first time in centuries, hope blazed in his soul. Surveying the destruction to his glade, the dwarf set himself to work. Without knowing how long his help would need to arrive, Rogglin refused to be taken just as escape became more than a long-forgotten fantasy. He would repair the glade and ready his defenses.

      Rogglin had waited for centuries upon centuries. He could remain diligent for a while longer.
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        * * *

      

      Farewells were emotional, and only ended by necessity. Lingering at the manor for too long was dangerous, so no matter how Klert wailed, Elzaben dragged her husband to the carriage, albeit only after securing promises from Gabrielle to both write and visit regularly. When Gabrielle mentioned that they were wanted by the Kingdom of Solium, her mother espoused a concrete faith that her capable adventuring daughter would find some way around that.

      Eric’s leave-taking was a quieter affair, he and Veria speaking softly, then hugging at length before she walked over to board with the others. Thistle said his goodbyes quickly, then moved to the side. These people were his friends, but the time was better spent with their children.

      Inevitably, time wore out, and the contingent from Maplebark set out onto the road, Dejy’s carriage taking a different route. The harder everyone was to track after this, the safer they’d all feel. That was part of why they stuck to the roads as they left the Ardrane Manor, rather than take to the sky.

      The other reason, however, was that Dejy was wiped. Taking on the Wordless Witnesses had demanded a great deal of mana, not to mention the battle around the Astrafrond. As he’d had barely any time to rest, they were lucky Dejy still had enough mana left to push the carriage along. The archmage spent most of the first day curled in a corner of his carriage, snoring loudly.

      Everyone else made more active use of their time. Gabrielle had summoned Ovrium and had her eyes closed, perhaps communicating, meditating, or maybe even trying out a prayer. Eric was waving a hand through the air, watching as it seemed to jerk forward occasionally. His eyes frequently darted over to the sleeping form of Dejy, clearly curious about the new ability he’d found himself capable of. Grumph was lost in study over his spellbook, oblivious to the world as a whole. Timuscor was brushing Mr. Peppers, who was in dire need of it after several days crashing in the carriage.

      As for Thistle, he found himself at a loss for how to spend his time. The Astrafrond seed still sat heavy in his gut, no clues imparted as to what it might become. Praying to Grumble would be wise, but if history was any indicator, they’d been talking in Thistle’s dreams soon. His thoughts inevitably drifted to Madroria, but they were already doing everything possible on that front. Every clue, every lead, every potential was being pursued.

      Realizing he did have one loose end left to look over, Thistle produced the journal from his bag. The crow was gone from the cover; only a small book bound in red leather remained. Flipping it open, Thistle found a normal old journal, right down to the ink being worn away by time. He perused the pages, no longer an inky tangled mess, now illegible scribblings almost entirely lost to time. Just as he was about to put it away, one phrase did catch his attention. Written bolder and deeper than the other parts, this had clearly been stamped by someone with a heavy hand.

      “Property of the Scribes’ Guild—Ilrestric Branch.”

      A tickle ran along Thistle’s brain, the familiar itch on intuition. Turning the journal over, he looked at it anew. It had to be a trick, another trick, of which this journal seemed to have countless. But magic was stronger when it was infused with something personal, allowing a greater connection to the object. Still, why would Kalzidar possibly allow Thistle to keep hold of such an item afterward?

      Because he hadn’t been expected to survive the night. Although Thistle couldn’t be totally certain, everything in his gut said it was the right guess. Kalzidar had anticipated that Thistle would die without his paladin powers—not a wild assumption given the deadly monsters controlled by his High Priest. So Kalzidar had gambled by giving Thistle something from the god’s past, an item that carried enough significance to hold powerful magics, embodied by the crow.

      It was speculation, pure and simple, but Thistle had an easy way to test the theory. He examined the pages with fresh determination, no longer satisfied to accept illegibility as a deterrent. Letter by letter, he began to read, and what he found only solidified his theory further.

      Either this was Kalzidar’s journal from his human life, or it was meant to appear as such. Whatever the answer, Thistle dove into it, so absorbed in the work he didn’t even realize when the carriage rolled to a stop for the evening. It was only as the others disembarked that he followed.

      To let Dejy recover and leave an obvious trail, one they’d much rather pursuers follow than the carriage from Maplebark, they’d elected to make camp that evening. It was nice to fall back into a familiar routine, Gabrielle chopping wood as Eric stood watch, Timuscor digging out a pit for fire as Mr. Peppers snorted encouragement, Grumph setting up a small pot and pan to cook with.

      It was a nearly ideal image, save only that Madroria wasn’t there to share it with him. Thistle had worked so hard to keep that sentiment at bay, but in that moment, it overwhelmed the gnome, nearly driving him to his knees. Fighting so hard to free her wasn’t just taxing in the sense of stress: it had forced Thistle to think about his deceased wife constantly, endlessly aware of her absence. It was like the first days of losing her all over again, and waves of loneliness crashed through Thistle, leaving him shaken.

      No, not shaken, shaking. Thistle’s whole body was trembling as he did collapse in earnest, armor rattling as he shivered inside it. Dimly, he heard the others calling his name, but Thistle could barely make it out over the pounding of blood in his ears. Deep within his stomach, the lump that had formed after he ate the Astrafrond seed quivered. Once, twice, then it seemed to swell, to the point where Thistle feared his gut would tear.

      Without warning, the lump felt as if it burst, and suddenly something new was flooding through Thistle. Not quite mana, nor the effects of a spell. He wasn’t sure how to describe the energy that crackled through him, embedding itself in every bone, muscle, and even eyelash. As the energy spread, merging with the mana already present in Thistle’s body, something in his brain felt as if it clicked.

      Reaching up with one hand, Thistle mentally pressed on the newly actualized part of his mind, watching as his mana hurried to comply. It lit up the air, glowing brightly as it condensed together, taking up a physical form. The image floated in front of him for a moment, a dagger, perfect in shape and balance. Except, something was off. The dagger pulsed and wriggled. Thistle felt a will other than his own pushing against the form, declaring it all wrong. More surprised than vexed, Thistle let the other force work, seeing what shape it wanted the weapon to be.

      Thicker at the top, with a long solid core to hold on to, and a decorative symbol at the bottom. A mace, but nothing like the one Gabrielle had been whipping about. This was an ornate design, one wielded by Mithingow’s faithful. It was a mace Thistle knew by heart, for he’d seen it used by Madroria whenever there was good that needed defending.

      A perfect reminder of his wife: the Astrafrond had certainly seen to the heart of what Thistle wanted. He reached forward to grip the weapon, aware of everyone’s stares wondering what was going on. Just as he was about to take hold of the mace, it bobbed out of sight, solidifying from mere light to a tangible object, albeit one that still let off a distinctive glow.

      “Husband or not, I’ll take a proper hello before you start groping about.”

      The voice that came from the mace was direct and clear, audible to everyone based on their surprised expressions. Yet none was even a near match for Thistle, who was gazing at the weapon with adoration bordering on reverence. A single word escaped his lips, filled half with indescribable hope, half with absolute, outright confusion.

      “Madroria?”
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