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Prologue

Huntmaster Laryn still remembered being alive.
His old state of being had not been exactly pleasant. Few of the Fae knew much joy, only brief episodes of pleasure while watching the suffering or downfall of others, or indulging in some decadent pursuit. Such feelings never lasted long, being quickly replaced by an emptiness that demanded to be filled but rarely was. Their near-eternal lives were spent chasing one fleeting high point after another, always wanting more. Nevertheless, it had been preferable to his current state.
As an Unliving, he no longer felt anything. Even the urge to serve his creators lacked any passion. It was merely a drive that only resembled hunger because it needed to be satiated, but brought no sense of satisfaction or even closure. Even the brief moments of joy of his previous existence were denied to him. He did as he was told, and neither the magnitude of his accomplishments or the suffering they inflicted on others brought about any sense of victory or regret. On the few occasions when he had enough time and leisure for contemplation, Laryn examined his previous existence with what one might call it yearning, although that was too strong a word.
He had been defeated, suffering a reversal so complete that it would have driven his old self into a murderous rampage, or even to seek his own destruction. Here and now, he simply reported his failure and awaited new orders. The remnants of the Fae he had been were deep inside him, howling in utter torment, but they did not concern him. He used them to empower certain abilities, that was all.
Suspended in utter darkness, with only the Maker’s presence to keep him company, he finished the report. The initially-successful invasion of the Labyrinth had collapsed. Interlopers severed his connection to the Dungeon that he had used as a beachhead into the Infernal Realm, cutting off reinforcements. Laryn had barely managed to escape. When he finished telling the tale, the Maker revealed the identity of the architect of his defeat. It had been the same Fae half-blood who had destroyed his army of Wild Sidhe in the Green Cauldron.
If he had been able to feel anger, Laryn would have raged against Hawke Lightseeker. As it was, he simply noted that defeating the Champion of Order would require greater efforts on his part.
New instructions were delivered to him, imprinted directly into his mind without the use of words, a procedure his former self would have found agonizing. Powerful spells and enchantments were woven into his body, designed to hide his true nature from all but the most powerful senses. Others protected him from the wards and inscriptions designed to destroy his kind. After the process was complete, Laryn was transported near the mortal city of Akila, where he would prepare the way for a Great Plague of Undeath.
And, incidentally, where he would confront Hawke Lightseeker for the third and final time.
* * *
Desmond the Destroyer woke up from one nightmare to another.
“Wakey-wakey!” Leara said, her piercing voice almost as painful as the poke with a sharp dagger she delivered at the same time. She liked to use the weapon as her version of an alarm clock. Desmond was usually awake before his mistress, but whenever she got up before he did, the hateful voice and a couple of dagger prods made his mistake painfully clear.
Desmond rolled out of the large circular bed that Leara took with her everywhere she went. The two minor wounds she’d inflicted on his hide – five and six damage, respectively – were healed before he was done summoning his gear from his Bonded Vault. The pain wasn’t a big deal, not anymore. Desmond had learned the hard way just how much agony he could tolerate. He followed the Fae out of her tent, a huge colorful thing that wouldn’t have been out of place in a circus. Leara made a gesture, and the forty-foot wide contraption promptly disappeared into her Vault. You didn’t need an inn when you traveled with the Grinning Dancer.
Today, Leara had chosen to look like a blonde girl, human and athletic. The Cheerleader, she called the persona, using the English word. She spoke English as well as a native, and claimed to have lived on Earth for decades, running assorted missions for her lords and masters. Desmond watched her Glamour with mild interest. She had used sex to entice him into her service, but after he had sworn the right oaths, she only slept with him when it suited her, and it wasn’t always a pleasant experience. Leara liked to play some bizarre games.
With another gesture, she summoned a pair of Fae Warhorses, massive beasts with wide mouths full of sharp teeth that betrayed their carnivorous nature. Desmond had seen one of those things bite off the head of an Orc Berserker a couple of weeks ago, when a group of bandits had unwisely decided to attack Leara and her manservant. Riding one of those monsters was like surfing a tsunami wave. They moved as fast as a car, except cars didn’t pummel your ass with every massive step they took. The mounts shimmered for a second before assuming the appearance of normal-looking riding horses, although Desmond knew that was just an illusion, a Glamour, just like Leara’s appearance or the name, species and stats on the status box floating over her head.
Over the past few weeks, Desmond had learned that the Fae lived in an ever-shifting dream state, reshaping their environment as it suited them. Their world was full of lies, and the worst part was that those lies often became reality. And he was trapped, sworn into the service of a High Sidhe, the worst of their kind. He felt a panic attack coming up.
Trapped! Can’t get out! Can’t leave!
“You’re upset,” Leara said, sounding concerned. Another lie.
“No, I’m good,” Desmond said, biting his lip hard enough to draw blood. If he lost his cool, she would punish him.
“Here.” She handed him a small flask. “Drink this.”
He did. The fruit-flavored liquid had as much alcoholic content as eighty-proof vodka; he felt it burn all the way down his throat and chest. That wasn’t the only ingredient, though. The potion numbed his fear and despair, made them something remote, detached. He stopped caring about being bound body and soul to a cruel and possibly insane Fae woman. Everything was okay. He had gained a lot of levels and some great gear in her service. He was okay.
“Better?”
He nodded, and she ran her fingers lightly over his face.
“Good. Maybe after today’s ride, I’ll let you ride me for a bit. Would you like that?”
“Yes,” he found himself saying. “Very much so.”
“You’re so cute. Now, get on your horsey. We are going East!”
“As you wish.” She liked that phrase from The Princess Bride a lot.
He didn’t ask her why they were going east. He had quickly learned not to ask too many questions. After recruiting him, she had taken him to a Dwarven city, where they had murdered a merchant and his bodyguards. Then they had traveled north, among the Orc nomads that dominated the plains there. They had infiltrated one of their gatherings and killed a Shaman who had been forging a great alliance of tribes. After that, they had wandered around, doing nothing specific besides engaging in some recreational serial-killing. The victims were people who weren’t likely to be missed. Travelers, prostitutes, beggars. Leara didn’t care, just as long as she could entertain herself with some casual torture-murder.
Trapped. Can’t get out.
The thoughts were still there, but the potion made them distant, less urgent. He only wished that the numbness would last forever.
“We are going to the Ruby Empire,” Leara deigned to explain. “To the city of Akila. You remember the place, don’t you?”
“Yes.” That was where everything had fallen apart. He and Nadia had been a team until they went to that cursed city and she had abandoned him.
“It’s going to be an old-fashioned reunion,” she went on. “Hawke Lightseeker is headed there as well. Wait until he gets a load of you.”
Desmond no longer recognized the face he saw in the mirror, except on the days when Leara made him look like his own self. The things she had done to him had changed him irrevocably, both physically and mentally. Regardless, the thought of seeing Hawke again brought a smile to his face.
He might be trapped. But he would enjoy getting some payback.




One

“This isn’t working!” Hawke shouted as he held on for dear life at two thousand feet.
<You don’t sound like you’re having fun,> Blaze griped as his wings beat steadily, killing his forward momentum.
Killing it a little too fast. The sudden lurch flung Hawke against the improvised leather and steel harness keeping him attached to the Drakofox. For a sickening second, he felt himself sliding free of the straps, but a quick grab at the handles in front of him – they weren’t reins; Blaze went where he wanted, and Hawke could make suggestions, that was all – prevented him from falling off. At their current altitude, Blaze would have about fifteen seconds to catch him before he hit the ground. The kit could probably manage the feat; he was surprisingly nimble for a thirteen-foot long beast. But Hawke didn’t want to find out one way or another.
“All right, no more diving or speeding,” he told his adopted son.
After stopping in midair, Blaze was hovering in place, his wings spread but unmoving. The furry wings helped him steer, glide and brake, but they weren’t what kept the silver-white critter aloft. Magic handled that, lots of it. They had discovered that Blaze burned through one Mana unit per second to fly when he was carrying Hawke, which didn’t sound like much until you figured that translated to sixty Mana per minute and thirty-six hundred Mana per hour.
Blaze regained power at the rate of eighteen Mana per minute; he could fly for a maximum of thirty-something minutes before running out of juice, and that was if he wasn’t casting spells or breathing fire, which also cost Mana. Gliding could add a few minutes to his flight time, but his range was limited. By himself, flying cost Blaze only half as much energy, giving him a bit over an hour of solo flight range. Hawke’s dream of spending the rest of his adventuring days in the saddle of a flying mount had been crushed.
And then there was the issue of the saddle itself. Orom’s leatherworkers had done their best, but the contraption and its straps kept stretching out under the stresses generated by the half-Fae, half-dragon beast. Whenever Blaze accelerated or decelerated too abruptly, Hawke was shaken back and forth, which had a way of loosening the straps holding him in place. Even with magic, physics was a cold, uncaring mistress.
<Do you want me to do another pass over the hills?> Blaze asked. <I promise to keep it steady.>
Hawke checked the straps. Several had come loose, and he couldn’t tighten them all without bending too far down and risking falling off.
“Nah. Take me down, please. I’ll see if we can fix the saddle and harness on the ground.”
<You got it. Thank you for flying Blaze Airlines,> Blaze said, sounding just like a bored commercial aircraft pilot.
Hawke didn’t have to ask where the Drakofox had gotten that bit of dialog. When he and Blaze had imprinted on each other, they had forged a psychic connection as strong as the one between him and Saturnyx. And now that Blaze had become an Ethereal Drakofox, capable of reading minds, Hawke’s brain was an open book to the giant fuzzball. All kinds of trivia had found their way to the white-furred monster. It would be more annoying, or even worrisome, if Blaze weren’t devoted to him, and vice versa.
Taking care not to toss him off the loose saddle, Blaze descended toward the road where the caravan was making its way to Akila. They were on the third day of the seven-day trip, assuming the weather held out. The wagons and riders had left the Sunset Valley Domain a day ago; the Legion’s Highway they were using was in poor shape that far out. Even Roman-style roads began to fall apart if nobody maintained them. As a result, the nine-wagon caravan was moving at little better than a walking pace. Hawke was using the opportunity to practice his dragon-riding skills, just in case he found a dragon he could ride at some point.
<You would abandon me for a stinking dragon?> Blaze chided him as Hawke unstrapped himself and got off, nudging him with his snout. The kit’s pink wet nose smacked into Hawke’s back like a damp pillow wielded by a linebacker, making him stumble for a couple of steps.
“Watch it, furball,” he said with a grin as he walked to rejoin the travelers.
The lead wagon was manned by Korgam Stern, a Dwarven Adventurer who led the local chapter of the Stern Company, a mining and mercenary consortium dominated by the clan of the same name. He handled the two horses pulling the covered vehicle with the ease of someone who has done a lot of traveling. His red beard was currently divided into two braids dangling from his chin. In combat, he would tie the braids behind his neck, using the thick matted hair as an extra cushion between his neck and his heavy armor.
“Look at ye, coming down from the sky like something out of an epic song,” Korgam told Hawke.
“Yeah, you should have seen me trying not to lose my lunch and crap my pants when I was up there,” he replied, walking alongside the wagon and easily keeping up with it. “Songs don’t mention that part, do they?”
The Dwarf laughed. “Some drinking songs do, the ones composed by those who know great deeds consist mainly of walking until yer feet are nothing but sores, eating cold meals in the dark, and being so bored ye’d wish for dragons just to have something to do.”
“Good to know.”
Korgam’s wagon was full of ingots of iron, copper and silver. There were even a couple of gold bars inside, each worth close to two thousand gold denars. Hawke knew the miners had also gathered some mithril, but they were keeping that in ore form, because a high-level Arcane Smith could improve the metal magically during the smelting process. Nobody in Orom was qualified for that sort of work, so the untreated ore was sitting in a strongbox at the bottom of the wagon. There had been jewels and other valuables, but those were kept in a precious Purse of Holding. After paying Orom their cut, of course.
Hawke looked back at the other wagons, strung out in a loose line that stretched over a couple hundred feet from end to end. Tava was riding Luna on the ground, staying off the road and trailing the caravan to keep everyone safe. Digger, Hawke’s pet monster, which looked like the bastard child of a lobster and a scorpion, was off the side of the road, skittering along without a care in the world. A couple of Eternals, graduates of Tava’s Ranger School, led the way, examining the road and its surroundings for signs of trouble.
The vehicles held local wares to be sold in the big city: furs, rare herbs and other alchemical components, barrels of olive oil, which had dozens of uses and was always in demand, honey and beeswax, also easy to sell, and a few other things. Other than the alchemical components, none of the stuff was worth a lot of money; most of the merchants who had joined the caravan were looking to buy stuff in Akila rather than sell. They were bringing some goods mostly to help defray their costs. Their plan was to come back with tools, barrels of wine, fabrics, and other items that Orom couldn’t produce, at least not in the quantity that the people of the valley – and more recently, the Arachnoid tribes in the surrounding mountains – needed.
One of the wagons held Arachnoid trade goods. The spider people had domesticated a variety of subterranean critters that produced all kinds of exotic stuff. Instead of wood, for example, they used assorted kinds of chitin or a resin-like substance that one of their equivalents of sheep secreted. The materials were tough, lighter than wood, and waterproof. As soon as trade opened between the two communities, one of the local merchants had realized the potential for the plastic-like components and acquired enough of them to fill a wagon, to see what prices they could command in Akila. If the investment paid off, the Arachnoids would do very well. They had little use for coin, but their aversion toward mining meant they were always short of metal weapons and tools. Trade would improve everyone’s lives on both sides of the equation. That was the sort of situation that made Hawke glad to be in charge of the Domain.
He frowned at the thought of what was waiting for him in Akila. Kaiser Wrecker and his gang of thugs were only looking for ways for make themselves prosper, no matter who suffered for it.
Hawke didn’t know if he was strong enough to stop them, but he intended to try.




Two

<It’s right near here,> Blaze insisted as he and Hawke slunk around in the middle of the night like a couple of thieves.
“I believe you,” Hawke said in a low voice. “I’d believe you even more if you hadn’t said the exact same thing a mile and a half ago.”
<It’s not an exact science, okay?> the Drakofox replied. <I smelled the ley line when we flew over it. If we did an overfly, I could find a lot more easily, you know.>
“We’re not flying over anything until we fix the saddle.”
<I could catch you.>
“Yeah, with your mouth. Probably end up biting off one of my arms or legs, and then I’d hit the ground at terminal velocity, except I’d be pre-mutilated.”
Blaze laughed, sounding like a cartoon child. Apparently, the idea of him biting Hawke’s arm off while he fell to his death was hilarious. Hawke shrugged and continued to follow the long pale form of his adopted child through the dark forest. He’d waited until the caravan had made camp to go look for the ley line. The area was probably safe, but they were in Evergreen Circle territory, and even if the ancient sentient trees didn’t have a problem with travelers, there were dozens of Woodling tribes out there, some of which liked to take a swipe at strangers. He’d wanted to keep an eye on the wagon train until they were in a defensible position.
And if someone wants to take a swipe at me and my fox-dragon, they are welcome to try.
He had formed a two-person party with his furry buddy, which meant Blaze was operating at seventeenth level and Hawke was at twentieth, the maximum he could reach in the Common Realm. He was bumping into the level cap already, which made him theoretically as powerful as any being in the world. Theoretically. A level thirty Adventurer would have access to many more spells and abilities, not to mention better gear, which meant that they would be powerful enough to kick Hawke’s butt. But he didn’t think high-level travelers were thick on the ground in the Shadowy Foothills, and he wasn’t worried about a random encounter.
The woods around them were still recovering from the Revenant’s blight. They’d spotted several dead trees as they searched for the ley line. From what they’d seen so far, almost a fifth of all the plant life in the Shadowy Foothills had been killed by the Undead energies infecting them. As the summer continued, all that lifeless wood was going to become bone-dry and turn much of the forest into a giant tinderbox. If he worked out a deal with the Circle before then, maybe he could do something about it. A massive forest fire would devastate the Foothills and spread into his Domain. It was in everybody’s best interest to keep that from happening.
<There it is, just like I said,> Blaze said.
“Only took us half an hour to find it.”
<Perhaps this bickering can wait until we are back at the camp,> Saturnyx broke in.
<Sorry, Auntie Nyx.>
Yeah, sorry, Auntie Nyx.
<I am no aunt of yours,> the sword said primly. <If I were, we would have committed numerous sins against gods and men every time we have time to enjoy our bed sports.>
Point, Hawke replied with a grin as he examined the ley line Blaze had found.
Ley lines were conduits of magical energy. They linked places of power together, and could be used in a number of ways, like, for example, serving as the site for a new Mana Node. To the naked eye, there was nothing unusual about the patch of forest they had reached, but Hawke could feel its energy, humming like a power line. He turned on his Advanced Mana Sight and the line came into view like a fiery torrent of energy that was moving in a perfectly straight line. This particular power pathway ran roughly toward the northwest. It wasn’t linked to any points in his Domain, at least not yet. The energy coursing through it was pure Mana, unattuned to any Elements or Forces. That would make things easier.
“Okay. Now we just have to find a good spot to place the seed,” Hawke said.
<It goes on into a hill that way,> Blaze said, pointing with his pink-nosed snout. <Maybe plant it on the other side?>
“Okay, let’s check it out.”
Ley lines were unnaturally straight, but the path to the hill it bisected wasn’t. Too many trees in the way. He and the thirteen-foot Drakofox had to skirt through a section of underbrush too thick to cross, a section where several dead trees had fallen against each other, making a mess of crisscrossing trunks. It took a few minutes before they reached the foot of the hill. As they got closer, Blaze froze.
<There is something in the hill. Something bad.>
<Undead. And aware of us,> Saturnyx warned a moment later.
Hawke drew the sword and cast the first of his buffs on himself as he saw something rise behind the hill. And rise. And rise some more, until whatever that was stood taller than the hill. 
His Dark Vision let him see, but only in shades of neon-blue. The giant looming over them had tree trunks for arms and legs, and a thick spherical mass of thorny vines for a torso. It had no neck, or a head, either: a pair of glowing eyes looked out of the upper part of the rounded torso. Two arms long enough to serve as the wings of an airliner ended in four claws the size of medium trees.
Terror Tree (Undead Fae Elemental)
Level 16 Elite Aberration
Health 6,400 Mana 1,600 Endurance n/a
Well, eff my life, Hawke thought as a fist the size of a tiny house came crashing down on him.
He leaped away with inches to spare, feeling sharp branches cut the air right behind him as the wooden limb smashed into the ground like a wrecking ball. The massive impact pounded a crater into the ground and made the whole area shake, toppling down a few more dead trees and maybe a couple of live ones.
<BURN!> Blaze shouted with his mind as a stream of Mind energy came pouring out of his open maw. He leaped into the air and flew in a circle around the giant aberration as he continued to bathe it in silver-white flames.
The Terror Tree recoiled from the painful attack, giving Hawke enough time to finish buffing himself and go on the offensive. He and Blaze cut loose with several anti-Undead spells. Some four thousand damage ‘units’ exploded upon the reanimated Elemental, plus another two thousand from the Drakofox’s breath attack. Celestial- and Order-enhanced energies burned through the woody mass of the monster. Its Health dropped by almost half – and sprang back to full a moment later.
WTF? Hawke had time to think before the monster said a word in a language he didn’t understand – and the earth came alive in the entire area.
Grasping hands of earth and stone spikes exploded under Hawke, grabbing and stabbing him; the attacks inflicted hundreds of Death-infused damage per hit. His armor was punctured in multiple places. Dozens of elemental fingers wrapped themselves around his ankles and squeezed them with crushing force. A few others held on to his shield, trying to drag him down where more gripping limbs waited to immobilize him. His Mana Shield shifted the damage to his energy pool, which spared his Health and kept his limbs hale, at the price of losing magical energy. His Mana pool was already down to half.
Hawke swung Saturnyx into the ground, activating Elemental Burst. A mini-explosion of Light energy seared a twenty-foot radius around him, destroying all the Elemental limbs. He used the freedom to fire off more combat spells while Blaze kept tearing into the giant with Mind-Fire and magic. Once again, the monster healed itself with impossible speed. One of its massive limbs moved with shocking speed and struck the Drakofox. Blaze went flying into the forest, smashing through several trees before disappearing from sight. Hawke heard a cry of pain in his head. Blaze was alive, but he’d been badly hurt.
Damn you. Hawke charged the monster, ignoring the stone spikes that kept springing under his feet and destroying the earth hands with spells or swings of his blade. He was running low on power, so he had to leap on a boulder, away from the spikes and earth limbs, trade Saturnyx for a Major Mana Potion and down it in a couple of quick gulps.
<I’m coming!> Blaze called out. He had healed himself before taking back to the air.
Be careful, Hawke told him as he stood on the boulder and fired off his spell rotation at the wood giant, only to watch it regain all its lost Health a moment later. The only time he had seen something like that was during his fight with a demon-Undead hybrid who had drawn power directly from a Dungeon Core implanted in its body. He could think of only one source of energy that could be doing the same thing here.
Sure enough, he saw that the Tree Terror was standing right on top of it. He reactivated Advanced Mana Sight and saw exactly what he had been afraid he would: the ley line was being drained of its power by the giant monster. Hawke and Blaze had a few thousand Mana between the two of them, but they couldn’t compete with a ley line, which was pouring several thousand Mana per second into the Undead Elemental. That was a neat trick: Hawke couldn’t do that; even if he had learned a Node Mastery ability that let him tap into ley lines, his limit would have been a few hundred Mana per day. How was this bastard doing it?
Only way to find out was to watch the monster in action. Hawke and Blaze hit the Undead tree with another round of spells while avoiding its flailing fists. Hawke also had to contend with the Earth spell that kept turning the ground into another enemy. It was hard to keep track of Advanced Mana Sight at the same time, but as the monster healed itself a third time, he managed to see what was going on.
The Terror Tree had created a Mana conduit to feed on the ley line. The process was very much like a vampire’s parasitic draining, just on a much larger scale. Watching how the monster took the power it needed, Hawke came to understand Undeath. Unlike regular Elements, it didn’t create anything, it only stole. It was Chaos’ bastard’s child, taking energy from the system to ensure its destruction. It was as if entropy were aware and malicious.
The realization took a couple of seconds, and they cost him another chunk of energy when a new set of spikes and grasping hands pummeled him. He had to leap onto a nearby tree and climb some distance up to avoid them. The tree began to sway back and forth as the summoned Earth limbs tore into its roots. He’d better do something soon.
We’re on our way, Tava said through the sword. Luna and I. Korgam is keeping watch on the camp.
Stay airborne and keep your distance, Hawke replied. And for God’s sake make sure you’re strapped in tight!
He hadn’t bothered to take Blaze’s saddle along for the walk, because it was clear that trying to fight from it was too risky. And now Tava was flying to his rescue; at least she could shoot at the monster from a distance, but she could easily fall off the harness. A fall wasn’t automatically fatal even at terminal velocity, not for Adventurers whose bodies had been reinforced far beyond human limits, but it wasn’t something you could shrug off. Even high-level Warriors could die from a long drop if they hit the ground at the wrong angle.
I don’t remember telling Tava we needed help, he thought as he braced himself and leapt for another tree. A moment later, the one he’d used as a perch toppled over.
<You did not think of it. I did,> Saturnyx replied.
Hawke didn’t say anything to that; he had other things on his mind, like the Terror Tree stomping toward him, ignoring Blaze’s spells and Mind flames. As long as the giant creature stayed within a hundred feet of the ley line, it could continue to steal its energy and use it for healing. And also for casting spells: it spoke another word of power and Hawke was enveloped in an aura of Undeath that began to drain his energy.
This was just supposed to be a quiet stroll in the evening! Hawke protested as he watched his Mana pool drop toward zero.




Three

Hawke leaped from the tree and used his shield as an improvised sled to toboggan down the slope of the hill. He had to get out of the spell’s range or he was done. In fifteen seconds or so, he’d be OOM – out of Mana, an old gaming term that meant you were screwed, since not being able to cast spells usually ended with your Health being zeroed out next.
The mad slide would have been fun at any other time, but the bumps and leaps on the way down only added to the sense of urgency. The Terror Tree’s spell was still with him, eating away at his Mana and promising to do the same to his Health as soon as it got through to it. He managed to retrieve a Major Mana Potion and downed most of it just before he smashed into a tree. The impact made him choke on the rest of the syrupy liquid. He coughed and spat while he heard the sounds of battle above his position. From the whoosh of flames, Luna had arrived and used her own brand of dragon breath on the monster.
Hawke had ended up at the bottom of a ravine, about fifty feet below the hillside where the Terror Tree stood, beset by the pair of Drakofoxes. His Mana jumped up, although he’d spilled too much of the potion to get its full effect. The only good news was that his slide into the ravine had taken him beyond the spell’s range, removing the Mana drain. Time to get back into action.
The ley line ran across the ravine. His Advanced Mana Sight spotted it and he stepped toward it. This section was ‘downstream’ from the monster, and only a trickle of power was running down it. He focused on the spot, about sixty feet from his position, where the Terror Tree had stabbed the line with an energy shunt. Chugging another Major Mana Potion got him close to full; he studied the way the monster was draining power – and tried to copy it.
Chaos Funnel learning attempt failed!
Prerequisite not met: Unlocking Chaos magic.
Hawke cursed under his breath as he ran up the hill, heading toward the battle. Blaze and Luna – with Tava perched precariously on the red Drakofox – continued to circle the Terror Tree from a distance, raining death and destruction on it. The giant monster had used the same Mana drain spell on them, but they had used Healing to remove it before it could wipe out their energy reserves. Only problem was, neither Blaze nor Luna could use potions to restore their power, and one look at the stat boxes floating over their heads told Hawke that they were running low.
The Terror Monster ignored Hawke and began to cast another spell, one that took more than a single word. After seeing what the quickie spells were like, Hawke feared that it was going to be deadly – the fact that his Advanced Mana Sight showed him that hundreds of Mana units were going into it confirmed that feeling. The ground spell had finally expired, so he was free to rush forward toward the giant creature, whose Health was still at full. From the way the giant was looking at its flying attackers, they were going to be on the receiving end of the spell.
He reached the energy conduit and reached a Mana tendril toward it as he studied the Chaos-attuned power behind the draining magic. He had recently unlocked Order magic, and felt that side of him rebel against what he was about to do. Every time you tried to bring two opposing Elements or Forces into the same space – his body in this case – the conflict between them risked tearing it apart. Hawke had managed to do it twice before – Light and Darkness, Life and Death – and in doing so had learned about the complex network that governed the magical energies coursing through him.
He had never dealt with two opposing Forces before, though. They were more primal and inherently powerful than Elements, and also had what he would call a personality, a desire for something more than simple existence. Chaos and Order wanted opposite things, and when Hawke tried to bring them together, they pulled in opposite directions, burning and freezing him from the inside out. His Health bar dropped by half in one second; the damage ignored the Mana Shield protecting him. He was going to die, and his friends with him.
No choice. Hawke activated Timeless Mind and the world around him seemed to freeze, although it was him who had stepped out of the normal flow of events. His body was paralyzed, but so were the two opposite Forces beginning to split him in two. Unfortunately, doing so came with a price:
Timeless Mind has triggered a Side Effect: Slowed Time (1%).
Slowed Time: You are out of synch with the normal flow of time. You move, act, and perceive the world 1% more slowly than normal. This will affect your reaction time and initiative in combat. Additionally, every time you trigger a new Side Effect, there is a 25% chance that it will be an aggravated version of Slowed Time, increasing the effect by an additional 1%.
This is a permanent effect.
Sumbitch. Nothing he could do about that, so Hawke tried to make the best use of what he had bought at the price of being slowed down for the rest of his life.
Root Chakra! The anchoring node of his personal energy network was the only thing that might save him, except he hadn’t opened it yet. He desperately tried to do so, unlocking the complex puzzle at the base of his spine. Rushing the complex process rarely worked, but he forced it, pouring Mana through the body Node. He felt something give down there, but he wouldn’t know if the Chakra was open until he released the time-freeze and saw – and felt – what he had done. One thing he was sure of, whether he succeeded or failed, it was going to hurt. A lot.
Here goes nothing, he thought, and let time flow normally again.
The hurting part happened right on schedule; every nerve in his lower body exploded. The sensation was similar to being kicked in the groin and ass, being stabbed in the kidneys, and having lava injected into his veins. Like all those things combined, except worse. His legs stopped working and he fell, mercifully landing on his face instead of his ass, which was on fire, perhaps literally. It took everything he had to look at the notification through the tears of pain half-blinding him:
Congratulations! You have acquired access to Chaos magic.
You have learned a new spell: Chaos Funnel.
Chaos Funnel (Master Spell)
Time to Cast: 10 seconds. Cooldown: 12 hours. Cost: 250 Mana. Duration: 1 hour. Range: 100 feet. Prerequisites: Node Mastery II or higher; Mana Channeling II or higher; must be in range of a ley line or Mana Node. Effect: Drain the power from a Mana Node or ley line. The amount of Mana absorbed every second is equal to 250 per caster level plus the Mana Node level.
Warning: Mana in excess of your capacity must be used within five seconds or it will overload your energy conduits, inflicting 1-4 damage per Mana point above your limit.
Additionally, while the spell is in effect the energy flow from the Node or line will be interrupted at the funnel point. This will alert entities with a connection to the network, as well as prevent any other use of its energy.
Finally, after the spell ends, there is a 1% chance (plus an additional 1% per minute the spell was active) of permanent damage or disruption to both the caster and the energy source being tapped. The side effects are random but often severe. Chaos is a dangerous and unpredictable Force. Only Chaos Adepts and Masters can reduce the risks of using this spell.
He couldn’t move his legs, but he could do magic. With his bonuses, the spell’s casting time was reduced to two seconds; he pushed through the pain and released it, aiming upstream from the Chaos Funnel the Terror Tree had created. The giant monster stopped casting when it noticed that its energy tap had dried out. At the same time, Hawke’s depleted Mana pool got an influx of 5,000 units, more than twice his capacity. That was okay: he leveled Saturnyx at the abomination and fired off a 6,000-Mana Elemental Strike.
A beam of pure light some fifteen feet wide erupted from the point of the blade. Even through his gloves, he felt the sword heat up as if it’d been plunged into a blast furnace. Only the enchantments bound into the blade prevented it from exploding when that amount of energy passed through it. And for the first time since he’d met her, he heard Saturnyx cry in pain. Well, it was more like a grunt; the Fury didn’t go for girly displays of emotion, even when she was in agony. The Mana had to go through his body as well, and the Root Chakra seemed to burst into flames when it did. Everyone was in for a world of hurt that night.
But none as badly as the Terror Tree. Unable to heal itself after Hawke diverted the ley line’s power, the only things standing between its Health and 6,000-30,000 points of Light-based damage (which doubled against Undead creatures) were its natural armor and resistance values. They weren’t enough, not by a long shot. The light beam hit it right below the eyes and exploded the monster like a one gallon water container hit by a heavy rifle bullet. The beam didn’t dissipate at its normal range, either, but kept going up toward the sky, where it was visible from the campsite two miles away, and likely all the way back in Orom, although at that distance it probably just looked like a bolt of lightning.
Hawke quickly killed the Chaos Funnel before it killed him. Waves of pain kept pulsing out of the Root Chakra, and he still couldn’t move or even feel his legs. All he wanted to do was close his eyes and go to sleep, forever if he had to. His friends were all shouting at him in his head, adding a pounding migraine on top of all the other crap, but he ignored them and glanced at his newest notifications instead.
For slaying your foe, you have earned 2,880 Experience (360 diverted towards Leadership; 360 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have earned 1,500 Experience towards Node Mastery.
Congratulations! You have awakened your Root Chakra!
You have earned 400 Experience (50 diverted towards Leadership; 50 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have gained +10% to Mana Capacity and +1 to Mana Regeneration per minute.
You have gained Tranquil Mind (Mana Channeling Ability)
Tranquil Mind: By dedicating 10% of your Mana capacity towards centering and calming your mind, you gain (50+Level) percent resistance to all mental and emotional distractions, as well as mind-controlling or altering spells, and effects. You can ignore pain and discomfort and gain the same bonus to activities that require focus and concentration. The maximum bonus and resistance value cannot exceed 95%. Current bonus available: 72%.
You have found: 15 gold, 3 Major Mana Potions, 1 Major Healing Potion, 6 Pollen of the Walking Tree (crafting item), 3 Imbued Branches (crafting item).
Current XP/Next Level: 71,664/100,000. Leadership XP/Next Level: 47,534/50,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 24,888/25,000. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 4,382/5,000
Nifty, he thought before drifting off into the dark. 
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“Well, that was fun,” Hawke commented over breakfast.
Said breakfast consisted of a generous order of scrambled eggs with cheese, hash browns and a stack of pancakes with honey and something that tasted a bit like maple syrup, although it came from a different tree; some kind of birch, he’d been told. Everything was made to his specifications and kept in the same state as it had been moments after it was cooked, thanks to his magical Inventory, the pocket dimension that all Eternals got free of charge to store their loot and any other crap they wanted to drop in there. Hawke was using it to lug a few tons of cargo around, as well as eighty-four meals ready to eat, divided into six different kinds of breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He might be on the road, but he didn’t have to rough it when it came to feeding himself. He’d also devoted twelve more slots to bring enough hot food for everyone in the caravan, since he wouldn’t feel right enjoying good meals if everyone else was making do with the Imperial version of trail mix. He had the space, since he had emptied most of the stuff he didn’t need into the storage vaults at his Stronghold.
“Glad to see you are feeling all right,” Tava told him. She had kept watch over his unconscious body for most of the night, and looked exhausted. He decided to talk her into sleeping in one of the wagons for some of the day, one of the well-sprung handful that wouldn’t bounce her up and down with every bump in the poor roads ahead.
“Well, all right might be pushing it. I can feel my legs, and I can sit down without screaming, as long as I do it slowly and carefully.”
And he could walk, but also slowly, with every step sending a shock of pain from his ass to the rest of his body. He’d tried using his new ability, Tranquil Mind, but it only took the edge off the continuous agony without eliminating it. Even worse, he soon discovered that when the power was active, it was too easy to focus on only one thing and ignore everything else around him. That wasn’t a good idea under the current circumstances, so he’d turned it off and endured the pain. It would fade away in time. He hoped. A good night’s sleep might help, but he had a lot to do and never enough time. The damn Terror Tree had messed up his schedule, on top of almost killing him and inflicting him with a permanent curse.
So far, nobody had noticed his Slowed Time effect. One percent was probably not noticeable, and with his high Dexterity, he was still faster than any normal human alive. The side effect wouldn’t become much of a problem until he screwed around with Timeless Mind too many times and it went up in strength. He mentally moved the ability from the ‘In Emergencies Only’ to the ‘In Absolute Life or Death Emergencies Only’ category.
“I just want to know why that freaking thing was still around,” he went on. “Without a Dungeon Core helping out, Larry the Revenant doesn’t have the juice to keep spreading Undeath everywhere.”
<I suspect that the monster was one of the Evergreen Circle’s elite defenders, recently turned by the Revenant, and that the only reason it survived this long was its ability to tap into the ley line’s Mana. If it ever strayed too far from it, it would quickly lose cohesion and cease to exist.>
“That’s great. Wish I’d known and run away from it. Instead of, you know, nearly dying, not to mention tearing myself a new back hole.”
<The monster needed killing. There is no telling what settlements lie on the path of the ley line. Or where it intersects with other lines that might have brought it into your Domain. You did the right thing.>
Hawke shuddered at the thought of the nearly-invincible monstrosity tearing through innocent villages, and had to nod in agreement. It had taken every unfair advantage he had to beat the monster, and even then it had been a near-run thing. Every time he thought he had a handle on things, the Realms seemed to delight in slapping some humility into him. To be fair, he usually came out of those situations stronger than before, although last night’s adventure had been unusually rewarding. He’d unlocked a new Force, learned a new spell, and gotten his third Chakra awakened. Only four to go!
“Anyway, I still have to go back to the ley line, since I was too comatose to finish the job last night,” he told the gathering around him. Besides Tava, they included Korgam, Helena Setes, who was the unofficial leader of all the merchants in the caravan, and several Adventurers and Eternals he’d brought along for security.
“From the aerial scouting we did, it should be safe enough for the next day or so. I will catch up with you by the day after tomorrow,” he concluded. He and Blaze would travel on the ground, he had decided, grimacing at the thought of having to fly. Hanging on for dear life while watching the ground from a couple thousand feet sucked.
“Wish we’d been able to help,” Lady Pew-Pew said. The ninth level Half-Elven Exalted Ranger was one of the six Eternals Hawke had brought along, a group that included Grognard (level fifteen Battle-Mage and Stalwart), and Boris Imdoomed (level seven Ranger-Warrior). The rest were newbies Hawke only knew in passing: Mandrako (5th level human Wizard), Angus Kold (6th level human Warrior) and Hoon (5th level Half-Orc Druid). They’d been recommended by Grognard and Kinto, who spent more time with the other Eternals than Hawke did. That total didn’t include the three Dwarven Eternals Korgam was delivering to Akila. Through sheer bad luck (and in one case, two suicides), their Identities had gone down into the single digits. They had forgotten most of their previous existence and wanted to integrate into their people’s society. Weeks of mining and occasional adventuring had raised them to or close to eighth level.
“Maybe next time,” Hawke told her. “Although against that tree kaiju thing, only Grognard would have had a chance to survive.”
“And I don’t go looking for trouble,” the veteran said. “There’s plenty of it already.”
“There is that. I’m hoping that all of you will pick up a few more levels by the time we make it back to the valley. We may end up tussling with the Herders, although hopefully not all of them at once.”
“I was a top-ranked PVPer,” Lady said. “And Boris won a bunch of arena tournaments back in the day. We’ve got you covered.”
Grognard sighed. “That was computer games. Things are a mite bit different here, as you may have noticed.”
“My fellow Rangers have acquitted themselves rather well in the field,” Tava said, coming to the defense of her prize pupils. “If they faced opponents of similar rank, I would expect them to prevail.”
Which was one of the problems they faced; the Earth and Realms Defenders were outnumbered and outpowered. The Nerf Herders had grown in leaps and bounds, having attracted dozens of new members since Hawke’s visit to Akila. Besides the big cluster of Eternals in the swamplands close to the city, there had been three smaller ones nearby, each consisting of ten or twelve Eternals, mostly from North America or Western Europe. A fourth, even larger one, was centered around the port city of Ostas; and it was comprised of Central and Eastern European players.
Kaiser and his henchmen had lured many of those Eternals into the guild, and once you were in, you couldn’t quit. According to the report Girl-Has had written for Hawke, there were only a couple of non-Herder Eternals in the city, both under the protection of Dwarven clans, and fourteen others in Ostas, where they had formed their own guild, the Knights of Stanislas, and told the Herders to go eff themselves. The rest, well over sixty Eternals, were under Kaiser’s control, or perma-dead.
To make things worse, the Herders put their favored members – the ones willing to follow Kaiser’s orders unflinchingly – through a continuous grind at the local Proving Grounds, which included a high-level Labyrinth that had portals that led to the Gates of Tartarus, right in Hawke’s back yard, although thankfully the rival Guild hadn’t figured that out yet. Most ‘active duty’ Eternals in the Herders were level twelve or higher, with Guild officers in the fifteenth to eighteenth-level range. And grinding Proving Grounds would provide those Eternals with lots of magical weapons and devices.
Hawke had started improving the Defenders by creating dozens of Guild Quests. Even simple ‘fetch and carry’ and ‘collect ten Alchemical ingredients’ quests provided experience, cash, and minor item rewards. It wasn’t much, but the Guild Quests had helped most of the Earth and Realms Defenders get over the fifth level hump.
Still, he wasn’t going to Akila to fight, so he had only brought a small group of Eternals along. If the Herders came after them, his team didn’t have the numbers or power to defeat the enemy Guild, which had over thirty fighting members. On the other hand, he could count on the Stern Clan and, through them, the Dwarven Hills community, a city district on the northwest side of Akila where a few thousand Deep People lived. And there were other potential allies in the city; Girl’s notes had made it clear that the Herders had made a lot of enemies in Akila, including the largest wizard’s association in town. Hawke was hoping to use diplomacy to take Kaiser and his gang down, or at least down a notch. A set-piece battle would play to the Herders’ strengths. He wasn’t planning on giving it to them.
If it happened anyway, he had a few tricks up his sleeve. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use them, but he was willing to nuke them from orbit, just to make sure.
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You have placed one Mana Node Seed on a ley line.
Proceed? Y/N
After agreeing, Hawke took a step back and watched the glowing green construct sink gently into the earth. He had found a natural cave on the side of the hill where he had encountered the Terror Tree, close enough to the ley line to serve as a Node site. Now all he had to do was burn some Mana and let the energy egg become a full-grown construct.
Mana Node Seed (Life)
Health 1,000 Mana 9,975 Endurance n/a
He had been feeding Mana to the seed every day, getting it close to the ten thousand it needed to sprout. Now that it was on fertile soil, as it were, all it took was a trickle of energy to awaken it. He had seen the process three times already, but it was always a sight of wonder. The Life Node burst into light, bringing comfort and vitality everywhere. For a few seconds, even the toothache-like pangs from his overstressed Mana channels vanished, making him gasp in relief at simply not feeling continuous, intense pain.
The area had been ravaged by Undeath and the Terror Tree that had encroached there. The surviving plant life took the infusion of Life energy and improved visibly: from the mouth of the cave, Hawke saw new leaves appear, branches straighten, and seeds sprout and grow a season’s worth in a matter of seconds. The pulse of Life followed the ley line’s flow, healing all living things along its path. Hawke grinned, ignoring the flare up from his Root Chakra when the effect passed. He had done a good thing there, even if it also benefitted him.
<That felt great,> Blaze agreed. He nuzzled Hawke. <I’m going to miss you, man.>
“It’ll only be a day. I’ll be back here tomorrow morning, and I’ll see you then.”
<I know. And I’ll make sure all the normies and noobs are safe.>
“Good. Now let me finish. We’re burning daylight.”
You have accessed: Level 1 Mana Node (Life). You have the following choices:
Leave Mana Node alone: No risk or reward. Y/N
Claim Mana Node: +250 Experience, +100 Mana as long as you are within 1 mile/level from the Node. Y/N
Destroy Mana Node: +500 Experience, +1 Spirit. Y/N
Absorb Mana Node, gaining three new Life spells, +50 permanent Mana pool increase. Y/N
Hawke claimed the Mana Node. Normally, doing that brought a surge of strength as his Mana pool increased, as well as a warm feeling from having a place of power become a part of him. The energy flow ran through his damaged Mana system, however, sending another burst of pain through his lower body and making him stagger. He had to lean on Blaze to stay on his feet.
<You shouldn’t be using power until you heal,> the Drakofox told him.
<I said as much,> Saturnyx agreed. <But unfortunately he has business to conduct and if he waits too long it will be difficult to rejoin the caravan, even with your help, little one.>
The sword kept using that term of endearment on Blaze, despite the fact that the fur-loaf now weighed five times as much as Hawke did in full armor, and was too long to fit in a horse carrier even if someone cut off his fuzzy tail. Even so, he also thought of the massive Drakeling as a small child. It was hard to believe that the critter and his sister had grown from tiny cubs to their current size in a matter of days. And that he and Tava had become devoted to them – and vice versa – in the same amount of time. Magic rushed things, sometimes, or made them so intense that you could experience a lifetime’s worth of feelings in a few hours. It could also reduce your lifespan to zero just as quickly, of course.
“Listen to Tava,” he told Blaze, ruffling the pelt between his ears and getting nudge from his furry snout in return. “Keep everyone safe, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow morning, rain or shine.”
<You got it, boss.>
With that, Hawke used Node Travel and made his first teleport of the day.
* * *
Gosto Kintes looked up from his gardening when the shift in energies warned him of Hawke’s arrival.
“Greetings, Lord Hawke,” the young Druid Warden said, the formal greeting clashing with the grin on his face.
“Greetings, Grove Warden,” he replied, taking a few stiff steps towards Tava’s brother and shaking his hand. He didn’t want to show it, but the teleport had kicked his ass, sending a jolt of agony from his bruised Root Chakra through his entire body. Pulses of pain kept radiating from there. He forced himself to act normally, but sweat dripped down from his forehead as his body reacted to the continuous torment. Gosto’s smile faltered, but he took his cue from Hawke and ignored the situation, clearly figuring it was Hawke’s business and not his.
“It is good to see you,” Hawke continued. “I was able to plant my last Node Seed, so I can run some last-minute business before I have to rejoin the caravan.”
Technically, he could return to his Domain all the way from Akila and beyond, thanks to his Node Recall ability, but that was a one-way trip; going back would have to be done by conventional means. Having a Node closer to their destination had made it possible for him to make it there and back without trouble. Teleportation was great, but it had limits, and working around them made life complicated. Since Blaze and Luna could only travel for a limited distance before they ran out of Mana, flying was a distant second best option. Magic wasn’t a cure-all, although it could come close sometimes.
Gosto nodded. “I am glad you managed to do so. I know the caravan’s departure could not be delayed any longer, but events have transpired in the past two days that need your attention.”
“Of course. Can’t have a day go by without some crisis rearing up is ugly head.”
That wasn’t entirely fair. He’d gone through a couple of weeks without a fight to the death, a major mystical upheaval, or news of some threat arising from a random cardinal point. Still, he was looking forward to a whole month of peace of quiet. He was on his fourth month in the Realms, and he still hadn’t had one of those.
“Yesterday, I received an emissary from the Evergreen Circle, suing for peace,” the Druid Warden said. “A Sapling Warrior, empowered to speak for the Great Trees that rule the Circle.”
“Okay, that’s pretty big. Did he offer terms?”
Gosto nodded. “An end to hostilities, although the Circle claims not to hold sway over independent bands of Woodlings or many of the beasts that dwell in the Foothills, many of which are likely to remain hostile. Some Undead still prowl the woods as well. They accept that our people have the right to defend ourselves, of course.”
“That’s fine. We’ll have parties of Eternals patrolling these woods; I already have assigned a bunch of Guild Quests sending people here looking for herbs, crafting components, running errands for you, and so on. If somebody wants to pick a fight with them, it’s more XP for our guys.”
And more respawnings and Identity losses for unlucky Eternals as well, but that was how things worked in the Realms.
Gosto grinned again, probably enjoying the idea of having entire parties of Eternals working for him. He went on: “The Circle has also agreed to cede control over the area around my Grove, accepting it is part of the Sunset Valley Domain.”
“That’s a big concession. What do they want in return?”
“Help in cleansing the blight the Revenant inflicted upon their land. Our promise not to cut down any living tree, although they will consent to our removing any dead trees left behind by the curse. Our gatherers may take herbs, but take care not to take too many from any given area, leaving nothing to regrow.”
“That seems fair. We can send lumber-gathering parties in and help clear all the deadwood they can cart off. I’ll set up Quests for teams of Adventurers to serve as escorts. It’s a good deal for everyone: fuel and construction materials for us, and less danger of massive fires in the summer for them – and for us, so we’re really getting a good deal. Since you are in charge here, I’m leaving orders that any party venturing into the Foothills has to swear an oath to you and Cerunnos to do as the Circle asks. I’ll even set you up with the power to grant Quests to Guild members.”
An oath to a god was a serious thing, which would help ensure nobody got greedy enough to mess up the peace process. And Gosto, being a Guild official, would be able to help members get extra XP and loot from doing their jobs.
“Some of your fellow Eternals may balk at swearing oaths to a ‘pagan god.’ I have heard such talk around town.”
“Tell them not to think of Cerunnos as a god, then, just a big, powerful entity that will make their lives a living hell if they violate a contract with him. But if they can’t swear the oath in good conscience, that’s fine, too. They just won’t get to adventure in the Foothills.”
“It will be as you say, Lord Hawke. The Circle wishes to meet with you to further discuss matters. From what their emissary said, they seek an alliance. Perhaps even to join the Domain, although that may require more negotiations.”
“Well, that gets added to my to do list when I come back from Akila. And you’re coming to the meeting. Your father, too. Kinto can smell a scam from a mile away, and he has more experience with the Wild Sidhe than any of us.”
“That would be wise. The Children of Yggdrasil are Fae spirits born into wood instead of flesh, but they are as experienced in deceit and trickery as any other. That they are so generous in their first entreaty worries me.”
“Yeah, me too. The only question is, are they planning something, or are they afraid of something else?”
“Perhaps both things are the case.”
“There is that.”
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Sunset Valley (Level 4 Domain)
Current Population/Maximum Pop.: 5,397/15,000
Warning: If its population decreases below 4,000, the Domain’s Level will be reduced to 3.
Available Mana/Mana Pool: 3,000/17,159
Mana Recharge/Day: 2,457. Net Recharge: 957
Mana Sources:
Big Web (Arachnoid Town): Level 1 Meeting House: 50. Level 1 Temple of Tenebra: 100. Total: 150
Orom (Human Town): Level 2 Keep: 247. Level 2 Temple of Shining Father: 200. Level 1 Mana Node (Life, Temple of Shining Father): 20. Total: 467
Serenity (Stronghold): Level 5 Mage’s Tower: 500. Level 10 Mana Node (Death): 200. Level 3 Death Temple: 300. Level 2 Darkness Temple: 200. Total: 1,200
Other: Level 10 Mana Node (Darkness): 200. Level 5 Mana Node (Nature): 100. Level 1 Temple of Triune Goddesses: 100. Level 2 Grove of Cerunnos: 200. 2 Level 1 Life Mana Nodes: 40. Total: 640
Current Mana Expenditures: 1,500/day. Minions (Serenity): 600. Processes: Light Runes (Serenity): 150. Ley Line Portals (Serenity-Orom Connection): 50. Enchantments: 300 (Serenity: Undead, Demonic and Fae Wards. Orom: Undead, Demonic and Fae Wards). Projects: 400 (Road Improvements (100/day), Bridge (100/day), 2 Forts (200/day).
Enchantments Available: Arcane Appointment, Call to Arms, Demonic Ward, Empower Champions, Empower Defenders, Fae Ward, Undead Ward.
Ongoing Projects: Bridge: 1,500/2,500, Road Improvements 1,200/3,000, Forts (2): 500/2,000.
Hawke look at the Domain Map that dominated a side of the Oval Office, located in Serenity, a Stronghold of Order, and activated Tranquil Mind so he could focus. The teleport there had hurt him even worse than the one before. He’d hoped to use Chaos Funnel to refill the Domain’s Mana reserves and complete the ongoing projects, but he was worried of doing permanent damage to his Mana channels. Shooting six thousand Mana out of his butt had left him in bad shape.
<You have good reason to worry. Letting your system heal is more important than rushing a few construction projects by a few days.>
Having his plans messed up made him angry. But what could he do? A moment later, he chuckled. He shouldn’t be butthurt at the situation, but he literally was.
<Butthurt. Your native language is full of annoying turns of phrase.>
“And we like it that way. All right, I’ll hold off until the morning. Maybe I can get a few nonmagical things done before I go meet Blaze.”
<Nadia has just arrived. You will be able to attend to Domain business and also help her. She still hasn’t recovered from her ordeal at the Pool of Fear.>
“That damn Infernal Dungeon,” Hawke growled as he went downstairs to meet her.
Nadia hadn’t talked about what she had gone through. All he knew was that she had failed the quest and died, losing 3 Identity points as well as several Attribute points. She had made it to level sixteen, but reaching seventeen was going to take her a while. But that was nothing next to the change that had come over her. She had avoided Hawke and all her friends for the last few days, and her normally chipper personality was gone. They had only held one brief business meeting before the caravan left, and she hadn’t smiled once. He hoped to change that before he had to leave again.
The Stronghold’s courtyard was bustling with activity. Katros the Smith was working at his shop, and several new apprentices, including a couple of Eternals, were heading there, driving a wagon laden with raw ore and metal ingots purchased from the nearby Dwarven outpost. Guards lounged at their post, assisted by whirring and clicking Clockwork warriors. Dozens of Arachnoids walked through the courtyard, delivering goods to one of the newly-built warehouses, where they would be transshipped to Orom via the brand-new Ley Line Portal connecting the town to Serenity.
Currently, the portal had a daily transport limit of forty people or 8 tons of cargo, or any combination thereof. It wasn’t a lot, but it beat having to spend two or three days on bad roads plus a precarious river ford. In a week or so, the bridge and much of the road improvements would be finished, which would shave at least a day from the travel time. An enterprising taverner had built an inn near the future bridge site, which would provide travelers a comfortable place to rest. Hawke hadn’t just approved the project, but also chipped in for a walled barracks with a squad of horsemen and another squad of foresters to provide security. He figured that a village would soon spring around the small outpost, helping bind the west bank of the Auric River to the rest of the Domain.
The area still wasn’t pacified, but roving patrols and wandering Eternal parties were keeping rogue Arachnoids, Wolf People and other threats away from the road and the outpost. A lot of people were working hard to ensure the safety and prosperity of the growing Domain: four thousand humans, twelve hundred Arachnoids, a sprinkling of Dwarves, and a few dozen Adventurers and Eternals from a variety of species. A steady trickle of new immigrants kept arriving from parts west and south, where several villages and small towns had more inhabitants than available opportunities. Word of the new Domain and the invincible Eternals guarding it was getting around. When he brought the news to Akila, he expected to attract a few hundred more people. Farmers, artisans, crafters, and, if all went well, a bunch of recently-freed Eternals.
Nadia Morgana (Level 16 Sorceress-Paladin) was in the courtyard. She was in Arachnoid form, showing a few spider people where to go; from the bundles strapped to their bulbous spidery backs, they were traders from one of the more distant settlements, looking for the trading post where they could exchange their goods for metal tools, jars of olive oil, and other in-demand human-made items. After the grateful Arachnoids walked off, Nadia noticed Hawke and waved at him.
“How are you?” he asked her. She shrugged, a weird gesture for a humanoid torso mated to a spider’s body, and chittered at him.
“Can you switch back to being an Elf? This is getting creepy.”
She shrugged again and turned into her normal self. Her normally beautiful face looked tired and haggard. It took a lot for Elves to get bags under their eyes, since they could get by with half the amount of sleep humans required and had seemingly-boundless stores of energy, but she had managed it somehow.
“Jesus, Nadia.”
“Yeah, I look like shit. Trust me, I know.”
“You need rest.”
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Let’s have lunch. I can’t do anything involving Mana slinging, so I’m stuck doing admin stuff. Kinda broke my Root Chakra.”
“Sounds painful.”
“I’ll tell you all about it while we eat.”
* * *
“Rice pudding? Where did you get the rice?” Nadia asked over dessert.
“They grow it southwest of here, on the other side of the mountains. A few sacks of it made it to Orom just before I left with the caravan, and I bought one. I gave Dorrham my aunt Felicia’s arroz con leche recipe. He didn’t have all the ingredients, but it’s pretty close to the real thing. The secret’s in the cinnamon sticks in the mix.”
“It’s good,” she said, spooning up the last of it. She had mostly picked at the rest of her meal, so Hawke was glad she was showing interest in eating something. It wasn’t as if Elves could gain weight, and she had confessed to having a sweet tooth.
“I have a couple of hours to kill before I spend some time swinging a hammer at Katros’ smithy,” he told her. “So let’s talk, okay?”
“Talk? I can think of a couple of better ways to spend our time,” she said, but from her expression her heart wasn’t in it. They hadn’t slept together since that mess at the Dungeon, and she didn’t look like she wanted to.
“Come on, Nadia. I just want to help.”
“That’s the problem. Maybe I don’t want anybody’s help. Maybe I want to deal with this on my own.”
“You can do that. You don’t have to, but you sure can, if that’s what you want,” he said, as gently as he could.
She bit her lip quietly for several seconds, and he finished his glass of chilled wine, letting her mull things over. Finally, she leaned forward and spoke.
“Desmond was the form of the destructor.”
“The form of the what?”
“Jeez. You didn’t watch the original Ghostbusters, did you?”
“Once or twice, a long time ago.”
“Fine. What did you see during your Pool of Fear challenge?”
Hawke hesitated, but if he didn’t trust her with the truth, why should she trust him? “Tava. She was dead. Undead, actually, and she said it was my fault. Almost killed me. The guilt, the fear I let her down. Losing her. I guess that’s what I fear most.”
Her expression softened as she listened.
“Okay, that sounds pretty bad,” she said. “With me, it was Desmond, except he wasn’t just Desmond. It was every man who ever scared me, who made me feel vulnerable. Helpless. There were quite a few of those. Sometimes guys don’t even realize when they’re scaring someone, you know? Like you get on an elevator alone, and a big guy goes in, and it’s just the two of you. You get nervous. Other times, they know they are scaring you, and they like it.”
Hawke nodded but kept quiet.
“On Earth, I was helpless, even before I lost my foot. I only felt brave when I pretended to be someone else, online, playing games. During the challenge, I felt the way I used to. So scared I could barely breathe. Too scared to fight, to do anything other than surrender to the inevitable.”
“I know you. You didn’t just roll over and play dead.”
“No. When he came for me, I fought back. But I was too terrified to fight well. I just flung the first spells I could think of, forgot to use my Paladin abilities until it was too late. I panicked, and Desmond hacked me to pieces. He took his time, made it last, and kept telling me it was all my fault.”
“He lied. It was a demonic challenge. Demons always lie.”
“You said yourself I was responsible for what happened between me and Desmond.”
“No. I said you had some responsibility for the choices you made after you realized Desmond was obsessed with you. But ninety percent of it was on him. Maybe ninety-five percent. You could have told him to get lost, but he’s the one who kept encroaching himself on you. He should have known better.”
“So maybe it’s all on him.”
“Maybe. But the important thing is that you went through something horrible. I am sorry.”
“Thank you. The thing is, during the fight, when I realized I was losing, I kept hoping that someone would come rescue me. That’s the way a child thinks. I should have been concentrating on the things I could do instead.”
“True.”
She took a deep breath before continuing. “I can’t be your mistress anymore.”
“Okay,” he said, surprised at how much her words hurt. It really hadn’t been as casual a thing as he’d thought.
“As long as I depend on you, I’m never going to feel like a whole person. I’ve got to figure out who I am, and it can’t be somebody’s something or other. Mistress. Wife. Anything. I’ve got to stand on my own feet, you know?”
“Okay,” Hawke repeated softly.
He could have said he hadn’t felt like a whole person until Tava and Saturnyx came into his life, but he didn’t feel like it was his place to talk her out of her decision. He had been attracted to her, loved her – still did – but she hadn’t been a pillar of his life, not the way his two fiancées were. Nadia deserved more than what he had given her, and he didn’t think he was the one to provide it for her. He would miss her, though. He knew that.
“Okay? Is that all you’re going to say?”
“I will miss you. Us,” he told her, truthfully. “And no matter what, I’ll always be your friend. We can count on each other. You may not need rescuing, but if you need someone to stand by your side, I’ll be there. For as long as I live.”
“Okay,” she said, beginning to tear up.
She reached for him with her hand, and he took it. They headed for the bedroom for the last time.
It was sad but also sweet, the way endings should be.




Interlude: Nerf Herder Troubles

“Start from the beginning,” Kaiser Wrecker told his spy master in a gentle voice that anybody who knew him would recognize as a bad sign.
“The Tower will be rebuilt,” Spectre repeated. “The Council of the Wise is paying for it.”
The Level 18 Rogue-Spy was a nondescript man, currently wearing black leathers, although his normal garb matched what a wealthy merchant would put on while conducting business. He visibly shrank under Kaiser’s glare, as if trying to present as little a threat as possible. Off to his side, the Herders’ other covert ops specialist looked down, avoiding the Guild President’s eyes.
“I was told,” Kaiser said. “That all Thirteen Councilors died during the operation.”
“I have confirmed kills for all of them,” Naruto replied. “Combat log confirmed, with the XP to show for it. We had to burn through over thirty spell scrolls and a bunch of single use devices, plus a lot of the special munitions, but my team got the job done.”
“It appears that some of the Councilors owned Soul Jars,” Spectre explained. “Extremely expensive, almost impossible to find in the Common Realm. None of our mage types even knew they existed in this universe, although they are mentioned in a bunch of games. The long and the short of it is, owning one gives you a respawn, once. But the worst part is, at least one of the Councilors was an Eternal. Not from our batch. Maybe a native, or perhaps abducted from Earth – one of the many Earths they have access to – many years ago.”
“How many are still alive?”
Spectre lowered his head. “The letter that was delivered to the Prefect claims that seven Councilors are alive, four thanks to Soul Jars, the others because they are Eternals. They’ve got to be lying about their total, though.”
“As many as seven Councilors,” Kaiser said, speaking softly and slowly. “We spent close to two-thirds of our cash reserves, even more of our special items, and we failed to kill half of them. That, gentlemen, is the definition of doing our enemy a small injury.”
“We looted most of the bodies,” Naruto said. “Except a few that got taken out explosively; there wasn’t much left of them after we were done. Even if they survived, they lost a lot of their gear. We got most of the stuff in their vaults, too.”
“Do we have the names of the survivors?”
“Only one,” Spectre said. “Archmage Jacobus. “He penned a letter explaining that enough councilors to form a quorum – which gives me the minimum number of seven – survived the attack. In it, he admits to being an Eternal and having two others by his side. They are holding a conclave and have left instructions to rebuild the Tower.”
“And the letter didn’t name us as the guilty party?”
“No, sir. The statement concluded by saying that the attackers will suffer, but did not identify us, or anyone else.”
“Maybe they don’t know it was us,” Naruto said. “Those Polymorph potions our team used changed everything about us. Nameplates, class, level. Worth it, even at nine hundred gold a dose.”
“The Prefect knows. They all know.”
Kaiser turned toward the rest of his war council. The other Guild officers were on the verge of panic, except for Zippo; the Fire Wizard-Summoner looked excited, but the guy had been a little touched in the head even before he found himself inhabiting his character. He probably thought the current crisis would give him an excuse to burn down the entire city. Aristobulus Highgarden, on the other hand, seemed about ready to fill his breeches; he had just hit the Common Realms’ level cap and had a better understanding than anyone of the devastation half a dozen pissed off magicians could bring to bear.
“We’re screwed,” Amelia Blueflame said. “The temples don’t like us, and they will rally around the Council of the Wise.”
“Eventually, yes,” Kaiser conceded, repressing the urge to rip her face off with his bare hands. “The fact that it took the better part of a week for the survivors to make any sort of public statement tells me they aren’t ready to make their move yet.”
“How long, do you think? Before they act?” Aristobulus asked, looking almost pathetically eager to hear good news.
“Weeks, minimum. Assuming they are even successful in reestablishing themselves.”
He had their attention now, and his anger waned; he even smiled a little.
“Several factions are committed to filling the power vacuum the wizards left behind. Dozens of sorcerous societies that were forced to pay tribute to the Council aren’t likely to bend the knee again. The Traders’ Syndicate moved in on the arcane device market the second the Prefect lowered the fees involved. All the Adventurers’ Guilds celebrated the end of the dues the Council was demanding from their magic-users; they aren’t in a rush start paying them again. Same with the Prefect; I sweetened the pot for him for exactly this reason. There are a lot of groups with a vested interest in the new status quo. Which has no place for the Council of the Wise.”
“If they wipe us out off the face of the Realms, they’ll reclaim their mojo pretty damn quick,” Zippo said. “We’ve got to finish the job that Ninja-boy screwed up. Find them and perma-kill them.”
“Listen, you pyro bastard…” Naruto sputtered out.
“Stop,” Kaiser said mildly. They stopped, even Zippo, who was crazy but not that crazy.
“Zippo is correct. The Council has to go. Finding them is our top priority. Recall all the away teams from the Labyrinth. Let’s find out where the letter came from. For all we know, only one Councilor survived and he’s making up a tall tale about Eternals and Soul Jars. We have to present a strong front and act both confident and innocent.”
Everybody nodded, although several officers looked doubtful.
“The Prefect’s official report names the Coven as the culprit, and the City has dispatched Town Guard and Legion personnel to the swamps to arrest any members they can find. If the Council tries to argue the point, proof will be demanded.”
“What if they can produce something?” Spectre asked. “I’m sure the strike team was great at covering their tracks, but we’re dealing with some high-level mages here.”
“Irrelevant. By the time things get to that point, the city will be in chaos. We’ll bribe some of the sorcerer societies to attack anyone who supports the Council. The temples, for one. We have already started a propaganda war against the priesthoods. We’ll run ops against the wizards’ enemies and blame the Council for them. Remember, we still have an ace in the hole.”
“The magic rod? You said it wouldn’t be enough to take over the city.”
“Not the way things are now. If the place is in disarray, it’s a different story. Chaos benefits us.”
Chaos is Power, his dark companion whispered in his head.
“We had agreed that running those ops might cause too much unrest,” Amelia protested. “A civil war benefits nobody.”
“Things have changed, since the strike against the wizards failed.” Everybody glared at Naruto for a second; the Assassin stood his ground but said nothing as Kaiser continued: “Better a civil war than a united city coming after us. We could take over, or, better, find a puppet among the locals and we’ll put him in power.”
A few Herders looked thoughtful, thinking of the possibilities instead of cowering. Good. He’d weeded out the outright cowards from the herd, and everyone had toughened up after months of continuous fighting at the Labyrinth.
“Worse comes to worst, we pack up and leave. In which case we burn this shithole to the ground. Many of us are at or near the level cap. We’ll set up a new headquarters somewhere else and move on up. The Ruby Empire has no jurisdiction in the higher Realms.”
They nodded again, but more slowly. That had been the plan, but they had counted on spending two, maybe three years accumulating power before using one of the Gates to the higher Realms. They were supposed to get all the active duty Herders to the level cap first, and gear them up through looting and crafting to field a formidable force. Only then they would have ventured into another Realm. If they left now, they would be noobs in a new land.
The failure to knock out the Council had been a disaster; Kaiser was just trying to put the best spin on it.
“You all know your jobs. Keep me apprised of any developments. I’ll be taking the night off.”
They all knew what that meant. Zippo grinned, while Amelia fought to keep anger and disgust off her expression, and failed. The rest merely shrugged and left the meeting, not really caring one way or another. They had followed Kaiser and done very well under his leadership. Even this reversal hadn’t done much to shake their confidence in him. But he should start bringing in more wins, or they would turn on him, oaths or not. Even the one-sided Guild Charter he’d devised had a few exit clauses. If they did, however, they were in for a surprise.
Once he was alone in his room, Kaiser closed his eyes and let the Whisperer speak to him.
You will need to kill Naruto one of these days, the raspy female voice told him. He does not fear you enough.
That little voice had guided him from the moment he had reached some underwater ruins in the swamp. It had made sure he survived every trial he had faced. He had only died once, during his first meeting with the Whisperer. Since then, he had gained a lot of power. There was a reason why he had always been the one who dispensed the Final Death on any Eternal who was deemed unworthy of being a Nerf Herder. His hand reached out and touched the hilt of the black blade he had been given as a reward for a job well done. If he had to, he would sacrifice every life in Akila, NPC or Eternal, to the power that had kept him alive and safe since his arrival at the Realms.
Patience, the voice told him. Upheaval is coming, upheaval that is pleasing to me. Be patient and several of your troubles will eliminate each other.
Kaiser nodded, but rage was still burning inside him. His plans had been thwarted, and he had never been a gracious loser, not before he had been brought to this living game, and not after. He couldn’t take it off on Naruto, who had screwed up, or Spectre, who should have discovered that the Council hadn’t been wiped out, or Amelia for failing a major Quest that might have provided him with a counterweight against the Whisperer. He knew that sooner or later his patron would get in the way, and he needed a way to deal with her. Things hadn’t gone his way, which, in the immortal words of Lo Pan, really pissed him off to no end. Luckily, he had an outlet for his pent-up fury.
Rowena looked up from the bed as he came into the room. “Hi, darling. Are you…?” She trailed off when she saw the expression on his face. She knew what that meant.
“It’s going to be rough,” he warned her, looming over her from the doorway. “I might kill you. If that happens, I’ll make sure you gain a couple of levels to bring your Identity back up, so it won’t be the end. But it’s going to be rough.”
She whimpered as he slammed the door shut behind him, locking her in with him.




Seven

Hawke was late to his smithing practice, and took out his bad mood on an innocent piece of metal, hammering it into a bar without using any Mana. He wasn’t having a good day.
Nadia had left, still a sad version of herself, and he didn’t know how to help her. And the pain in his Chakra hadn’t subsided. As long as he did nothing magical, it wasn’t too bad, but if he tried to use any power at all, it flared up as intensely as the first time. So he used his muscles and skill instead, and for a wonder it actually paid off.
Congratulations! Your Blacksmithing Skill has been raised to 6!
To be a competent Arcane Blacksmith, you needed to know the mundane basics of the craft as well, or you would end up with crappy high-level gear, meaning that the stuff would operate below its potential, doing less damage and having less structural strength than the same item made by someone who knew what they were doing. You needed to know the basics before you could use magic to get things done faster or to work with exotic materials.
“Your weapons and armor are fully repaired, Lord Hawke,” Katros (Level 10 Arcane Blacksmith) said behind him.
The broad-shouldered smith placed the black breast plate, shoulder pauldrons and shield on a worktable before carefully setting the broad-bladed sword next to it. All of his gear had taken a beating during the fight, especially the sword. Normally, he could have fixed the damage himself; his Arcane Blacksmithing was high enough, and repairing armor magically mostly required a lot of Mana. It wasn’t an option in this case, so he had dropped the equipment with Katros and made it a high-priority job.
“The ‘prentices did most of the work, but I examined the end result and can say they did well,” Katros went on. “Your lads – and the one lass – are learning quickly, even for Eternals.”
“Thank you,” Hawke said. “And thank them for me.”
Four Eternals had picked Arcane Blacksmithing as their first Vocation, and were paying Katros to help train them. The smith had raised his prices since the time when he’d agreed to take on Hawke as an apprentice, but it was worth the money, and Hawke had loaned the former players the gold they’d needed. With their high Mana pools, the apprentices could do certain tasks faster than Katros, which benefited everyone.
“They will be glad to hear your words,” the smith said. “Gladder than my son, who wishes to continue his lessons. He can handle the lesser jobs the townsfolk require, but he will never progress in the Craft if that is all he does.”
Hawke knew where that was going. “How often will he need to use the portal to come here, study under you, and get back?”
Securing one of the twenty or so spots – the rest of the portal’s capacity was devoted to cargo – available to use the portal wasn’t easy. There were usually half a dozen people for every ‘seat’ on the Orom Express. That was a figure of speech; all you had to do was walk through a glowing circle of light. The other option was having Hawke act as a magic Uber driver. He could bring up to twenty-four people along when he jumped between Mana Nodes; he usually tried to do that at least once a day when he was around and his Chakra wasn’t broken.
“If he was to come here, stay two days, and leave on the third, he could keep learning, while devoting the rest of the week to doing the jobs on the slate. Two trips a week, my lord.”
“It’s a deal. I’ll leave word with Olaf in the morning.”
The smith nodded, began to leave, and after some hesitation, turned around. “A question, my lord?”
“You know, I liked you better when you just called me ‘Paladin’ and overcharged me with a big grin on your face.”
“I will endeavor to regain my informality. I had a question.”
“Ask away.”
“Your mighty blade was nearly destroyed,” Katros said. “The alloy had all but lost its temper. I dare not imagine what manner of beast you faced that managed to damage it so. What was it?”
“It was a tree.”
“A tree, my lord?”
“Well, a Wild Sidhe tree, able to walk and cast spells, who had also turned Undead. But it’s dead now.”
Katros’ eyes widened for a moment, and Hawke could see the smith’s mind at work, trying to figure out if Hawke was making things up. After a final ‘my lord,’ he took his leave. Hawke figured the tale would get repeated – with a lot more flourish – at the Drunken Spider, a tavern that had sprung out in the nearby Arachnoid village, and make its way to Orom by the next day. It was nice to know that those terrifying moments which he had barely survived would serve to entertain people.
<Song and legend are the wages of heroes, or so the bards insist,> Saturnyx said dryly. <Most heroes I’ve known prefer lands, titles, or gold, however.>
Good hearing you again. You were quiet all day.
<You had other things that needed your attention, and I was busy watching myself being handled by assorted apprentices, who, I admit, did a decent job in restoring me. And you needed some time to yourself. It saddens me that Nadia will no longer be part of your household.>
She’s still a friend and ally. That’s a lot more important than being eff-buddies.
<I hope she finds companionship soon. It is not easy, being alone.>
If anybody knew that, it was Saturnyx, who had spent centuries in a cave, waiting for someone worthy to wield her again.
“Finding someone worthy of the ruler of the Spider Empire is going to be tough,” Hawke commented, setting aside the finished steel bar and putting the tools away. Katros liked to have everything sorted out neatly and orderly, which matched the new motif of the Stronghold to a ‘t.’ Hawke might be Lord of the Valley, but in the smith’s shop he followed Katros’ rules, same as everyone else.
He had avoided doing anything magical since arriving at the Stronghold, six hours ago. After Nadia had left, he’d been working at the forge, breaking only for a light dinner. He should go to sleep; he had a full day ahead. But he couldn’t rest until he fixed his broken ass. Since he wouldn’t be around for a while, Hawke had agreed to use Advanced Node Travel to take a few people to Orom, then take up to another twenty-four people to Serenity before making one final jump to the Node where he would meet with Blaze. Problem was, those three jumps, and the 1,000+ Mana that bringing those passengers over would cost, were going to kill him if his system hadn’t recovered by the morning. Hoping that a good night’s sleep would fix everything was not smart.
<And what do you intend to do?> Saturnyx asked, in the tone that suggested he might be hovering near ‘dumbass’ territory.
“Just some meditation and study. Diagnose the problem, then figure out if I can do something to fix it.”
<That actually sounds like a somewhat sensible plan. And you came up with it by yourself?>
“It had to happen sometime.”
* * *
After half an hour of meditation and examining his Mana channels with both Tranquil Mind and Advanced Mana Sight on, Hawke began to get a handle on his condition.
A lot of it wasn’t unexpected. He hadn’t opened the Root Chakra as much as he had forced it open, which had been bad, and then poured massive amounts of energy through it, which made it worse. Throw in the still ongoing conflict between Chaos and Order, and his entire energy system was a mess. His channels had been strained almost to the breaking point. Actually, he realized as he took a closer look, they had broken in places, specifically at the Root Chakra. The damaged channels were leaking Mana like water from a cracked pipe. Whenever he made energy flow through them, some of it escaped into his body and burned the nerve clusters near the damaged Chakra. That was only the tip of the iceberg, though. The uncontained Mana was attacking him on a supernatural level. Burning his soul, not just his flesh. No wonder that spending energy hurt like hell.
Hawke wasn’t sure how to fix the problem. Leaky pipes were easy. Either patch the leak, or better, replace the damaged section altogether. Leaky Chakras were something else. Steeling himself against the inevitable pain, he examined the damaged energy node and went through the steps he had taken to opening it in the first place. Maybe reversing it partway might shut the leak. Even closing it up altogether might be better than being unable to use magic. He could wait until it healed before he tried opening it again.
<If you close off the Chakra, you risk not being able to open it again on your own. And without the Root, you cannot open the others.>
Okay, I won’t shut it down. Maybe I can tighten the screws a little instead.
Using all the deliberate care he would devote to disarming a complex magical trap, Hawke worked on the Chakra. Undoing the damage without closing the energy junction took enormous patience. The last pieces clicked into place; Hawke wiped cold sweat off his forehead and checked his timer app. Less than an hour until dawn. He had done it, but no notifications appeared letting him know what he had succeeded. Come to think of it, he also hadn’t gotten any messages about the cracked-up Chakra in the first place. That was weird. The ‘system’ always had a notification for any major change he underwent.
He opened his notification list and double-checked it. Nope. Nothing congratulating him for fixing his broken ass. He went and checked the Combat Log. He didn’t do that as often as he should because the damn thing covered every damn variable involved in a fight and spewed numbers and data in endless streams that made his eyes glaze over. The fight with the Terror Tree, which had lasted maybe three minutes of real time, had generated about two hundred pages of data. It was the definition of ‘too long, didn’t read.’ Well, this time he was going to have to go over the whole log.
He scrolled down the floating ‘screen’ that magically appeared in front of him until he found the events he was looking for, the moment when he used Timeless Mind to learn Chaos Magic, finish opening the Chakra and, as if that wasn’t enough, cast Chaos Funnel and stream several thousand Mana through his system.
Chakra Opening – Failed.
Incompatible energies detected: Chaos and Order.
You have learned Chaos Funnel.
You have cast Chaos Funnel on ley line.
You have gained 5,000 Mana.
System Error: Chakra Opening – Failed. Chakra Opening – Succeeded.
Arbitration Requested
Arbitration Granted.
Chakra Opening: Succeeded. Mana Channeling has been raised to III. Bonuses: +10% to Mana Capacity, +1 to Mana Regeneration, +3 to Willpower.
You have a System Message.
“I have a what?” Hawke said, skipping over the regular notifications in the log.
A new icon had just appeared on the floating ‘menu’ that always stayed in the upper part of his field of vision. An envelope-shaped icon that he knew hadn’t been there a moment ago was blinking, demanding his attention.
“Guess I have mail,” he muttered before ‘clicking on it.’
Hawke, you miserable bastard.
Your little exploits with Timeless Mind, Chakra opening, and melding of incompatible Forces, none of which are possible for a noob of your level, should have made you explode like a blood sausage. The favor I owed you couldn’t have saved you, even if I’d tried to, which I didn’t. You caused the whole system to hiccup. The penalty for that is Final Death, followed by something really bad.
Someone upstairs interceded for you. That is the only reason why you didn’t get deleted. Congrats. I had to cover your tracks, however. Otherwise, questions would be asked, questions neither I nor your benefactor (or benefactors?) want to answer. Long story short, you will not get any notifications referring to the events involving that little time slip. The combat log entry will be rewritten as soon as you finish reading it. And this message will self-destruct shortly after you open it.
As to the
The screen disappeared, along with the envelope icon, before he finished reading the message. Speed-reading had never been his thing, and he had just paid the price for it. He hadn’t read to the end, so he couldn’t be sure who had written the message, but by the tone Hawke was sure it had been Vice, the Arbiter who was part guardian angel and part waiting executioner. They had worked out a deal, but Vice wasn’t exactly Hawke’s friend.
“What the hell does this mean?”
<You keep breaking the rules the Makers set up, and one of them is allowing it to happen. And I must tell you, I have been wielded by demigods and Eternals, but never did any of them receive personal messages from the Arbiters, who rarely concern themselves with the lives of those who dwell in the Realms.>
“Guess I should feel special. Except that I’m not the only one breaking rules. Greg’s Revenant experiments, for example. Undead Infernals and Fae aren’t supposed to exist. So maybe I’m not that special.”
<I served the son of the Eris, goddess of Chaos. She spoke to her son once, and warned him of a time when the laws of the Realms would be broken, when the low would be raised, the high brought down, and all the monuments of gods and men would collapse. A time when Beyonders would break through the Breach. A final Ragnarök where all beings in all Realms would make their final stand, do or die, for the fate of all the Universes.>
“I don’t know what any of that means.”
<Neither do I, Hawke. But I fear that we will soon learn what the goddess meant.>
“So not only do I have to master this ‘game,’ the rules, maybe even the entire world, may change before I even make it to the endgame. Is that right?”
<Perhaps. We seem to be living in interesting times.>
“Yeah. Maybe a little too interesting.”
His ass didn’t hurt anymore, but his head was spinning when he finally fell asleep.




Eight

<You are late,> Blaze told Hawke when he emerged from the new Node.
“Didn’t get a lot of sleep and had to make a couple of drop-offs before I left.”
<Lazy.>
“Did I miss anything?”
<Nope. Luna and I helped pull a cart when it got stuck. We’re stronger than a team of horses, so it was easy. And a dozen Woodlings watched the caravan but didn’t do anything. We watched them right back until they got bored and left.>
“Good. Think we can catch the caravan before lunch?”
<You’re funny.>
After his bad experience with the improvised saddle and harness, Hawke had no intention to taking to the air, but was willing to ride Blaze on the ground, since a five-foot drop was easier to handle than a two thousand foot one. The Drakofox’s land speed was better than a galloping horse’s, and he could keep it up effectively forever, since his Endurance recovery was unnaturally high. The saddle and Blaze’s bouncing run still made the whole thing uncomfortable, but he was beginning to get used to it, and his Riding (Drakofox) skill improved to 2 along the way.
They caught up to the slow-moving wagon train by mid-morning, as they reached a portion of the road that Hawke remembered well. That was the stretch where he and his friends had been on the receiving end of an Area Event, a zone-wide quest that applied to everyone caught in its area of effect: survive and be rewarded, or die. Somewhere out there, the bodies of almost twenty thousand legionnaires from the long-gone Onyx Empire lay in unmarked, unhallowed graves. One of Necromancer Greg’s pet Wraiths had awakened them and sent them rampaging through the area, killing anyone they encountered. Hawke’s party had survived, but it had been close.
No bones anywhere. It’s only been a few months. There should be some.
<The remains of the Undead have returned to their burial grounds, where they will wait for some other great sorcerer to raise them again.>
“Have to do something about them. But I don’t know how to go about locating and properly disposing of twenty thousand bodies.”
<Less than that. No more than eighteen thousand. Sixteen is more likely.>
“Twenty thousand, plus or minus four thousand. Better??
<Not better, simply more precise.>
“I mean, it’s not as if we don’t have a million other things that need doing. But it’s on my list.”
During their ride, Hawke had examined the area around the Legion’s Highway, making note of places that might serve to build an outpost. If he wanted regular trade with Akila, he would need to set up a few of them, with enough forces to protect the roads and help maintain them. Once an outpost was established, civilians would settle there as well: innkeepers and their employees, farmers to grow food for the garrison and passing travelers, craftsmen to repair equipment, shoe horses, fix wagons. The stuff that would turn the trip between his Domain and the large city into something routine, rather than a dangerous adventure. He definitely needed to find the Legions’ unrestful bodies and dispose of them before he could do any of that, however.
<True. You will also need to bring much of this area into your Domain.>
“Yeah, at least somewhere around here, three days out of Orom. I figure the city can meet me halfway and take care of the rest of the road.”
<You will have to deal with the Empire’s politics. Akila itself is semi-independent, from what I was able to glean on our trip there. It owes fealty to the Ruby Empire, but the Prefect pays for the upkeep of the legion that protects the area, and soldiers owe their fealty to him who pays their wages.>
“Orom is already part of the empire, on paper. I figure that if I take care of its expenses and maintain law and order, they can leave me the hell alone.”
<Things rarely turn out as simply or as well as one would wish.>
“No rush,” Hawke said as he spotted the last wagons out in the distance. Tava, Luna and Rabbit were trailing them. “This visit, I’m just going to deal with the Herders, organize a caravan back, hire a bunch of specialists, and look into getting some settlers to increase our numbers. People in Akila aren’t obligated to stay in one place, are they?”
<The Empire does not allow serfdom, although many poor peasants, with little in the way of possessions, are in effect bound to the land they till for their lords, by chains of silver rather than iron. But you must beware of those who would readily follow you to a small town in the middle of nowhere. Many of them will be people who outstayed their welcome in their community, often for good reasons.>
“I hear you. I’ll try to weed out any troublemakers.”
Tava was riding toward him, and the smile on her face matched his own.
“But we’ll handle it when it’s time. Blaze, you and Luna go keep up with the caravan. Mommy, Daddy and Auntie Nyx need some alone time.”
<Gross!> the Drakofoxes cried out at the same time, and trotted off while giving out their weirdly humanlike laughter, leading Bear away as well. He and Nadia retreated to a spot off the road. It didn’t really matter, since soon they would be in Saturnyx’s private realm, which was as comfortable as his own bedroom in Orom.
Tava hugged him. “Saturnyx told me about Nadia. I am sorry she found her status unsuitable.”
“It’s more complicated than that,” he said. “But we’ll still be family. We have fought and bled together, after all.”
“Of course. Those bonds are too strong to break easily.”
They can break, though. Look at what happened to Desmond, Hawke thought. All over two women I will never sleep with again. Monogamy definitely cuts down the drama levels in my life. Or bigamy, I guess.
The world changed, and he found himself on an oversized bed surrounded by a reddish haze. Tava and Saturnyx were there as well, their smiles matching his own. He gently caressed the Fury’s cheek; it was always surprising how tender she could be here, where there were no enemies to slay. Tava leaned over and kissed his neck. The Ranger-Slayer was a deadly in combat, a sexy kitten in the sack, and a good friend and confidant the rest of the time. Who could ask for anything more?
They would be able to catch up with the caravan soon enough, but before that they were able to spend a couple of hours of bigamous bliss.




Interlude: Stats, Progression, and Other Gamer Stuff

Hawke had two days of peace and quiet during the trip. Sure, there were a few minor mishaps and accidents – wagons breaking down, horses getting sick and, in one case, dying before a healer could get to it, people suffering minor injuries, drinking bad water and so on – but for the most part he was able to sit down and examine his ‘character sheet’ and consider all the new abilities he had acquired along the way.
Some might consider this boring; in fact many Adventurers did, and largely ignored their notifications, finding them annoying. Illiterate Adventurers had to hear audio versions of them, narrated by a mechanical, Alexa or Siri-like voice. Marko Clades, who had joined the Path to Power not too long ago, had said the notifications “may be a small price for the power we gain, but it is a price I do not enjoy paying.” A lot of people didn’t like doing math, or thinking about what their stat numbers meant and how to improve them. They assigned new bonuses as quickly as possible and then got on with their lives.
Not Hawke, and not most of the new Eternals in the Realms, of course. Laughing Man had picked his ‘recruits’ (or victims) well: gamers who loved the stuff, or at least casuals who understood the basics. He hadn’t been a theory-crafting genius, but he knew that getting the most out of his abilities and powers was going to play a huge role in staying alive during his – likely permanent – stay in the Realms.
He took his time for a change and studied his current stage of development:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf, Eternal. Class: Twilight Templar, Monster Trainer. Level: 19
Experience/Next Level: 71,664/100,000
Attributes (All Bonuses Included):
Strength 30(89), Dexterity 30(74), Constitution 45(119), Intelligence 32(61), Spirit 31(63), Perception 25(34), Willpower 32(56), Charisma 20(25)
Characteristics:
Health: 1,547 (30.9/min)
Mana: 4,066 (31.1/min)
Endurance 1,256 (30.9/min)
Identity: 23
Skills
Blacksmithing 6, Climbing 2, Detect Traps 3, Disarm Traps 5, Dodge 7, Lore 4, Riding 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 5, Survival 3, Sword 8(23), Swimming 2, Tracking 3
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Aegis of the Fae, Dark Vision, Fae Stealth, Mana Sight, Sidhe Caster, Sidhe Speed Casting, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), Spell Penetration, True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Known Elements, Forces, and Schools of Magic
Celestial, Chaos, Darkness, Death, Life, Light, Mind, Nature, Order, Twilight, Undeath
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Army of the Dead, Aura of Light, Blast Undead, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Chaos Funnel, Dark Tendrils, Deadly Roots, Death Cyclone, Death Stare, Enlightenment, Fireball, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, In Extremis, Indomitable Aura, Lesser Healing, Mass Blast Undead, Minor Death Curse, Nature’s Grip, Nature’s Guardian, Raise Dead, Sense Life, Send Thought, Shadow Leech, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Simple Spell Inscription, Song of Sorrow, Steal Life, Terror Gaze, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step.
Special Abilities
Alter Magic, Analyze Monster, Create Magical Trap, Disarm Magical Trap, Dispel Magic I, Dual-Casting, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Identify Spell, Mana Channeling III, Leadership XI (Chosen Foe I, Command IV, Generalship III, Messenger I, Shared Magic I), Living Shadow, Node Mastery VIII (Advanced Node Travel, Create Node Guardian, Ley Line Portal, Node Recall, Node Sight, Summon Node Guardian), Monster Pet (Level 16 Young Tarakken), Ritual Magic I, Seal Inscription I, Soul Rider, Spell Deconstruction, Spellcraft III, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster, Tantric Touch, Timeless Mind, Tulpa Creation II
Arcane Vocations
Blacksmith 4, Mining 5, Skinning 2, Steward 5.
Guild Powers (Level Three)
Guild Headquarters, Guild Quests
Getting better, he thought.
His Mana had shot through the roof with the bonuses from his Chakras, plus all the extra power he got from his gear. Of course, Mana Shield cost a whooping ten percent of his Mana capacity, and it didn’t regenerate as long as the spell was on. If he added Tranquil Mind to the mix, as well as a few Gifts of the Martyr and other non-renewable spells, his pool would drop to 3,000 or so. It still gave him plenty of power to throw around. He had sacrificed almost forty Mana points permanently along the way, but those losses were insignificant so far.
His spell list continued to grow, which created problems of its own. Hawke could think of several missed opportunities where using a different spell or ability might have won fights sooner. The preset spell rotation helped a lot, but it had limitations. He still wasn’t sure how to deal with that. Maybe as he went up in levels he would learn some trick to deal with the overwhelming number of options he had.
His access to new Forces allowed him to reinforce Elemental spells. That was something he needed to experiment with. He’d figured out that any spell enhanced with Celestial and Order magic would do a number on Undead. He hadn’t done as much with Mind magic yet, mainly because digging inside people’s heads bothered him a lot. And he’d just unlocked Chaos, which seemed to be almost as dangerous to the user as to the intended target. He had to be careful about playing with it.
<There are wizards who spent centuries mastering no more than one Element and, later, a single Force. Specialization has its own benefits, but many of those opportunities were lost the moment you took two opposite Elements and made them yours.>
He was fine with that. Back when he was merely playing games rather than living them, Hawke had been a completist, always trying every possible class available. He’d settled on Paladin as his main character, but he had played all the others. Maybe he’d never be as powerful in any single Element, but he would be much more versatile. And when magic failed, he could chop someone up with a sword.
He had been putting a lot of thought on what his next Class would be when he hit level 20. A part of him wanted a Warrior-type class, which would upgrade his Health. On the other hand, a caster class would give him yet another Mana boost, and with Mana Shield, Health wasn’t as important to him. He was still undecided. In any case, he had probably unlocked a bunch of Elite Classes that would be shown to him when he hit the next Milestone.
He turned to his Abilities next, which were as numerous as his spells. He had created another ‘rotation bar’ for several of them, so he wouldn’t forget to use them if he had to. Tulpa Weapon, for example, allowed him to inflict as many as 159 points of irresistible damage, and he could use it as a conduit for Elemental Blast and possibly other spells, bypassing a target’s armor and some other defenses. Something else he needed to work with until the moves became second nature to him.
Through luck and the intervention of goddesses, Makers and who knew what else, he had accumulated quite the bag of tricks. Was his benefactor preparing him for something that would need all of them? Only time would tell.




Nine

Hawke and Blaze were at the head of the caravan when it happened.
One moment, they were racing down the road, which was in much better shape now that it had joined the extensive network linking Akila to the rest of the Empire and parts beyond. Hawke was in pretty good spirits; the trip had been uneventful, they were in civilized lands, and the weather had been nice. There was a straight stretch of road ahead of them, no traffic as far as they eye could see, and Blaze had taken off at full speed, which was closer to a motorcycle’s than a horse’s. The ground underneath them became a blur and Hawke began to worry about the saddle beginning to shift under the continuous jogging it was taking. He started to ask the super-fox to slow down. 
The next moment, Blaze crashed into an invisible barrier and Hawke was catapulted from the unsteady saddle. He smashed into a tree two dozen feet off the road, and the impact made him black out for a moment. Blaze’s cries of pain brought him back to full alertness.
<HURTS!>
The Drakofox was curled up on the road; his furry body was flattened against an invisible surface, as if he was a bird that had flown into a spotless pane of glass. His legs were kicking feebly; that and howling in agony were the only things he could do.
Twilight Step allowed Hawke to return to his side instantly. His Advanced Mana Sight discovered what had happened. The floating energy sigils of a ward became visible, floating in the air, part of an invisible dome that stretched up toward the sky. So were the deadly energies still attacking the intruder. He needed to move Blaze away from the magical barrier, and fast.
Blaze was as big as a horse, but was much denser. Hawke put his back into it and pushed the two tons of dead weight for several yards, ignoring the Endurance and Health loss as he strained his muscles and bones to the maximum. He pushed the now whimpering Drakofox until his senses told him he had been removed from the ward’s effects, cast every healing spell he had on him, and staggered to his feet, waving at Tava and Luna to stop. They had heard Blaze’s cry of pain from the rear of the wagon train and rushed forward to help.
“Ward!” he shouted at them. “Don’t get any closer!”
He turned back to Blaze. The Drakofox’s Health, Mana and Endurance pools were still dropping, despite getting hundreds of points of healing. The Ward was still attacking him: Hawke saw it as a burning green flame that flowed from the energy dome that rose up into the sky. It was targeting specific parts of Blaze’s aura, the bright orange energy that denoted his draconic heritage. They had tripped an anti-dragon ward, and it was doing what it was programmed to do: kill the intruder.
Refreshing all the heals kept Blaze from dying, but even the Healing spell, which normally removed all ongoing damage and debuff effects, didn’t erase the green flames. Blaze was withering away before his eyes. Desperate, Hawke cast Gift of the Martyr. Blaze had a higher Health pool than he did, but he didn’t care if the ward killed him, as long as he could keep the furball from dying.
Spell Failed!
Hawke didn’t need the notification to tell him that: his Advanced Mana Sight showed him the green flames of the ward blocking the link he tried to forge between him and Blaze. Damnit! Blaze was still losing Health faster than the spells were restoring it; even worse, the Drakofox’s Endurance and Mana were dropping into the low hundreds; when they went below zero, the ward’s physical damage would increase and also inflict additional effects, some of them permanent.  
Luna kept her distance but cast her own healing spell rotation. Tava rushed forward and tried to feed a Major Rejuvenation potion to Blaze. She barely managed to pour the restorative liquid into his mouth; Blaze was panting weakly, his eyes closed. The potion did its work, but the ward would not relinquish its hold on its victim. From the strength of the link, Hawke didn’t think there was any reasonable distance they could move the Drakofox that would keep the curse from doing its work.
<Hurts,> Blaze said, his voice small, weak.
“Damn you,” Hawke said, speaking to no one in particular, except maybe the makers of the ward. The green flames were coming from the invisible barrier he and Blaze had hit. The ward was the key. Hawke targeted the energy flow from the ward to Blaze, and used a thousand Mana to block it, creating a dam between them. He gulped down a Major Mana Potion, one of the last handful he had, as he watched his energy battle the ward’s. A thousand Mana units weren’t enough, so he sent all but a dozen Mana from his pool into the makeshift barrier.
For several seemingly eternal seconds, nothing happened. Blaze wasn’t howling anymore. Everyone in the caravan with healing spells was working on him, and Hawke prayed that it would be enough while he focused everything he had into breaking the spell attacking his child. It wasn’t going to be enough, he realized; he was fighting dumb, using raw power, and the ward was empowered by thousands of Structural Mana. He reshaped the energy into patterns, using the blueprints from Dispel Magic and Disarm Trap. Neither ability was the right fit, but combining them allowed him to refine the Mana he was spending, making it more efficient. The flow of power from the ward was weakened, but did not stop.
He downed another Major Mana potion and tried another tactic, shaping all the energy he had regained into a Tulpa Weapon, a blade of pure energy. But why make it simple Mana? Hawke had a sudden burst of inspiration – or maybe dumbassery; he wouldn’t know until he tried it – and tapped into his new Chaos Mana reservoir, turning the weapon into a Chaotic construct. He figured that a Force of disruption and entropy was just what he needed to break the ward.
Changing the ‘flavor’ of the weapon turned out to be difficult; half of the Mana he had allocated to the task dissipated as he tried to reshape it. Only the knowledge that Blaze was dying drove him to push himself, shoving aside the Order energies that rebelled against him and using every last bit of power he had left. Something clicked inside his head and the Tulpa Weapon changed colors from its regular neon blue to an ever-shifting swirl of colors with black motes that looked like constantly changing Rorschach patterns along the energy blade. The weapon didn’t so much cut the flow of green flames as infect it with its own randomness. The flames wavered, changed colors, and Hawke felt the entire barrier swell up as Mana kept flowing but found no outlet. The green flames retreated from Blaze but formed a bubble, or maybe a blister, on the surface of the wall. And kept growing bigger. He had a good idea of what would happen next.
“Everybody down!” Hawke shouted, going down to one knee and activating Elemental Dome and his shield’s Dome of Order and placing them side by side, hoping that the barriers would keep them alive when the excess Mana…
Blinding light and overwhelming pressure washed over him like a massive wave, crushing him to the ground. Tava and Luna cried out in pain, but he noted on the Party Interface that they were alive.
… went boom.
Uncontrolled Mana had a way of tearing out the landscape, much like dynamite or C-4. He had been on the receiving end of too many of those explosions, and he had the feeling he would be experiencing many more before he reached endgame. His Mana Sight showed him the ward was still active, but was no longer going after Blaze. Good enough for him.
Congratulations! You have learned a new Mana Channeling Ability: Chaos Spike.
Chaos Spike: By infusing a spell with Chaos energies, you can cause it to malfunction, creating random effects instead of its designed purpose. The percentage chance of the spell being transformed are equal to your Willpower and Mana Channeling level combined. Using this effect has a minimum cost of 100 Mana or 20% of the Mana spent on the target spell, whichever is greater. Additional Mana increased the chance of Chaos Spike working by 1% per 10% extra Mana spent.
Prerequisites: Chaos magic, Tulpa Weapon.
That was great, but Hawke was worried about Blaze, who had fallen unconscious. The Drakofox’s Mana channels had taken a severe beating when the ward flooded his system with lethal energies, designed to kill any member of Dragon-kind that trespassed into its perimeter. Curled up in a ball, he looked just like the baby fuzzy he had been a few days ago.
“I’m sure someone noticed that explosion,” Hawke said. “Tava, help me get Blaze onto Luna. We have to get him out of sight before the local cops come to investigate what made their ward flare up.”
It took some effort, but they were stronger than top-end weightlifters on Earth, and Luna helped, gently but firmly biting on one of Blaze’s paws to keep him steady on her back. She was slightly smaller than her brother, but carried his weight without complaint.
“Go back to the forest and hide,” he told her. “Tava and I will meet you there later today. Maybe tonight.”
<I’ll take care of him,> Luna promised. <He’s okay. Just tired.>
<Hungry,> Blaze said weakly.
“Yeah, sure, I got you covered.” Hawke produced some eighty pounds of cured meats, tied them together in pairs, and hung them over Luna’s shoulders. “You can snack on those. I have half a cow in storage, and I’ll bring it to you for dinner.”
“And you can always hunt for more,” Tava added.
<Tired,> Blaze protested. <Hurt.>
<I will hunt for you, brother mine, and make fun of you all the while,> Luna told him, sounding quite a bit like Gosto and Tava when they teased each other.
“Good. Now, go!”
Luna trotted away, Blaze perched over her. She glanced back one last time before picking up speed and disappearing into the tree line. Really disappearing, as in she was there one moment and turned into something like Predator the next, melding into the woods.
“She learned my Camouflage ability, as well as your so-called ‘ninja’ spells,” Tava said. “Anyone who looks for them will have a hard time of it.”
“Good,” Hawke replied as he waved at the head of the caravan to keep moving. “Meanwhile, we need to get our stories straight for when the authorities show up.”
Getting arrested or having to fight the city guard would not be a good way to start their visit.




Ten

When the cavalry arrived, it did so from the air.
“Do you see that?” Grognard said.
The Battle Mage-Stalwart and Hawke were leading the wagon train on foot, with Digger off to one side. They had slowed down after a mad dash to put some distance between them and the place where Blaze had crashed into the ward. The plan was to pretend that whatever had happened had taken place behind the caravan. The beasts of burden were tired and lathered after the run, but they were recovering after resuming normal snail pace.
Hawke followed Grognard’s pointing hand and saw several shapes up in the air, headed their way. His Perception allowed him to make out details from a far greater distance than a normal human would: he spotted a man riding a giant bird, pulling a balloon with a basket filled by three or four people, flanked by a man in a hooded cape riding a…
“That’s a gosh-darned flying carpet,” Grognard said.
“Yep. A big bird dragging a hot-air balloon, and some dude on a flying carpet.”
“Air cavalry,” the former soldier commented. “Loaded for dragon, I bet.”
“Yeah, the guys in the balloon probably carry a lot of firepower, and the carpet flier must be a high-caliber wizard. Let’s all be polite!” Hawke finished in a louder voice.
He called Korgam over, since the Dwarf had lived in Akila for most of his life and knew his way around. He would be the caravan’s official spokesman. Hawke had used his Twilight Templar ability to mask his identity, appearing as a fourteenth level Paladin of Light and Monster Trainer. He wasn’t wearing his Death-attuned Thanatos Armor pieces, which really clashed badly with the Paladin of Light motif, and had switched to his old Battle Mage set. It was still good gear, and it didn’t make him stand out quite as much.
The flying figures began to descend, aiming for the road ahead of the caravan. Korgam ordered everyone to slow down and eventually come to a stop as the bird guided the balloon to a patch of land ahead. Metal spikes shot off from the corners of the basket, securing it to the ground, and four men in the red armor of the Akila City Watch got off, using a rope ladder to reach the ground. The bird rider and the wizard in the flying carpet stayed back as the guardsmen approached the caravan. Hawke figured that if things turned violent, the two fliers would act as mobile artillery pieces. There was a shimmer around the hooded man sitting on the floating carpet; it indicated the presence of at least one and more likely several magical shields.
Korgam left the wagon and stood in the middle of the road as the guards approached. Four of them, all Adventurers: three level 13 Warrior-Stalwarts led by a level 15 Battle Mage-Warrior officer. They were in a party and their effective level had been raised by two, making them a fairly formidable group. An elite unit, which made sense, since they were responding to a possible dragon attack. The wizard and the bird rider were too far away to see their class and level, but they probably were even higher.
“Welcome to Akila,” the leader – Centurion Antono Jules – said. “Have you seen or heard anything unusual while on the road?”
“There was some sort of light show a ways back,” Korgam replied. “Bothered us some, so we picked up the pace for a while,” he went on, pointing at the sweaty and clearly exhausted horses. “Nothing came of it, thank the gods.”
“I see. A dragon or high drakeling triggered the city ward. That is why we are here.”
“Dragon? I didn’t know the city had raised wards against their like.”
“We started to do so last month. Dragons are rising in the north. Or so we hear. The rumors are too numerous to ignore. The Prefect was not happy at the expense, but deemed it necessary.”
Korgam nodded. “Ye can’t be too careful, can ye?”
“No, you can’t. You’re a Stern, I see,” Antono said, noting the Dwarf’s nameplate; the gaming rules imposed on the Realms made introductions unnecessary among Adventurers and Arcane Professionals. “Where did you come from?”
“The town of Orom, ‘bout a week’s ride to the south.”
“Never heard of it.”
“’tis a nice enough place, though I miss Dwarven Hills something fierce.”
“You have some impressive guards,” Antono added, noting the levels and gear of the rest of the party.
“There’s been some trouble down south, and trouble breeds Adventurers.”
“Yes, that is true. Well, we will be on our way. Dragon or not, something powerful struck the city’s wards, and more trouble is the last thing Akila needs.”
“Is there trouble in the city? When I left, two, three months ago, things were peaceful enough.”
“No time to go into details, but beware. The Council of the Wise is in shambles; the Blue Tower has fallen, burned to the ground, and most of its leaders are dead. Killed by the Green Coven, or so it is said. Other factions are stirring and fighting each other, and that damnable guild of outsiders and Eternals is at the center of it. And people are going missing in the poorer quarters of the city, and even some City Watchmen.”
“May the gods protect us, and ye as well! We will be careful. Ye have my thanks, Centurion.”
“You’d best head straight for Dwarven Hills. They’ve locked their gates to outsiders, and are only allowing those who have someone of worth to vouch for them.”
“I thank ye again, Centurion. Clan Stern will remember this.”
The guard officer nodded. Being owed a favor from an influential Dwarven family was something that even a high-level guardsman could appreciate. The cops returned to their balloon and the bizarre patrol took flight once again headed in the direction of the ward breach. Hawke doubted they would find the Drakofoxes, but he was worried.
“I wonder how they learned how to make balloons,” Hawke said, watching them go.
“Hot air is lighter than cold,” Korgam said as he headed back to his wagon. “Many spells can heat the air inside a container, and if properly sealed – several types of silk are quite airtight – you can lift some cargo. The same spells can cool down individual cells inside the balloon to change its lifting capacity. The Roc – that big bird ye saw – provides propulsion, though an Elemental might do a better job of it. Expensive, though. The city can only afford the one, part of the Special Cohort of the Watch. A fancy name for a couple dozen Adventurers, but they are called when a major crisis is at hand. Like yer little stunt back at the ward.”
“Got it.”
Hawke had discovered that the locals might appear to be a medieval society, but they weren’t ignorant or primitive. They knew about germs, hydraulics, and, as he had just found out, basic physics and chemistry, enough to let them build balloons. Probably blimps, too. He bet the Nerf Herders’ attempts to ‘modernize’ Akila had been met with scorn.
On the other hand, the news about the Council of the Wise bothered Hawke. According to Girl’s report, the wizard society had been the Herders’ most dangerous enemy, and now their tower had burned down and their leaders had been murdered. He didn’t believe in coincidences: Kaiser and his bully boys had been busy. Hawke still thought that their plan to take over the city was doomed to failure, but they could do a lot of damage along the way. He had to stop them.
* * *
Later that night, he and Tava met with the Drakofoxes.
They’d made the twelve-mile trip on foot, and would have to make it back the same way. The caravan hadn’t brought riding horses along, and they had been relying on their fur babies for fast transportation. In any case, they didn’t need horses; they made the run in about twenty minutes, thanks to their Attributes. Tava had to down an Endurance potion to get there, since intense physical exertion prevented that pool from regenerating, but Hawke simply used Transference to replace the lost Endurance with Mana. They still worked up a sweat by the time they reached their adopted children’s hiding place.
<I see you,> Luna said from behind a tree.
“And we don’t,” Hawke admitted. Unless he turned his Mana Vision on, he wouldn’t have found the hidden forms of the Drakofoxes. Luna giggled before becoming visible and guiding them to her brother.
“How are you?” Hawke asked Blaze as they reached the ravine where the fuzzies had taken refuge.
<Still hurts, but getting better. Mana is all messed up.>
“Yeah, the ward was nasty. And the worst part is, it’s still up.”
He hadn’t expected that Akila would have anti-dragon measures in place. From everything he had heard, dragons had been all but extinct in the Common Realm; only minor dragon-blooded critters like fire lizards or drakes could be found, and only in desolate wilderness or inside Proving Grounds. But it seemed that they were coming back, and the stories about their return had been credible enough to warrant raising the wards. They had worried about anti-Fae measures, but they had found that the Drakofoxes weren’t pure-blooded enough to trigger them, much like Elves or Half-Elves.
<We can’t go with you, can we?> Luna said.
Tava shook her head. “The wards surround the city and the lands around it.”
“We will be back as soon as possible,” Hawke told them. It was crazy, but he actually felt upset. Like he was leaving his children behind for the first time.
<I want to stay in touch,> Blaze said.
“Me too. But by tomorrow, we will be too far away to mind-chat.”
They had experimented with their telepathic bond and found it stopped working if they were more than twenty miles away, give or take. The wards around Akila had a thirty-five mile radius. And they didn’t want the Drakofoxes to stay near the city, anyway. That patrol was not likely to be the only one, and the local authorities appeared to have a no-tolerance policy toward dragons.
<There is a way to stay in touch. The Greater Bond.>
Hawke had all but forgotten about the Monster Trainer ability. It would require a hefty Mana sacrifice and he had decided to wait until the Drakofox was old enough to decide if it was something he wanted to do. He supposed the furry monster was mature enough to make the decision.
“Are you sure?”
<We are already bonded. Of course I’m sure.>
“All right.”
Hawke was presented with the usual notifications and warnings, accepted them, and lost thirty-three Mana permanently. That added up to almost seventy Mana that he had lost in a variety of ways. His pool was still in the four-thousand range, however, so he could live with it. He felt the energy leave his body and create a link between him and Blaze that was stronger and deeper than what they already had. The effects of the bond varied, depending on the nature of the participants. Considering the parties involved were an Ethereal Drakofox and an Eternal Fae-blooded Half-Elf, the results were impressive.
You have forged a Greater Bond with Blaze (Level fourteen Drakofox).
You have acquired the following abilities:
Telepathy: The Bonded pair can mentally communicate with each other. The range of this ability is equal to ten miles for each of your combined levels (currently 330 miles).
Shared Mana: The Bonded pair can tap on the other’s Mana pool. The range of this ability is one hundred feet.
Shared Abilities: The Bonded pair can share some Abilities with each other. The sharing requires them to be within 10 feet per combined level of the pair. Currently, the following Abilities can be shared:
* Mana Channeling I
* Advanced Mana Sight
* Mind-Fire Breath Weapon
Holy crap! “I can breathe fire now?”
<I would recommend you remove your full face helmet before you try using that ability,> Saturnyx suggested. The sword had been uncharacteristically quiet until now.
“Well, sure,” he said as images of his helmet filling with lethal psychic flames flashed through his mind. “I’ll check the ability description before I do anything.”
Mind-Fire (Breath Weapon)
You can project a jet of energy that inflicts 1-20 points of Mind damage per level, with a range of 500 feet, at the cost of 25 Mana. Additionally, the target may be stunned for several seconds. The percentage chance to resist is equal to the target’s Willpower Attribute plus 1% per level, and increased by 1% for every second after being struck.
The flame jet does not have to originate in the user’s mouth, but can be created within five inches of it. Mindfire can be fired continuously by spending Mana every second. Damage can be increased by spending 25 additional Mana per 100% increase. Unlike spells, using this ability requires a Skill: Breath Weapon. Current Breath Weapon Skill level: 1.
“Okay, so I don’t have to take off my helmet,” he said, glancing at the canopy over them. A bright flash of light would be extremely conspicuous in the dead of night. There was good cover all around, however, so he decided to risk it. The City Watch patrol had returned to Akila; they had seen them flying back that afternoon. He looked at a dead tree and activated the ability.
There was the familiar feeling of Mana leaving his body, but even without Mana Sight he could tell it was ‘flavored’ with Mind energies. A bright ring of light appeared a few inches outside his helmet: a torrent of silver-white fire poured out of it.
And missed the log he had been aiming at by a good two feet, despite the fact that the target was stationary and he was a mere thirty feet away. The jet of psychic fire struck a pile of dead leaves. They didn’t ignite; the Mind effect only looked like fire but didn’t work like it. Hawke was going to need to practice a lot to raise his skill level. He wasn’t complaining, though. Now he and Blaze could rain psychic fire on enemies from five hundred feet, at least for as long as they had the Mana to spend. He wouldn’t be able to practice during the trip, since he and Blaze would be separated, but in the future, they were going to be a force to be reckoned with.
<Just remember that, impressive as you have become in the Common Realm, you will find yourself easily overmatched in the higher worlds.>
I know.
Meanwhile, Blaze’s eyes were all but bugging out of his head as he examined the world with Advanced Mana Sight. Hawke figured that the Drakofox would soon learn those abilities permanently, without needing to be near him.
<I can see what the ward did to my Mana channels! I think I can fix things much more quickly now,> he said, his mental voice full of wonder.
<I want to see!> Luna said.
“When I learn it, I will teach you, little one,” Tava said. “I have a bonding ability of my own, although it is not as powerful as Hawke’s.”
“And we will continue our lessons, of course,” he told his fiancée. Using Communion to teach her his abilities had speeded up things considerably, but finding the time to teach her remained a problem. They would have two days of relative peace before reaching Akila. Maybe they could make some progress then.
<What should we do, since we cannot accompany you?> Blaze asked after forcing himself to turn Mana Sight off. Hawke knew how hypnotic the enhanced senses could be, and he appreciated that the young fox could resist the temptation to lose himself in them.
“Go back to Orom, or to Gosto’s Grove if you’d prefer,” Hawke decided. “We’ll be able to talk – it’s a lot less than three hundred miles from there to Akila – and you can pester Kinto or Gosto for all the food you want. They’ll take it from my account.”
<Good. I’m very hungry. Luna caught a deer and a bear while I recovered, but I could use a snack before going to sleep.>
Hawke sighed and reached into his inventory for a few twenty-pound hams.




Interlude: A Warm Welcome

Kaiser looked at Spectre and idly wondered what it would be like to pummel the man to death with his bare hands.
He didn’t, of course – if you went after the bearers of bad news, you’d soon found yourself surrounded by flunkies that fed you comfortable lies. Instead, he did his best to keep his thoughts concealed behind a neutral expression.
“The name and class match,” the spymaster said. “Hawke Lightseeker stayed at a tavern by the Legion’s Highway. He’s leading a wagon train, so he won’t arrive at Akila the day after tomorrow. He could be here by now if he went on alone, but none of the people we have at the gates have seen him yet.”
“He managed to get out of the city unnoticed, last time,” Kaiser noted.
Spectre nodded. “True, but he does not seem to be hiding this time. He and twenty-four people are traveling together, including ten Adventurers; some of them are Eternals.”
“How did your agents tell Eternals from regular Adventurers?”
Without high-level magic, only Eternals could recognize each other, and Spectre’s agents were regular NPCs. Kaiser sometimes regretted having made the Eternal status of his guild public, but at the time they needed every edge they could find, and letting potential enemies know of their quasi-immortal abilities had been a useful deterrent.
“Their names,” Spectre said, allowing himself a small grin. “Lady Pew-Pew, Grognard, and Boris Imdoomed were dead giveaways.”
“Ah. Hawke found a cluster of Eternals and taken it over.”
“Very likely. We knew of at least two Eternals who might have left with him during his first trip here, although neither of them was with this group.” Spectre handed Kaiser a paper scroll. “My agent was able to read the nameplates of every Adventurer in the caravan. I have a full list.”
Kaiser speed-read through it. “The Sterns are an important clan in Dwarven Hills. And it confirms that Girl’s lead was on the money. He’s been in Orom all this time. What do we know about that burgh?”
“Not much to know. Small town, little more than a walled village. Used to be a lot larger when mining was a thing in the region. The Sterns’ involvement suggests that mining is about to resume.”
“Who owns it?”
“It is nominally part of the Ruby Empire but it does not belong to Akila’s district. Or to any district, for that matter. Akila could make a case for incorporating it into its borders. It is the largest city nearby. The closest other candidate is Alpinia, but it is farther away and it barely pays lip service to the Empire.”
“A prosperous independent town sounds like a promising venue, should we need to relocate,” Kaiser mused.
If things hadn’t taken a left turn in Akila, he might have convinced the Prefect to officially annex the town. Gold mines were a powerful incentive, and what better way to deal with Hawke than having the local authorities take over his territory? But now, Akila might turn inhospitable for the Nerf Herders, and they might need a new place to consolidate. A wealthy burgh far enough from Akila to ignore might be just the place to go.
“What should we do about Hawke?” Spectre asked.
“Can’t attack a caravan on its home stretch to the city, can we? And we sent our best assassin his way and he took her out, so that option is a no-go. Keep him under observation. Coming in openly is a message to us. Maybe he wants to cut a deal, now that he has a power base of his own.”
“Would we? Want to cut a deal, I mean.”
Kaiser shook his head. “We’ll listen to what he has to say, but he has to go. Too dangerous. He’s gotten to level fourteen – assuming he can’t hide his actual level the way Naruto or Girl can – and now has a guild of his own. At our current advancement rate, we’d need another four to six months to be strong enough to migrate to a higher Realm, and we can’t afford to have him around, possibly mucking up the works.”
He let some of his anger show, and grinned when Spectre visible paled. “Hawke Lightseeker will not leave Akila alive.”
* * *
Anton Bastardes endured a rough life and a rougher death.
Life as a professional beggar in the streets of Akila was harsh and full of dangers. He had been at it since his early twenties, when his love for distilled drinks had kept him from any kind of steady employment. The fourth son of an Arcane Weaver, lacking the aptitude or dedication to join in the family’s business, he had soon been disowned and cast out, and after many misadventures ended up in Akila. His only ambition in life was to get one of the prized begging licenses the city offered for a hefty fee. Only licensed beggars were allowed in the Crafter’s Market, the Eastern Plaza Bazaar, and the choicest spot, the Temple District, where high-heeled worshipers were wont to show off their charity and even a grim-faced follower of Woden might give a beggar some coins, especially those with an eye-patch, since the Northern god was reputed to wander around in such guises.
Unfortunately, the cost for such a license was six hundred silver denars, and Anton never seemed to be able to save even fifty denars before he found a better use for the money, namely drinking himself into a stupor. Instead, he plied his trade in the Lowers, the smelly districts downwind from where sewer canals carried off the waste from better-off neighborhoods to end up in the swamps to the southeast. One got used to the smell in the Lowers; Anton hardly noticed it anymore.
What he had noticed lately was of far greater concern. People were going missing, and he was afraid that he would be next.
First, Horacos the Blind stopped showing up at the Iron Cauldron, the open-air eatery where a gigantic stewpot was kept filled with leftovers from nearly inns and taverns, as well as stale bread and whatever else the owners could find, catch, or pay a few coppers for. It was nobody’s idea of a good meal, but the constant low boil usually kept the stew from outright poisoning the customers, and the price was right. Horacos, like Anton and their other colleagues, frequented the Cauldron, and was enough of a regular there that it only took a few days for his absence to become noticeable. Anton had shrugged; Horacos was getting on in years, his eyesight becoming bad enough that faking his blindness was hardly a chore; perhaps his time had come.
Others followed suit, however. Beggars like Horacos. Then back alley women went missing, and, scarily enough, the pimps who were supposed to protect them. Street urchins, which worried Anton the most, for the young bastards were nimble and alert, or they wouldn’t have lived beyond their first handful of years. One by one, or in pairs or even small groups, they vanished. In one case, a rat catcher had been plucked from the streets and the perpetrator had left behind a string of five fat rodents, no doubt headed for the Iron Cauldron.
When a monk from a healing order had disappeared, the Town Watch had finally gotten involved, but they had done little other than round up the usual suspects – dagger-men, leg-breakers, and other violent lowlifes – and beat them, eliciting numerous confessions but no real information. Word had gotten around: moving around at night, never a safe activity in the best of times, was now considered suicidal. Anton had often feigned fits of madness to present a half-pitiful, half-threatening front to passers-by, but he wasn’t crazy. He had been using his meager cash reserves to sleep in one of the common rooms at the low-rent dives that would offer hospitality to his kind, allowing him and twenty of his closest acquaintances to make themselves comfortable in a drafty storehouse for two coppers a night.
Anton was headed there when his turn came.
The streets in the Lowers were narrow and twisted, little more than dirt trails between buildings that spread out from the main thoroughfare like random rivulets from a spilled wine cup, following the contours of the hilly terrain or the whims of the builders of the ramshackle wooden structures that comprised most of the homes and businesses in the district. Years of living there allowed Anton to navigate the labyrinthine mess as well as anybody. He knew, for example, that the alley to his left led to a dead end and a sewer grate that you could lift if you needed to take a shortcut or find a hidey hole among the underground tunnels. The two shadowy figures that came out of said alley must have emerged from the sewers.
Anton’s situational awareness when he was sober was as good as a trained soldier’s; he spotted the sudden movement almost instantly, and reacted with reflexes bred by years of narrow escapes and painful beatings. He dashed away from the hooded, hunched pair, strangely draped in heavy cloaks despite the fact that it was late Juno and the afternoon had turned sweltering hot. His attackers moved with inhuman swiftness, but he managed to keep his distance – until he slammed into a third lurker, who had been hiding in the shadows of another alley.
“Horacos?” Anton said as he recognized the man who was holding him in an unbreakable grip. The face of the beggar was familiar, but the thin purple film over his eyes was not. Neither was the unnatural pallor of Horacos’ skin, or the cold, almost icy feel of his hands.
A swift blow to the side of his head was his only answer. Anton felt something crunch under the impact, and agony dissolved into darkness.
He woke up somewhere dark under the ground. Horacos and another cold-handed man were dragging him through unfamiliar, dark streets surrounded by looming structures he had never seen in Akila. Anton caught glimpses of dozens of figures, lining the sides of the curving streets in unnaturally still poses. That was all he could see; every step his captors took sent spikes of agony through his skull. The pain had a numbing effect on him, dulling the terror he should have felt.
That lasted until he saw a tall figure waiting for him. Shaped like an Elf, it was tall and lanky, and its head swiveled steadily back and forth, examining the perfectly still forms around it until it noticed Anton being brought forward.
It didn’t speak but simply extended a long, pale arm forward. Anton began to struggle as panic swelled inside him. The pain didn’t matter. He could not let that thing touch him. His last words were babbled pleas for mercy. They were ignored as he was dragged forward and he felt the Revenant’s hand fall upon his forehead. As he died, Anton beheld something impossible vast and malevolent that lurked inside all the walking corpses around him. Something that loathed life in all its forms and sought nothing less than its complete eradication. Death was a blessing, but the horrors of what he had seen would continue to haunt him in the afterlife.
The Revenant felt only a cold sense of satisfaction. It had been in the human city for ten days, and its army already numbered in the hundreds, all protected from the anti-Undead wards by the blessing of its Maker. Its allies had awakened and were making further preparations. Soon, they would act. The living would be brought low and join the ranks of the Unfeeling Host.
At that point, a great slaughter would begin, ending only when the Common Realm was bereft of life.




Eleven

“There is trouble afoot in Akila,” Thane Ogorr Stern said. “And your fellow outsiders are at the heart of it!”
As soon as they arrived at Dwarven Hills, Hawke and Korgam had been invited – in Korgam’s case, ordered – to appear in front of the thane in his great hall, a miniature fortress on top of one of the seven hills that gave the Dwarven quarter of the city its name. Sternheim wasn’t the biggest dwelling in the Hills – that honor belonged to the Golden Mountain clan’s castle – but it was in the top five. Leaving the caravan in the capable hands of Helena Setes, Hawke and Korgam had followed the grim-looking messengers through the orderly streets of the small city within the city.
It was his first visit to Dwarven Hills, and it impressed him favorably. The rest of Akila had a sharp class divide: you had the wealthy districts and neighborhoods where everything was clean and tidy, with broad cobblestoned avenues surrounded by buildings clad in marble or fake versions of the material, and then slums, easily distinguishable by their narrow streets, wooden ramshackle structures, and general dirt and misery. The entire Dwarven district seemed to be comprised of brick houses in orderly rows and blocks, all painted white with green or red trimmings in a style that reminded him of pictures he had seen of old German villages. A canal separated the Hills from the rest of the city, with a handful of bridges connecting them.
The streets followed the outlines of the terrain, with one wall of each house and building leaning against the slope of one of the seven main hills that dominated the area. There were no slums in sight, although that might have been because most Dwarves in the town were traders and merchants; they wouldn’t have imported their ‘tired and poor’ to a human city. The dwellers of the Hills were middle class or wealthy and powerful, like the patriarch of Clan Stern.
Armed guards in half-plate armor stood by the gate of the manor. They let them through without a challenge; a servant led them inside. There were plenty of bows, salutes, and posturing when the two of them entered the great hall where the thane awaited, sitting on a throne carved from a single piece of ivory that must have belonged to some insanely big beast. Scenes of a battle between dragon-riding Dwarves and something the size of a mountain were etched into the sides and back of the throne, probably describing the provenance of the chair.
Marble columns lined both sides of the hall, and behind them the walls were decorated with weapons, stuffed animal heads and other trophies, including a raw golden nugget about two feet across, mounted on a pedestal; it must have weighed over a hundred pounds. That rock alone would have paid the Domain’s expenses for a couple decades. The wealth display was impressive; so were the glowing runes that kept the hall lit without the use of torches or candles. Hawke’s Mana Sight had identified dozens of magical wards and other defenses woven into the hall’s structure. This was a place of power, with a ley line running somewhere beneath their feet. He wouldn’t have wanted to storm the Stern Keep.
On the other hand, the Blue Tower that had once housed the Council of the Wise must have been even more heavily protected, and Kaiser’s thugs had brought it down. Hawke had noticed the missing blue tower he had admired during his first visit. The story was still circulating all over the place; he and his fellow travelers had heard a dozen different versions on the way to Akila, each naming a different culprit. He knew that the one blaming the Nerf Herders had to be the right one. So did Thane Stern.
The patriarch was positively ancient, with a white beard that reached all the way to the ground, or would have if it weren’t bound into a series on intricate braids, laced together all around his chest like a sweater, and decorated with colorful beads and glowing jewels that made the thane look like a living Christmas tree. Unlike the innkeeper Dorrham, who had been nearly crippled with age before Hawke fixed him, Ogorr was in perfect health. The clan master was wealthy enough to afford the best magic treatments, after all. He was also of high enough level that his nameplate had a pair of question marks followed by the cap limit of 20.
The rich and powerful thane was angry. More importantly, he was scared, although he was doing a good job hiding it, and that worried the hell out of Hawke.
“I swore an oath to protect the Realms from any Eternal who threatened them,” Hawke said. “That is one of the reasons I am here.”
“A doughty fighter, powerful mage, and faithful follower of the Triune Goddesses, he is,” Korgam added. “As well as Lord of the Sunset Valley.”
The powerful Adventurer looked downright timid in the presence of the clan elder. Hawke couldn’t blame him.
“I can see that, youngster,” Ogorr said. His eyes narrowed as he looked at Hawke. “I can also see there is far more to you, Lord Hawke, than you let on. There are mysteries and riddles wrapped around you like the coils of a great snake, some of which you may not be aware of. The Powers of the Realms have marked you, and for that, you have my sympathies.”
Unsure of what to say, Hawke merely nodded and waited for the thane to continue. Korgam bowed again.
“You neither boast nor engage in pointless blather,” the thane said after a few seconds of silence. “That is perhaps wise. Let me tell you what has transpired in this city since your fellow Eternals’ arrival.
“At first, they attracted little attention, for they were but a handful of neophytes with little skill or power. Their numbers grew, however, as did their reputation as capable mercenaries, undertaking missions and quests and succeeding more often than not. They were fearless, as death was but an inconvenience to them. And as soon as they had enough coin, they began to purchase access to the local Dungeons and, later, to Akila’s Labyrinth. They advanced on the path rapidly. As their power grew, so did their ambition and pride.”
Hawke nodded as the thane listed the Nerf Herder’s many crimes. Trying to forcibly recruit a couple of Dwarven Eternals who had taken refuge in the Hills was just one of them. Hawke had briefly met one of them, a fifteenth level High Paladin of Gaon called Grumpy Oakenshield. The former player had been at the keep’s courtyard, and waved at Hawke before asking to speak to him later. He had agreed, of course; it would be great to hear from another Earthling.
There were plenty of other messes Ogorr placed at the feet of the Herders: casual brutality against anyone lacking the power or connections to protect them, especially women; the theft of several powerful items; spying on rival guilds, merchants, and other organization; and even a number of mysterious deaths that had afflicted enemies of the Eternals’ guild. Hawke was sure that Girl-Has No-Name had a hand in some of those.
“They also keep going to the Proving Grounds and bringing back enough gold to harm the economy,” Ogorr added. “It has come to the point that beggars will sneer at a handful of copper dinars, and a loaf of bread costs the better part of a silver one. The Herders spend their coin with wild abandon, driving up prices everywhere.”
Kaiser has invented inflation, Hawke thought, trying not to smile.
<Rising prices are not unknown in the Realms, but few Guilds can afford to visit Dungeons and Labyrinths on a daily basis, or care to risk their lives so often. Eternals find it easier to accumulate wealth by taking chances, emboldened by the knowledge they will rise again.>
Yeah, but if you die enough times, you lose yourself, and then you die for good.
<After you gain enough power and treasure, you are largely immured against such things.>
That was true enough, Hawke had to admit. After reaching level fifteen, his spells and gear made him pretty hard to kill. He had made it through several levels without suffering an untimely end. It was worth it to risk one’s life to get to that point, even if you died a couple of times along the way.
Ogorr’s tale turned to the Council of the Wise. The wizard organization wasn’t exactly a beloved institution – the thane’s description made them sound like little more than a protection racket – but the destruction of their headquarters and the murder of most of its leadership had shaken the city to its core. Smaller magical societies had tried to fill the power vacuum, resulting in a few assassinations and, worse, a couple of public wizard duels. Nothing disturbed the peace like having a bunch of elementals and other summoned critters running around fighting each other in the streets until enough elite guards showed up to put them down.
“The Prefect accused the Green Coven of the attack.” The thane slammed a fist on the throne’s arm rest. “Laughable drivel! A gaggle of witches out in the swamp, few of them high on the Path, and we are to believe they were able to overcome the defenses of the Council’s Tower?”
“How did the Nerf Herders do it? That place must have been impregnable,” Hawke said.
“A good question, with no clear answer. Proving Grounds are a source of powerful devices and artifacts. The Eternals in question must have been hoarding them to use against the Council. Or perhaps Kaiser Wrecker made a pact with a darker power. Do you know that he numbers no active Priests or Paladins among his band? Those who started on that Path abjured their gods and became something else, forsaking their deities’ gifts.”
“I didn’t know that.”
Girl’s report hadn’t mentioned that factoid, but looking back at the list of Nerf Herders on ‘active duty,’ Hawke realized that none of them were servants of any pantheon. That made some sort of weird sense, Hawke figured. Kaiser didn’t like divided loyalties; his people were either all-in or they ended up dead or enslaved. The Herders were an… atheist gang? No, more like anti-theist. You couldn’t refuse to believe in gods in a world where their existence was evident. Still, that should have made the Herders’ position extremely precarious. If the gods wanted to mess with you, you were screwed. Hawke had been extremely lucky to have earned the protection of four goddesses in a short time. He would have been perma-dead otherwise. Kaiser must have gotten his own protector.
“The followers of the Pantheons are concerned,” Ogorr said. “It’s been said that the Hierophant of Vitara knows that two Eternals affiliated to the goddess of Life, one a Priest the other a Paladin, went into the Nerf Herders’ compound – and died there. He has not formally accused the Nerf Herders of murder, but any members of that Guild will find a cold welcome at the Temple District.”
“And what has Kaiser done to the Temples?” Hawke asked.
“What makes you think he has done anything?” the thane asked him.
“If the priestly orders oppose his guild, he will do something about it. It’s how he operates.”
“Yes, of course. There have been no overt acts, but someone is stirring the populace against the priesthoods. Pamphlets and paid criers have started appearing around the city, accusing the priests of squandering the alms of the pious to improve their lives instead of their deities’ cause. It is an accusation not entirely without merit, mind you. Too many servants of the gods look out for their own needs, at the expense of their duties, and as long as their peculation does not reach unseemly levels, the gods ignore it.”
A little payola and bribery get tolerated, Hawke translated. That’s kind of sad, but I guess even the gods accept that it’s part of human nature.
<I believe even one of your holy books says something about not binding the mouth of the ox that treads the grain,> Saturnyx replied. <As long as they fulfill their duties, priests may and often do enrich themselves. Discreetly, of course. Kaiser’s propaganda is shedding light on an unsavory reality, which may inflame people against the priesthoods.>
“He angers the gods, but avoids his just deserts,” the thane said. “What does that suggest to you, Paladin?”
“That he has a patron to protect him from the gods. A god of his own, maybe? Or an Arbiter. Maybe even a Maker.”
“Few can gain the favor of the Demiurges, and fewer still do so safely and without regret.”
Yeah, tell me about, Hawke thought but kept to himself. By my last count, I’ve crossed paths with three of them. Why not Kaiser, too?
<A Maker brought you all here. Surely he has designs for many if not all of you.>
“Kaiser Wrecker is said to wield a powerful sword, with a blade made of pure darkness that my sages believe may be a Soul-Drinker.”
Oh, great, Kaiser’s gotten freaking Stormbringer?
<The image your mind conjures to go along with the name is impressive enough, but a Soul-Drinker is worse than that. A foul creation of Necromancy, in many ways the moral opposite of a Soul Sword, which is created by the willing sacrifice of a sentient being.>
I guess I can’t be the only guy who got a super-duper sword, but did it have to be that rat bastard?
Out loud, he said: “Is he a servant of the Maker of Undeath, then?”
Ogorr shuddered. “It is good you did not use his name, but even referring to him who raises the dead is known to bring bad luck to all within hearing. It is possible, although he has not shown signs of it.”
“When did he find the sword? He didn’t have it when I met him.”
And kicked his ass, he thought, a bit smugly. Well, almost kicked his ass. Time to do it for real this time.
“My agents tell me that he brought it back from his last trip into the Malleum Mallum Labyrinth. He descended into one to the Lower Passages, reaching the nineteenth level on the Path and returning with a Legendary Artifact.”
Hawke grimaced. The name of the Labyrinth loosely translated to ‘the Crushing Evil’ but it could also mean ‘the Evil Grind.’ It was a level-grinder, which you could visit over and over, fighting deadly monsters for great rewards. Kaiser must have beaten a level boss or something even tougher, and come back with a cursed weapon. A gift from his patron, maybe? Somebody had been protecting the bastard before that. Vazalak Zombi was the likely culprit, but why? Kaiser wasn’t a necromancer, just a power-hungry psychopath.
Then again, I snoozed through a lot of history classes, but even I know that whenever a power-hungry psychopath gained power on Earth back in the twentieth century, people died by the millions.
<Undeath gains a great deal of energy from murder and traumatic killings. An Eternal bringing chaos and unrest across the Realms could provide a lot of power, especially if he learns to properly dedicate those deaths.>
“Whoever his master is, Kaiser needs to go,” Hawke said.
Ogorr nodded. “And the Realms will thank you for it.”
Quest Accepted: Defeat Kaiser Wrecker
The President of the Nerf Herders threatens the city of Akila and perhaps the entirety of the Realms. You must not only stop his Guild, as prescribed by your vow to the Triune Goddesses, you must also bring the Final Death upon Kaiser himself.
Quest Objective: Kill Kaiser Wrecker permanently.
Quest Rewards: 15,000 Experience, +200 to Global Renown, 2 Soul Shards, +100 Reputation with Triune Goddesses, a Legendary Artifact appropriate to your Class(es) and Level.
Failure Penalties: If the quest has not been fulfilled in a year or is Abandoned before then, you will have broken your oath: -200 to Global Renown, -5,000 XP.
Soul Shards? The only time he had encountered those had been at Necromancer Greg’s Stronghold; he had made them by murdering Eternals over and over again. He had about a hundred and change of the things, although he had no idea what to do with them.
<In the higher Realms, a Soul Shard is worth a hundred platinum marks, which in turn are worth a hundred gold denars apiece. Here, it is too valuable to be used as currency.>
Ten thousand gold each? Hot damn, that would make me a millionaire.
<You truly cannot spend Soul Shards in the Common Realm. No one would redeem them at face value. You will not find many platinum pieces here, either. In Alfheim and other Realms, on the other hand, a gold denar is treated as a copper coin is here. There you will find a use for the higher denominations.>
And prices to match, I bet.
<You’d win such a wager, if you found someone foolish enough to take it.>
None of that mattered; Hawke had resolved to use those Soul Shards in a way that would help undo the evil that had created them. Buying himself stuff wasn’t exactly the thing to do. But the Shards he earned from offing Kaiser would be his, fair and square.
Of course, he had to kill the bastard first. He didn’t think that was going to be easy.




Twelve

“I don’t like it,” Grognard said.
Hawke leaned back on his chair and pretended to relax. “No harm in talking. I’m not expecting a peace treaty or anything, just a chance to learn more about the enemy. Keep your eyes open.”
“Yessir.”
After Hawke and Korgam finished their meeting with the thane, a messenger from the Nerf Herders had arrived at the Stern Keep, where Ogorr had invited Hawke and his friends to stay, even the caravan’s drivers and guards, although the latter got to spend the night in an empty barracks rather than the luxury rooms reserved for VIPs. Still, it was better and more secure than a random inn; there was even enough space for all the wagons in the mini-fortress, and zero chance that something would go missing from them. The only problem was, it had been pretty obvious that they were all spending the night there, so the messenger – not a Nerf Herder himself, since the guild wasn’t welcome in the Hills – had little trouble finding them.
The message had been simple and to the point: We should talk. Name a place and time. Neutral ground, of course. Best, Kaiser Wrecker.
Ogorr had recommended a couple of meeting places that were public and well-guarded enough to pre-empt any dirty tricks. He hadn’t warned Hawke against meeting the Herders’ leader, nor recommended doing so, but instead had waited quietly for Hawke to make his decision. He had. There he was, waiting at an open air restaurant located on Legion Plaza, right outside the Prefect’s Citadel, whose walls could have surrounded all of Orom with room to spare. The sight reminded Hawke that his Domain was a tiny place, kept safe mainly by the fact that it was surrounded by dangerous wilderness regions. If Akila’s rulers decided to conquer the Sunset Valley, Hawke doubted he could stop them. He had one card he could play, but only once, and the risks involved were considerable.
<They are coming,> Saturnyx warned him, snapping him from his thoughts. <I can sense Kaiser’s blade, and it is a thing of Chaos and Undeath, indeed.>
Does it talk, too? Maybe we can all have a teleconference together.
<If it speaks, it will say nothing we want to hear.>
Hawke spotted the bodyguards first. Death-Dealer was first, wearing high-quality plate armor and a two-handed sword. The last time he’d seen the Canadian Eternal was when a party of Herders got slaughtered by a demon in the Gates to Tartarus. The Warrior walked into the plaza, headed straight for the table where Hawke was sitting by himself, and paused when he noticed Grognard, Tava and Lady Pew-Pew on a nearby table. After nodding a greeting at Hawke, he took a position near the tables and waited. There had to be other Herders around, but they probably were Rogue types in stealth mode. Naruto the wannabe Anime character was probably one of them. There was a way to find out, of course.
Hawke activated Advanced Mana Sight and, sure enough, he soon spotted two hidden figures who had entered the plaza and were lurking by the corners of two nearby buildings. One of them was Naruto; the other was some Spy that Hawke hadn’t met before, by the name of Spectre. All of them were level eighteen, except for Naruto, who had hit nineteen. They’d been grinding experience hard, apparently. Or maybe killing a bunch of wizards from the Council of the Wise had earned them a level or two.
And there he is, Hawke thought, turning his enhanced senses on the Nerf Herders’ leader.
Kaiser Wrecker, Human (Eternal)
Level 20 Warrior, Mage, Ekes Mortis
Health 4,604 Mana 2,110 Endurance 3,131
Are you effing kidding me?
The stats were nasty; the bastard’s Strength and Constitution must be up in the hundred-plus range. And the guy’s Mana channels were a cesspool of Undeath and Chaos energies. The only consolation was that Kaiser hadn’t developed any sort of control over his internal energies: his Chakras were all firmly closed, and the way Undeath-attuned Mana clogged all his pathways, he probably would never be able to open them. Selling your soul came with a price. That wasn’t all, though: something was riding inside Kaiser like the proverbial back monkey, a malevolent force with its own mind and awareness.
Hawke shut off his Advanced Mana Sight after one quick glance at Kaiser’s sword. Its hilt and guard were made of an alloy of black mithril and infernium. He couldn’t see the blade, but the weapon reeked with Undeath. Like Saturnyx, it had a name: Sanginaris, the blood-spiller. It wasn’t alive, but it was linked directly to the entity living inside Kaiser. The guy had turned into a monster in every sense of the word.
To his regular eyes, he looked like a tall guy in a Legendary Quality suit of articulated plate armor. His third class – Ekes Mortis, which loosely translated to Knight of Undeath – was hidden from casual view, much like Hawke’s Twilight Templar status. There probably was an ordinance against that sort of specialty. Hawke wondered if the rest of the Nerf Herders knew that their boss was a necromantic warrior. Many wouldn’t care, of course, or might even think it was cool.
Kaiser Wrecker sent his helmet to his inventory, revealing his face. Nothing much had changed in the months since their last meeting, except that his eyes seemed to be a little more sunken in his head, and there were crows’ eyes that Hawke hadn’t noticed before. It might be good to be the leader of the guild, but it was also stressful. Hawke could sympathize. Making pacts with dark forces probably hadn’t helped, either; he had no sympathy for that.
“Hawke Lightseeker,” Kaiser said, the friendly grin he had during their first meeting back on his face. “You wouldn’t believe how many times I have taken your name in vain.”
“Is that why my ears were itching?” Hawke replied. “Step into my office and let’s talk.”
Kaiser sat across the table from him. “Glad you chose to try a peaceful resolution instead of acting like a barbarian.”
“I figured it couldn’t hurt to listen to what you had to say. At least not here, where you can’t have Naruto backstab me. Or your other guy, Spectre is his name, isn’t it?”
The grin disappeared for a moment. “You keep surprising me, Hawke. It’s not a good thing. I don’t like surprises.”
“Keeps life from getting boring, doesn’t it?”
“I like making surprises go away.”
“You tried that once already. Didn’t work out for you that well. Or for the Shadow Assassin you sent after me.”
“I’d been wondering what happened to her. What did you do with Girl?”
It was Hawke’s turn to grin. “She won’t be hurting any innocents again, that’s for sure.”
Which was the truth, for as long as the oath she had sworn remained in place. Hawke’s smile widened when Kaiser made the natural assumption about what his words meant and assumed Girl was dead.
“Live and learn,” Kaiser replied, shrugging. “She was only one of my assets. I have thirty-six fighting Eternals in my Guild. Your band of NPCs and odds and ends can’t take us.”
“Won’t know until we try. You might be surprised.”
Kaiser shrugged. “Small talk is a waste of time, and we’re both busy men. Here’s my proposal. Don’t make waves in Akila. Finish your shopping trip and whatever recruiting you’re here to do, and go back to your little town. Orom. We won’t bother you if you don’t bother us. You have my word.”
Yeah, right.
Still, Hawke was tempted by the offer. He had so much to do in the Sunset Valley that he couldn’t wait to return. Going back with all his wagons – and a few extra ones that he planned to buy – filled with things his people needed, along with dozens, maybe even a hundred artisans and Arcane Crafters, would be wonderful. Going to war with the Herders put everything at risk.
The guild’s attack on the wizards’ council was an open secret in the city, and nobody seemed to be willing to do anything about it. Not the Prefect, not the surviving Councilors, who were quietly looking into rebuilding their tower without making any accusations, and not the priesthoods, either, who were having problems of their own. What he had heard during his meeting with the Stern thane hadn’t been very promising. Taking on the Herders risked not only his life – okay, lives – but also his friends’. And he had expected to have the Drakofoxes along for their firepower, a part of his plan the city’s wards had ruined. If nobody else was going to do the job, why should it be him?
Because I swore an oath, he told himself. Saturnyx stayed quiet but he felt approval radiating from the sword.
“Here is my counteroffer,” he told Kaiser. “Release all the players you are keeping against their will, and any other Eternal who wants to leave your Guild. Pack up all your crap, and leave Akila. You do that, and I won’t come gunning for you until we meet again in the higher Realms.”
“Amazing,” Kaiser said.
“Did I surprise you again?”
“In a way. I’ve never watched someone commit suicide with such confidence.”
“Bring it. I’d be happy to duel you. Anytime, anywhere.”
“I know that you aren’t a fourteenth level Paladin, Hawke, but I don’t think you can take me in a fair fight. Which doesn’t matter. This isn’t a movie. I’m not going to fight you. I’m just going to crush you, your Guild, and everything near and dear to you.”
“I think you’re in for a few more surprises.”
“We’ll see. We’re done here.”
Hawke tensed up as Kaiser stood up and stalked off, Death-Dealer following in his wake. He turned his Advanced Mana Sight back on and saw that Kaiser’s pet ninjas were also slinking away, still invisible. Their stealth magic was so good that people unconsciously got out of their way, allowing the unseen assassins to move through the crowd without anyone noticing. Nice to know that things like his Twilight Shroud could do that sort of thing; he’d only used those spells in mostly empty areas.
<Perceptive people can notice the shift in the crowds, however,> Saturnyx said. <Such tricks are not foolproof, especially as one leaves the Common Realm.>
I’ll keep that in mind. Do you think this was a waste of time?
<You have a better appreciation of his personal strength than he does of yours. You gained more than you gave away, unless this was an elaborate trap.>
He’d be stupid to murder someone in broad daylight. Too many people want an excuse to go after his guild.
At least, that was what he thought, right until the moment he was murdered in broad daylight.




Thirteen

During his first visit to Akila, Hawke had only gotten a good look at a few of the city’s many districts; the Warriors’ Quarter, the Crafter’s Market, and a couple of (fairly rough) neighborhoods between the two. The western section of the city was different from the places he’d visited. Canals diverting water from the Corax River turned the area between Dwarven Hills and the central part of the city into something that looked like Venice. Bridges connected city blocks that were islands surrounded on all sides by waterways. Hawke, Grognard, Tava and Lady Pew-Pew walked through the area on their way back to the Dwarven settlement.
“He is far worse than Prefect Felix or even the Necromancer,” Tava said. “The gleam in his eyes gave him away. He is hungry for power, and men like him are never satisfied.”
“That was my first impression of him, too, and he’s gotten worse, if anything. He’s gotten mixed up with something nasty. Probably the same enemies we met during our last dungeon crawl.”
“He did not seem to be corrupted with Undeath, though.”
“No, this is more like a pact rather than possession. Kaiser figures he can bargain with the dark powers and come out ahead. Big mistake.”
“Did you think his offer was on the up and up?” Grognard asked from his rearguard position. They weren’t expecting trouble but were moving in a loose formation through the streets, just in case. Hawke had most of his auras up as well.
“No,” he told the veteran. “My guess is that he would have ambushed us on the way back, well away from the city or any witnesses. Probably is still planning to do that, if he can’t take us out in some other way.”
“What should we..?” Tava began to say when the whole world skipped a beat.
Hawke was on his hands and knees. His head was ringing, so loudly that he couldn’t hear anything else. There was blood in his mouth, and running down the side of his head, inside his helmet. Tava was leaning over him, her eyes wide, until Grognard tackled her to the ground.
What..?
Something slammed into him with impossible force and everything went dark.
* * *
He sat up, gasping for breath.
Tava was there, waiting for him. “You are in the chapel of Gaon, darling. You have Reincarnated.”
When Thane Stern had taken them in, Hawke had all the Eternals in the party move their respawning point to a chapel of the Dwarven Earth god, located deep beneath the thane’s fortified manor. He hadn’t been expecting to be using it so soon. Or at all.
They had killed him. Right in the middle of a busy street – just after he’d crossed a main bridge, as a matter of fact. “How did they do it?”
“Gun,” Grognard said. He and a worried-looking Korgam were in the room as well.
“Gun? A freaking gun?”
“Sniper rifle,” the former soldier added. “Two of them, I think. They weren’t using gunpowder, I don’t think. All we heard were the cracks from supersonic bullets.”
“Jesus.”
He’d always figured that Kaiser’s quest to bring guns to the Realms was a fool’s errand. Showed how much he knew.
“They fired three shots,” Grognard said. “Two hit you almost at the same time. First round spent itself on your shields. The other punched through your helmet and cracked your head open. Third one got you in the back of the head, about four seconds later.” The veteran looked down. “My fault. I thought you were out of the line of fire and I knocked Tava down, but one of the shooters still had an angle on you and nailed you the third time. That’s the one that did you in.”
Three shots. The first two hadn’t killed him because he had cast In Extremis on himself, and was wearing his Cloak of Salvation. The spell and the enchanted item both healed him before he could die. But the third one had been the charm.
“You did the right thing. If it comes between me and Tava, always choose her.”
Nobody argued the point. Grognard took something from his inventory and showed it to Hawke. A deformed chunk of metal, about two inches long. It was flattened by the impact and no longer ended in a sharp point, but the shape of a rifle bullet was unmistakable. Copper-jacketed, even, although he could see other alloys underneath.
“Fifty caliber, or just about,” Grognard said. “Made by someone who knew what they were doing. It’s heavier than a normal round, though. And it’s enchanted to hell and back.”
“Where did you find it?”
“That’s the first round that hit you. It kinda bounced off your helmet, and had lost almost all of its momentum, or it wouldn’t have landed anywhere near you. It dropped to the ground after hitting your shields. The second one went through the armor, sort of skimmed around your skull – or through it; hard to tell – and exploded out the other end.”
Hawke’s Battle-Mage helmet had returned to his inventory when he’d died, like all soul-bound items did. He summoned the helmet and saw that it had been perforated three times; the last bullet had gone right through his head. The first shot hadn’t penetrated, but the damage had been extensive enough to wipe out his Mana Shield and trigger In Extremis. The other two had done a lot worse to him.
You could tell the entry and exit holes apart by the way the black mithril of the armor was bent around the point of impact. One had come in from the right side, right above his ear; the second had hit him from the left, and hit the top of his skull. The one that had killed him had hit the base of his neck, and from the looks of it had come out of his mouth. There weren’t any bloodstains or bits of brain and bone on the broken helmet; the inventory system was neat like that, taking back only the stuff that belonged to you, cleaner than if you’d had it detailed. The durability of the helmet was down to 33 from its normal 250. Those three hits had nearly destroyed it; repairing it was going to be a pain in the ass.
He sent the helmet back to the inventory, realized that his hands were shaking a little, and clenched them into fists. Playing CSI investigator for his own death was bothering him more than he’d realized. So did the haunted look in Tava’s face. It must have been a mess back there. He gave her hand a squeeze.
Don’t worry, he told her through Saturnyx. They got me this time, but they won’t get to do it twice.
“Did anyone see any of them?”
“I did,” Lady Pew-Pew said. “The bullets left behind a glowing trail, nearly invisible in daylight, but I was able to make it out. I saw the third shooting. Two men in stealth – good enough to fool most people, but I saw their outlines – were on the roof of a four-story building overlooking the main canal and its bridges. They were seven hundred feet away. One of them – it was Kaiser Wrecker himself, the sumbitch – had the gun; the other didn’t.”
“Shooter and spotter,” Grognard said. “By the book, pretty much. “Kaiser must have headed for the sniper’s nest after the meeting was over and waited for his shot. I didn’t see a damn thing, of course,” he added ruefully. “There were probably two sniper teams. Two rifles, three shots total. Overlooking the bridges, which they knew we’d be using to get back.”
“You don’t have a Perception stat in the high forties like Lady does, or her gear and abilities,” Hawke told him. The Ranger’s weapons and armor favored Dexterity and Perception. Tava’s senses were even sharper, but she hadn’t known what to look for. 
“I have the name of the other one,” Lady said, her voice cold. “Glorificus, a Ranger.”
“I’ve met him once before,” Hawke commented in a deceptively calm voice. He was doing his damnedest to keep himself from screaming and breaking things. “Kaiser might have even leveled up from taking that shot; that was seven-thousand XP he earned by capping my ass.”
Hawke, on the other hand, had lost all his Experience; reaching level twenty would now require him to earn a hundred thousand XP; he’d been short less than thirty thousand. Getting killed so close to a level milestone was about the worst thing that could happen to an Eternal. His Identity had gone down to 22, adding insult to injury. It could have been worse, but not by a lot. All he wanted to do was to find Kaiser Wrecker and take him apart with his bare hands, but losing his temper would not help. In fact, Kaiser was probably counting on it. Anger made you stupid.
“Why did he do it, though?” Grognard said. “Now we know about his new weapon system, and he knew you’d come back.”
“True. And now we also know how his Guild was able to take a bunch of level-capped wizards in their own turf. But he was counting on it. He wanted us to know that he could shoot me dead with impunity.”
“We can report him to the City Guard,” Tava said. “This was murder, plain and simple.”
Hawke shook his head. “No witnesses other than Lady. People heard a few loud noises, and some Paladin tourist dropped dead, except his body was gone a few seconds later, so I bet most people didn’t see much of anything. Nobody will believe us.”
“What now?” Grognard asked. “Going out for a stroll sounds like a sure way to get your brains blown off.”
Thinking about the answer helped him cool down. He focused his anger on how to deal with the situation, instead of letting it overwhelm him.
<You are learning,> Saturnyx told him. <But when the time comes to claim your revenge…>
Oh, yes, he told her, relishing a vision of Kaiser’s demise. He’d never considered himself to be blood-thirsty, but he’d discovered that watching your enemies die was very satisfying.
“This time, he knew where and when to place his teams,” he said out loud. “I’m guessing there were at least three of them. Maybe four or five, to make sure they had all the bridges leading to Dwarven Hills covered. Only two teams had a shot at me, and even then, one of them had to shoot me twice.”
“How many guns do you think he has?”
“Not many. Maybe half a dozen, a dozen tops. If he had more, he would have deployed them more closely together. Enough to take shots at the rest of you.”
If they’d killed Tava… The thought almost drove him into a frenzy, but he clenched his fists more tightly and went on. “Those things cannot be cheap. We don’t know what sort of propellant he’s using instead of gunpowder, but it must be some high-level magic. Let me see that bullet again.”
He examined the missile with his Advanced Mana Sight. As Grognard had said, the thing was infused with magic. At least three Enchantment and two Inscriptions were carved into it, some on the copper jacket, others on the alloys below it. Making the bullet must have been nearly as expensive and labor-intensive as creating a Masterwork-Quality item.
<One-use missiles are relatively cheaper to enchant, but that ‘bullet’ would still require an expenditure of many hundred Mana and dozens if not hundreds of hours of work.>
“Expensive guns, expensive bullets. Of course, they could have hundreds of regular non-magical rounds to kill normies with, but they definitely can’t make enough enchanted rounds to keep an assault rifle going. My guess is, it’s some sort of bolt-action. You said the last shot came four seconds later?”
Grognard thought about it. “Four, five seconds or so.”
“Single shot, then, with a fairly slow reload time.”
“Yeah,” Grognard agreed. “Making a magazine-fed weapon is going to require some fancy crafting. The recoil would also slow down the shooters. Physics still mean something, and sending a .50-cal bullet downrange is going to kick your shoulder like a mule. Takes some time to bring the rifle back into line, even with super-strength. Stronger doesn’t make you heavier.”
“I don’t understand the things you are saying,” Tava said, sounding annoyed. They’d been speaking Vulgate, but a lot of the terms were modified Latin words that someone who didn’t know about firearms wouldn’t be able to put into context.
“Sorry. Just two gun nuts making idle talk,” Hawke told her. “Guns send a metal bullet flying toward the target, kind of like a sling, but using a small explosion to move the bullet instead. The bigger the bullet, the bigger the kick at the other end.”
“I see. And these guns can deliver killing blows at seven hundred feet?”
“More than that, assuming they are as good as the ones from my world. If they have a clean line of sight, they can hit a target at well over a mile.”
Magic would be more than capable of providing the equivalent of a scope, too. On the other hand, a cramped city like Akila didn’t have too many places with a good field of fire. The big towers near the center of town definitely did, but the lower buildings would provide plenty of cover even if Kaiser could place his sharpshooters there.
“How can we stand against weapons with such reach?” Tava said. “I can strike an unmoving object at twelve hundred feet, if the wind doesn’t shift on me. A running target at nine hundred as well, more often than not. But I might as well be armed with a child’s sling against these foes.”
“They have to see you first. They must have a lot of anti-stealth measures, since they were gunning for me, the Paladin Ninja. But there are other ways to be concealed.”
“What’s the plan?”
“I’ll have to go incognito to run the errands I need. And I’m going on a mini-quest of my own.”
“What is that?”
Hawke smiled. “I’m going to get one of Kaiser’s guns. Maybe more. And then we can go play Enemy at the Gates on a level playing field.”
Tava’s grin matched his own. “And then you will teach me to use those ‘guns,’ will you not?”
“A girl who wants to go play guns with me. I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”




Fourteen

“Welcome to Akila, Tercos Agostes,” the bored-looking guard at the Silver Gate told Hawke after he pocketed the entry fee. “Stay out of trouble and you won’t have to deal with us red-clads.”
“Many thanks,” he replied as he re-entered the city after spending most of the morning running outside the walls like a crazy person. An invisible crazy person, thankfully, moving fast enough to leave a racehorse in the dust, and relying on his Transference spell to turn Mana into Endurance to keep going, long after any normal creature would have dropped of exhaustion. It hadn’t been fun, and he had discovered that it got mighty hot in the summer around those parts. He’d had to drink about a gallon of water and sweated most of it before reaching the Silver Gate on the other side of Akila. He looked like someone who had spent a rough week on the road, which worked for his cover identity.
The real Tercos was a former arena champion who had left the city as a tenth-level Gladiator a few decades ago, ending up as a mercenary in the Dwarven Kingdom of Dun-Takah, where he had met an untimely end in battle with Orc nomads. The Sterns had detailed records of the guy, having worked with him. They also had one of his suits of armor, left behind – along with the bill for repairs – when he moved on to greener pastures. The former champion had been gone for long enough that most people wouldn’t remember him, which allowed Hawke to pass as a fourteenth-level Warrior and Gladiator. Unfortunately, his Hidden Status ability could only alter his level by five ranks, which still would make him noticeable in Akila, so the cover story was the best they could do. A scroll of Face Change, a gift from the Sterns, gave him Tercos’ features, suitably aged, for twenty-four hours, of which he had already used six.
It was messy and probably overly complicated, but he was trying to avoid Kaiser’s snipers while he conducted business in town, and they would be on the lookout for him. Staying invisible was a possible situation, but there were countermeasures for that sort of spell. He was hoping to hide in plain sight. If he was wrong… Well, the armor he was wearing was hot garbage compared to his Battle-Mage set, and he didn’t have any of his defensive spells on. He’d be sent to respawn and, if he hadn’t gained some XP before it happened, he’d start incurring some serious penalties.
He joined the crowd of people pouring into the city and didn’t spot any Nerf Herder lookouts. They were probably concentrating their efforts on the eastern part of town, although he bet there would be some at most of the places he intended to visit. Probably not the Crafter’s Market, his first stop, but the Temple District would be under watch. He’d be headed there soon. And do a bit of counter-ambushing of his own.
But he’d do some shopping first.
* * *
It’s a small world after all, Hawke thought when he recognized the head merchant at the Exotic Items Emporium.
The clean-shaven, and portly guy in the bright purple peaked cap was unmistakable. The hat was like nothing else he had seen in the Realms, like a silk version of an old movie’s policeman headgear. Hawke had seen it before, on top of the same guy’s head, while sorting through the memories of Greg the Necromancer. Peaked-cap guy had sold Greggie a dimensional pocket – and cheated him along the way. Here and now, the merchant sat on a throne-like chair on a dais at one end of the showroom, where counters and display cases were filled with rare items of all kinds, everything from weapons to garments to jewelry, all highly magical. The salesman didn’t seem to have aged any, either.
The Emporium charged one gold denar just to make it to the showroom, although the fee would be deducted from any purchases made there. It was a place for serious shoppers only. When Hawke recognized the head merchant, however, his first impulse was to turn around and leave, forfeiting the entry fee.
I don’t like coincidences. How come the same guy who sold Greg his pocket dimension is here?
<He is most likely not the same man,> Saturnyx said. <The Exotic Items Emporia are always led by a Master Trader who looks just like that. The shops are renowned throughout the Realms; they all have the same name and are administered by an individual with the same looks, and have done so since time immemorial. The Necromancer was conducting business in a traveling Emporium; the chances they are the same merchants are minute, and it wouldn’t matter if they were. The Emporia do not concern themselves with the affairs of their customers.>
Cloned merchants running a chain of stores? Hawke shook his head and stepped into the showroom. Hawke saw three other shoppers – two high-level Adventurers and a normie wearing magical robes and a small fortune in assorted bling – were already there, along with two saleswomen that looked like identical twins, both blondes with epicanthic folds on their bright blue eyes and deep mahogany skin, an unusual combination. They wore loose pants made of some sheer, near transparent fabric that had a way to cling to their legs, leaving little to the imagination, and little sleeveless jackets over something like a Victoria’s Secret bra. The three customers were spending half of their time ogling them instead of looking at the stuff in display.
The wealthy non-Adventurer hesitated for a moment, then walked up to one of the women and whispered something to her. She giggled and whispered something back. The guy seemed to think about what she said, looked her up and down once more, and finally gave her an abrupt nod, handing her a leather purse. A pretty full leather purse. She held it in her hand, her eyes closed, and then stopped smiling and cocked her head to one side, waiting until the rich guy shrugged and took off one of his rings, one with a big ruby, and handed it to her as well. Her smile returned; she took one of his hands and led him to a side exit.
Guess everything is for sale here.
<So it is said, as long as you meet the price. That fool, for example, just spent the equivalent of hundreds of nightly dalliances with a common strumpet.>
Do you think he’ll get his money’s worth?
<Perhaps. The Emporium’s attendants are said to cater to all possible tastes.>
A third woman, looking exactly like the other two, came in and took the place of the one who was giving the rich dude the time of his life – or at least, the most expensive one. The other two customers, a Mage and a Sorcerer, paid no attention to the transaction and continued examining the goods at hand and stealing glances at the saleswomen. Hawke did the same, examining both the goods and the employees.
Emporium Worker
Level ??  
Health 1,500 Mana 1,500 Endurance 1,500
Pretty tough, for a salesperson. And I’m not getting her species or level.
<And you won’t, not until you are much farther on the Path.>
He turned to Purple Hat next.
Emporium Master Trader
Level ??  
Health ?? Mana ?? Endurance ??
Wise guy, eh? Hawke thought, frustrated at the lack of information. He turned on his Advanced Mana Sight – and saw an energy dome around the Emporium Master that completely obscured him. Hawke couldn’t see anything past it, other than the sense that the dome and the entire establishment were suffused with a weird mixture of Order and Chaos energies.
“What an observant young man,” Purple Hat said with a wide grin, looking right at Hawke. “Perhaps his sharp eyes will spy something he may find worth the expense.”
Hawke’s jaw dropped; the merchant had spoken in English.
The Master Trader wasn’t done: “Lord of the Dead, ruler of the Sunset Valley, a land once known as the Green Cauldron in the Fae tongue, Champion of Order who has become an initiate of Chaos, consorter with gods, demons and those above them.”
“You know quite a bit about me,” Hawke said.
“In some circles, you have been noticed. You are not quite notorious; it will take some more seasoning before you gain that status. But we definitely have taken note of you.”
Hawke gave the man a bow of his head and switched off his senses, knowing when he’d been beaten. The Emporium belonged to someone he didn’t want to mess with. Maybe the Arbiters or even the Makers, or someone who reported to them.
“I am sorry for prying. I meant not offense,” he said.
“No offense taken, Lord Hawke. You were merely curious. Not a sin in itself, though curiosity may lead you to trouble, if you are not careful.”
“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “You have my apologies.”
Oaths were usually repeated three times in the Realms, to ensure the ones making them were serious; Hawke figured apologies probably followed similar rules.
The Master nodded. “Well said, and much appreciated. Perhaps we should talk, Hawke Lightseeker. Not today, I’m afraid, for you and I have many things to do. But when there are fewer urgent matters to attend.”
“That sounds great.” If I live that long.
“I will leave you to your shopping. My darlings will assist you with everything you need or want.”
Chastened and still curious, Hawke went back to his business. In the Realms even a shopping trip could unearth hidden dangers – and opportunities.
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<Nobody I have met knows who owns the Emporia,> Saturnyx said. <But it is well known that anyone foolish enough to try to rob or cheat them will live to regret it. By the same token, the Master Traders never get involved in local affairs, for good or ill.>
Neutrals nobody wants to mess with. Could come in handy.
Hawke walked up to one of the counters, hoping that the thirty-five hundred gold denars he had with him would be enough to buy what he needed. He’d sold one of his precious Mithril ingots to the Sterns, discovering the magical metal was worth almost twice as much as gold; between that and his dungeon-crawling earnings, he had close to five grand in gold – half a million copper denars, enough to purchase a hundred thousand man-days of unskilled labor. Unlike ancient or medieval times, however, in the Realms you could easily spend that money or more on things like magical items.
He’d left a third of his money with Helena Setes, who was using it for assorted Domain-related investments. He still had enough cash at hand to buy the entire town of Orom, but he didn’t know how far it would go in a place like this. 
The woman’s smile didn’t waver as she greeted him. “Do you see anything that piques your interest, young master? Or are you looking for something else?”
There were lots of Masterwork Quality pieces of gear on the display cases and counters, but nothing on which he was prepared to spend his hard-earned gold. He’d gone to the Emporium hoping he could find stuff that he needed.
“I was told you might have Beast Saddles for sale.”
If they didn’t, he would need to scour the Crafters’ Market, although that sort of magical item was unlikely to be found elsewhere. Plan B was to hire an Arcane Leatherworker to make better seats for him and Tava, so that riding the Drakofoxes didn’t turn into a game of Russian Roulette.
The woman’s eyes glazed over for a second; Hawke guessed she was accessing some sort of magical interface – the store’s inventory, most likely. Her grin widened and she gestured with her hand, making three ‘windows’ appear above her head, each consisting of a white square filled with black text, just like the notifications the Arbiters sent Adventurers.
“We have such devices in our store, young master,” she said. “Their attributes, quantity and cost are listed in their description sheets, as you can see.”
“Thank you.”
He examined the devices’ stats, grunting at the listed prices.
Simple Beast Saddle (Enchanted Quality) (4 In Stock)
A magic saddle that will reshape itself to conform to the body of a riding beast of Medium or Large size. It will seat a single humanoid rider in relative comfort and safety.
Weight: 30 pounds. Durability: 150/150. Resistance Values (All): 50%. Requires Arcane Leatherworking to repair.
Price: 150 gold
Enhanced Tamer’s Beast Saddle (Masterwork Quality) (3 in Stock)
In addition to the properties of a Simple Beast Saddle, this item will fit any creatures of Small, Medium, Large, and Gigantic size. It can expand to accommodate one rider and one passenger. Minimum level to use: 10.
Bonuses: +5 to Riding Skill, +10% to any tasks involving maintaining control over the riding beast, +10% to any tasks and spells performed while on the saddle.
Special Abilities: Self-Repairing: Will regain 10 Durability per hour while not in use. If the Saddle is destroyed, however, it will not reassemble itself.
Weight: 40 pounds. Durability: 350/350. Resistance Values (All): 80%.
Price: 450 gold.
Master Tamer’s Beast Saddle (Legendary Quality) (1 in Stock)
In addition to the properties of an Enhanced Beast Saddle, this item will fit any beast of Small, Medium, Large, Gigantic, and Colossal size. It can expand to accommodate one rider and up to three passengers, each with an individual seat.
Bonuses: +9 to Riding Skill, +15% to any tasks involving maintaining control over the riding beast, +15% to any tasks and spells performed while on the saddle.
Special Abilities:
Self-Repairing: Will regain 20 Durability per hour while not in use. If the Saddle is destroyed, however, it will not reassemble itself.
Defensive Shield: Once per day, can summon an energy shield with a Damage Absorb value of 20, a Resistance of 50% against all Elements or Forces, and Durability of 800. Any attack or damaging spell striking at the mount or its rider and passengers must deplete the Durability of the energy shield before it can reach the target. Once summoned, the shield lasts for one hour or until destroyed. It cannot be summoned again until after sunrise the next day.
Weight: 50 pounds. Durability: 1,000/1,000. Resistance Values (All): 80%.
Price: 1,500 gold.
He really wanted the Master’s Saddle, but spending the equivalent of a gold ingot on the damn thing was too much, and purchasing two was out of the question. He ended up getting two Enhanced Saddles; they were more than good enough and he’d still have plenty of money left. He paid using little gold cylinders that the Dwarves made for high-ticket purchases; each cylinder looked like a roll of dimes and proclaimed to hold the weight of fifty gold denars. Piling eighteen cylinders on the counter was a lot easier than counting out nine hundred coins. The Sterns said that large transactions often used letters of credit, sealed with wax and enchanted to guarantee their worth. Maybe he should have taken some of those as payment, he thought as he grabbed another handful of cylinders out of his inventory.
“Do you have any Potion Dispensers by any chance?” he asked after the saleswoman came back with the saddles, carrying the eighty pounds of equipment over her shoulder with surprising ease.
Saturnyx had told him about Dispensers, devices that were similar to Holding containers, except they could only carry potions – and would deliver them directly to your bloodstream, without having to summon the bottles, pop their corks, and drink them, which was fine during normal circumstances but a total pain when in the middle of a fight. Being able to ‘point and click’ to activate a potion could make a huge difference; he’d come close to dying a few times because he was too busy to grab a bottle from his inventory. The sword had warned him that Potion Dispensers were rare in the Common Realm. If the Emporium didn’t have them, nobody else would.
“You are in luck; we just received a shipment of them. I have three Common Dispensers, able to hold four doses, and two six-dose ones. The price for each of them is four hundred and eight hundred gold denars, respectively.”
“I’ll take all the four-dose ones,” Hawke said, ruefully grabbing more gold cylinders out of his inventory. Another twelve hundred gold gone, but he and Tava would get one of the devices, and he would sell the last one in the Domain. There weren’t many exotic mounts around, but they could be gained as loot drops in Dungeons and Labyrinths. And some Arachnoid tribes bred giant spiders to use as cargo haulers or fighting pets. Maybe someone could learn to ride them. He wouldn’t charge them any more than he had been. His fiancée got one for free; everyone else would have to cough up the dough.
“Do you know how to use a Dispenser, young master?” the woman asked him after she returned with four leather pouches.
“Yes, thank you,” Hawke said.
Saturnyx had explained the process. He blood-bound one of the Dispensers by reaching in and pricking his finger on a metal needle attached to the inside of the pouch. That forged a magical link being forged between him and the device. After putting three Mana and one Rejuvenation potions (all Major) into the pouch, he placed it inside his inventory. Four icons for the potions appeared in the air, floating on the lower part of his field of vision. From now on, he could mentally ‘click’ on any of the potions and it would be delivered directly into his body. No fuss, no muss. He had spent an enormous amount of gold, but he thought it’d been worth it.
Now, it was time to make it to the Temple District without getting his head blown off. And, if he had the chance, to teach the Nerf Herders not to mess with him.
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Time for some recon.
Hawke found a quiet spot on the edge of the Crafter’s Market, a market stall that had been abandoned for some time. The reason why seemed obvious: it was a little too close to a public latrine, an open building with individual partitions, where people could do their business, using stone benches with holes leading to the sewers. The smell was strong enough to make his eyes water, and the only people around were there to answer nature’s call and get out as soon as possible. He stepped behind the stall and summoned his flying Nature’s Guardian. The wood-and-mud elemental would only pass for a real bird from a distance, but he’d seen plenty of summoned pets over the skies above Akila. It shouldn’t attract too much attention, or so he hoped.
The critter obediently took wing and began flying in a spiral pattern over the paths leading to the Temple District, about half a mile away from the Market. Hawke looked through its eyes. It was a lot of space to cover, but Hawke was only looking for good spots for a sniper team. Most buildings in the area were three or four stories tall, so he had his pet fly concentrate on the few structures that stood above them. There weren’t many; from what he had heard your rent went down the more flights of stairs you had to climb to get there, so until someone invented elevators, five stories were the usual limit.
There was a City Watch outpost in the Market, with a hundred-foot tall tower that loomed over the entire area, but the people manning it were all red-clad Watchmen, and a close pass by the bird showed nothing resembling a gun among the bored-looking guards. The next tallest building was a public bathhouse; the steam plumes rising from chimneys on the roof, along with the massive cisterns around them, were unmistakable, as was the open-air Olympic-sized swimming pool in the central atrium. There was nobody on the roof, but the sixth floor had several large windows that provided a good field of fire along the straight and broad avenues that led to the Temple District.
Having his flying construct take a closer look would be risky. Hawke decided to take a look on his own. He dismissed the bird and started walking toward the bathhouse.
<You are taking a chance.>
Yes, but I can turn invisible, teleport, and do all kinds of amazing crap, Hawke told the sword as he strolled through the streets, doing his best to look like a bored mercenary.
The large building seemed like the best place to put a sniper team, and it would be easy to bribe the administrator to rent out an upper floor and look the other way. Easier and cheaper than paying off the Watch. If his scouting mission didn’t pan out, he’d check a couple of five-story apartment building that had almost as clear a view of the roads as the bathhouse.
He could probably sneak his way past any snipers, but the temptation to get some payback from the Herders was too strong. Kaiser was probably counting on that, though. He might be using the sniper teams as bait, trying to lure him into a trap to kill him again, or, more likely, take him alive, so he could be delivered to Kaiser personally. Hawke mentally shuddered at the thought of what the Nerf Herder top guy would do to pay him back for that little stunt he had pulled during their first meeting.
<The prudent thing would be to avoid those guns and conduct your business unobtrusively.>
Sure, but where is the fun in that?
<The potential rewards are not worth the potential downside.>
I’ll just take a look. If it’s too dangerous, I’ll back off. Happy?
<Just keep in mind that Kaiser has seen you perform several of what you refer to as ‘Ninja tricks.’ No doubt he had thought of ways to counteract them.>
So I’ll use my new tricks instead. Or improved versions of the old ones.
The sword fell silent, although the implied ‘dumbass’ was pretty much in evidence. Hawke shrugged. The safest thing to do would be to hunker down in Dwarven Hills, send out his merchants to risk their lives while they conducted their business, and skedaddle back to Orom with his tail between his legs, hoping the caravan could get there without being ambushed by the Herders on ground of their choosing. Or he could even teleport to the nearest Node under his control and abandon his friends. None of that was going to happen. Safety could be a trap as well.
Worst case… He did some mental rearranging of his inventory and replaced one of the Mana potions in the Dispensary with a vial of the nastiest poison he had found in the Necromancer’s Vault. A full dose injected into his bloodstream would send him off to respawn.
No way am I going to let them take me alive.
<Suicide will reduce your Identity by three points. Five if you don’t have any accumulated Experience. Which you do not.>
I know.
Prepared for the worst, he walked past the bathhouse, carefully staying on a narrow street with no clear shot from the upper floors. Things looked normal from the back; there were a couple of small doors on the first floor, probably the servants’ entrances, but no windows. Copper pipes ran up along the wall; they would be easy to climb, although they would be carrying steam for the baths and be hot as hell. Hawke ducked into an alley across the street and found a hiding hole behind a pile of refuse. Time to get to work.
Hawke summoned his good armor, including all the Thanatos set pieces, accepting the -29% Stealth penalty in return for the protection and stat bonuses. If things went south, he would need every bit of protection he could get. He left the Lesser Shield of Order in his inventory for the time being, however. He wouldn’t need it for a while.
There were two options he could think of. One was to use Astral Projection and send his mind off to scout. The problem was that there were countermeasures and wards against astral travelers, and wizards and some magical devices had a chance to detect them. He bet that at least some of the Herders would be magic users. He decided to go the tried and true way instead:
Twilight Shroud
Time to Cast: Instant. Cooldown: 6 seconds. Cost: 3 Mana. Effect: The caster is rendered invisible, producing only a vague shimmering outline if moving. Chances to spot are reduced by 95% if standing still, by 65% if moving slowly, and 40% if moving rapidly.
A Celestial-enhanced Shroud costs 10 Mana and reduces the chance to be spotted by 5% against mortals and 10% against Undead and Infernal entities.
A Chaos-enhanced version of the spell costs 10 Mana and reduces the chance to be spotted by an additional 1% per level; this is caused by random distractions affecting anyone in a position to see the user.
A Mind-enhanced Shroud costs 10 Mana and reduces the chance to be spotted by 2% per level by sending a mental signal that causes anybody in sight to unconsciously look away from the caster.
Any two Forces can be used to enhance the spell, at the cost of 24 Mana. All three can be used at the cost of 45 Mana. Effects are cumulative and can exceed 100%, making it impossible to spot the caster unless he purposely attracts attention to himself.
Hawke splurged and used all three Forces, spending the full 45 Mana (after his 40% energy discount was factored in) on the spell. When his Fae Stealth Perk was added in, he pretty much was impossible to see. Noise was still a problem, but his Amulet of Stealth would reduce any sounds he made for thirty minutes. He added an icon for the device to his spell rotation, waiting to activate it until he needed it, and looked for a good place to climb to the roof. He would have liked to teleport there, but even though Twilight Step had the range, the spell created a cloud of darkness that the guards on the nearby watchtower would easily spot.
Most of his defensive auras were a no-go, unfortunately, since they would destroy the invisibility spells, so he went in with only In Extremis, Mana Shield, and Transference. He felt naked without all his regular protections, but he would have to rely on his armor until he had a chance to cast them. Besides, there was a good chance that he would find nothing. Just in case there was something to find, however, he also cast Enlightenment, which along with Detect Traps should help if the Herders had set up a surprise for him.
He could handle the heat of the copper pipes, but worried that his weight in full armor might be too much for them. Instead, he picked one of the building’s corners, which had protrusions at every floor that he could use for hand- and footholds. After waiting for an ebb in foot traffic, Hawke stepped out of the alley, reached the corner, and began climbing. He didn’t worry too much about any sounds his climb made; it was early afternoon and pedestrians and street vendors were making plenty of noise to mask his ascent.
Congratulations! Your Climbing Skill has been raised to level 3!
He probably should practice his wall-crawling more often, but was grateful for the skill increase. His inhuman Strength and Dexterity allowed him to move up the side of the building with ease. He soon reached the tiled roof – which was glowing bright red for traps.
Bingo. Nobody would trap the entire roof of a public bathhouse. To catch who, towel thieves? Somebody in there was waiting for one Hawke Lightseeker, or his friends.
He held onto the wall and took a peek at traps. There were several ordinary tripwires and a few magical ones, all attached to a dozen spells. He was able to identify only a few of them, but it looked like they were set up to hit anybody who stepped onto the roof with something big – 600 Mana big – which would probably incapacitate rather than kill him; the other spells were meant to notify the sniper team that they had company.
Looks like I can disarm all of them, he thought after examining the traps.
His regular rogue abilities wouldn’t have been enough to do the job, but when combined with his Advanced Mana Vision and other Channeling bennies, it would be no problem. Even better, he would learn a few more trap schematics. In fact, he might be able to set up a couple of surprises for the Herders.
First, he needed to know what he was up against. Keeping well away from the roof, Hawke pressed his ear against the outside wall and listened. A normal human wouldn’t have heard much of anything unless someone was playing a concert in there, but a normal human didn’t have a Perception of 34. After a few seconds of concentration, he began to hear words through the wall. Words in English.
“… was a nice sword, is all I’m saying. And I could have used it.”
“You know the rules,” someone else replied. “Just let it go, Artos.”
“Okay, I hear you.”
“Can’t wait until the shift is over,” someone else said. “I’ve got a…”
“A date!” three or four other people chorused as one. “With Nona the waitress. We know!”
“Hey, I’m just happy, okay?”
“Dating an NPC,” a new voice commented. “Stupid.”
“They’re people, too. And the Herders are a freaking sausage factory!”
An argument broke out; the pro-‘NPC’ voices were clearly outnumbered by the antis.
Freaking racists. Or maybe speciesist? Bigoted, in any case.
<Treating those of lower status as subhuman is a common trait everywhere, it seems.>
Yep.
He had to take a look. It sounded like there were at least five of them, maybe six or seven. He needed to see their level and gear to figure out if he had a chance to take them out. He used his once-a-day Necklace of Farsight ability and peeked into the room where he heard the voices. If they had a countermeasure against remote viewings, he would have been screwed, but they didn’t.
The room looked like it had been used for storage purposes, which must have sucked for anyone who had to carry stuff up or down five flights of stairs. It had been converted into temporary living quarters for six Nerf Herders. Two of them were looking out the windows overlooking the road leading to the Temple District. The other four were sitting around a table, playing cards. Everybody was clearly bored and miserable; people used to spending most of their waking hours with their noses stuck on a mobile device screen could find life in the Realms unbearable.
The guys at the windows were Shade (Level 16 Human Rogue-Scout) and Glorificus (Level 14 Elven Archer-Scout); he’d met the latter during his last run-in with the Herders, back at the Gates of Tartarus. The nameplates over the other players’ heads identified them as Gorat (Level 17 Orc Archer-Warrior), Fraggo (Level 13 Human Master Sorcerer), Master Blaster (Level 15 Archer-Wizard), and Artos Dunford (Level 17 Rogue-Wizard). They had a decent assortment of weapons, armor, and gear for their level, most of Masterwork Quality. And they had two guns.
One was a long-barreled weapon mounted on a shooting stand, which would improve its accuracy but make it useless in close quarters. The design was familiar enough – barrel, stock, bolt action – but it had no trigger and was made of a variety of metal alloys, including mithril and adamant; the barrel and receiver were covered in runes and other enchantments and inscriptions. It was also trapped; the Herders didn’t want outsiders playing with their toys, so the trap was probably set to go off if any non-member touched it.
The second weapon was much more compact, although it was also designed to be fired from the shoulder, like a submachine gun or carbine. The magical setup on its barrel and action were almost the same. An assault weapon, meant to be used to fight rather than assassinate from a distance. Useful even in the confined space of the room. Hawke shut off the viewing spell and considered his options.
Six Eternals, none at my level but high enough to be dangerous, especially since they are in a Party that raises their effective level by two. This is going to be tricky.
<You are going to fight them?>
Hawke smiled.
First, I’m going to come up with a plan. My brother said that a well-planned attack had more in common with a murder than with a fight.
In other words, no. I’m not going to fight them. I’m going to murder them.




Interlude: Gunfight at the Eagle’s Bath

Artos Dunford (government name Josh D’Angelo) had a feeling that life had it in for him. The events at the Eagle’s Bath only served to convince him of it.
Case in point: minutes before his third demise, he found himself holding pocket deuces, looked at the big shit-eating grin on Master Blaster as he raised, and folded, sacrificing the twenty silvers he was in for. The monetary loss wasn’t a big deal, but Artos/Josh was getting tired of losing. He’d been doing that a lot, both before and after he’d downloaded Eternal Journey Online and made the fateful mouse click that had gotten him to the Realms.
Losing at cards wasn’t a big deal. What was a big deal was having to give up the level 25 Masterwork sword – a Spellcaster’s Blade – that he’d gotten as his reward for clearing the Iron Hall of the Malleum Mallum. He’d spent a lot of blood and sweat to conquer that level, even died once during the damn dungeon crawl, and all he’d gotten out of it had been some gold, a pat on the head, and a ‘sorry, but the sword is too good for you, so you have to contribute it to the guild.’ Life sucked.
It was about to suck a lot worse, but he didn’t know that yet.
Artos still hoped things would improve. The Nerf Herders had invented guns, after all. As soon as they could make enough of them, they would get set for life. He’d never fired a gun in his life, but had undergone some training under the supervision of K-Bar, the nasty ex-Marine Kaiser had put in charge of the Equalizer Program. Each six-man sniper team currently hunting Hawke Lightseeker had two of the new guns; a Dragunov Mark One long rifle, and a Roland Assault Weapon.
The guns – they had made ten so far, five of each type – didn’t shoot very fast, but they had helped the Herders kill a bunch of high-level wizards during the operation that had brought down the Council’s Tower. Nobody in this giant Ren Faire could handle someone who could shoot farther than most spells available in the lowbie zone, a.k.a. the Common Realm. Things would probably get tougher when the guild moved on to more advanced areas, though.
Artos didn’t want to go to other Realms. His plan after Kaiser conquered the Ruby Empire was to earn himself an admin position in the new Empire and help run things for the Herders. Playing a rogue-wizard in a game was one thing. Watching someone kick feebly and call for his mother as his guts spilled out of a gruesome wound – well, that was something else altogether. And the stuff some of the Herders were into made his stomach churn. They weren’t freaking barbarians, they were Americans! But they behaved worse than gangsters. Kaiser was the worst one, of course. Artos hadn’t signed up to be the bad guy. He wanted out, but his only choice was to go along until something turned up. His bad luck couldn’t last forever.
A sudden buzzing sound in his head warned him and the rest of the team that the roof sensors had been activated. The magical triggers were attuned to only one person, and Artos felt a shiver run down his back at the thought they might be facing the weird Paladin. The guy who had defied Kaiser and killed Girl-Has No-Name, who was the scariest person he had met. A moment later one of the traps attached to the trigger went off, and he felt a bit relieved. The trap’s attached spell delivered an enhanced Sleep spell that would knock out any target under 25th level. He’d helped set it up, and if it’d been activated, that meant that Hawke was down.
“Buff up, everyone!” Gorat barked as he grabbed the Roland. The ugly half-orc was the team leader, and he wasn’t taking any chances. “Shade, get up there. Glorificus and I will back you up. The rest of you, stay alert. He might have brought friends along.”
Artos drew his paired swords as he made sure that Mana Shield was up and his spell rotation (Sleep, Stun, Major Lightning Bolt and Shackles of Thunder) was ready to go. If the bastard or his friends tried to teleport into the room, the traps they’d set up on the ground would hit him with another high-power knock-out spell. Orders were to take him alive. Too bad for him.
Shade went up the ladder leading to the roof trapdoor, opened it – and dropped limply to the ground, landing on top of Gorat. He’d been hit with the Sleep trap. But how?
Darkness filled the room. It didn’t blind any of them – they all had devices that let them see without any light – but it meant the Paladin was trying something. Artos backed up against a wall, waiting for the bastard to teleport in and get zapped.
A shadowy figure popped in right next to the table where they’d been playing cards; Artos could see it but the gloom made it hard to tell what it was wearing or any other details. The traps flared up and the greenish glow of Sleep spells enveloped the target, and in that light he saw a bizarre humanoid creature seemingly made of some kind of grayish smoke. That wasn’t Hawke. Some sort of summoned creature?
Tulpa (Mana Construct)
Level 20 Minion
Health 600 Mana n/a Endurance n/a
Gorat shot the creature, working the reloading lever fast as he could. One shot was more than enough to kill the wimpy critter, but Gorat capped it three times before it disappeared. A moment later, however, tendrils of solid darkness sprang out from the floor, wrapping around everyone’s legs. Artos cursed; the grasping tentacles didn’t do any damage, but they immobilized him. He readied the Sleep spell and looked for a target.
A new figure teleported in. The traps had already been triggered, but the five Herders let it have with everything they had. Nobody could get into melee range while they struggled against the grasping shadow tentacles, but they all had ranged attacks. Artos struck with his prepped spells, and grunted in shock when it didn’t work. It wasn’t Hawke, yet again, but another summoned monster, a Darkness Elemental. The humanoid figure was a lot tougher; it survived the first flurry of attacks, although its Health was down in the low hundreds when Hawke finally showed his face.
A giant in monstrous jet-black plate armor teleported right next to Gorat; before the Half-Orc could react, the newcomer’s glowing sword struck, a massive critical hit. Artos gasped as he saw a red 1,846 emerge out of the point of impact. Gorat didn’t drop dead – he had over three thousand Health – but he staggered from the hit. He began to bring the Roland-1 to bear – and froze when Hawke looked into his eyes and triggered a Chaos-infused Death spell. Gorat’s head exploded from the inside out, splashing through his helmet.
Artos panicked and his Sleep spell fizzled out. A throwing knife and a crossbow bolt bounced off a glowing energy shield around Hawke. Fraggo managed to land a Flame Spear on the armored figure, but the high-power attack did nothing but lower the Paladin’s blue energy pool a little; the bastard had a Mana Shield!
Hawke Lightseeker, Lord of the Dead (Half-Elf, Eternal)
Level 19 Paladin and Monster Handler
Health 1,666 Mana 2,611/3,760 Endurance 1,290/1,375
A tornado of Death and Chaos energies filled the room, sucking the life out everyone. Artos screamed in agony. It felt as if every wound he had ever suffered had opened up again. The AOE inflicted well over eight hundred damage to everyone in the room, despite their protections. Artos’ Mana Shield spared his life, but his Mana pool was almost completely drained. He summoned a potion from his inventory while the watched the dark Paladin behead Fraggo with a single slashing blow, and follow up with a flying hammer made of Light energy that nailed Glorificus, who had managed to maneuver the cumbersome Dragunov and shoot Hawke, for all the good it did him.
The Darkness elemental, who had survived when Hawke arrived and everyone had to deal with the new threat, noticed Artos and sent a bolt of shadow energy that smashed the Mana Potion before Artos could drink it. Bastard! Artos burned all but fifteen of his Mana on a Lightning Bolt that finished off the summoned monster. Now, where was...?
He looked up just in time to see the inhuman shape of Hawke’s helmet looming over him. His bladder let go just as the glowing sword flashed towards him, moving impossibly fast.
That was the last thing Artos saw until he respawned at the Herders’ compound.
* * *
“I think I know how he did it,” Spectre said, walking Kaiser through the crime scene.
They’d all heard the story from the six idiots after they’d respawned, hours after Hawke had killed them. None of them had been zeroed out, although they deserved nothing less. They’d gotten bored, kept only two people on watch instead of three like they were supposed to, and the other four had been playing cards instead of resting when Hawke walked in and slaughtered them to a man, despite all the spells and traps they had set to prevent just that eventuality. Then the first two Herders to arrive at the scene of the crime had stepped on a trap Hawke had set and gotten blasted into oblivion by a Death Cyclone. Having eight people lose one of their lives on the same day was something of a record, and not one Kaiser had wanted to break.
Kaiser wanted to feed them all to the Whisperer, but he might need them moving forward. Instead, he made a mental note to eventually give them what they deserved and listened to Spectre’s recount of the events.
“He disarmed some traps, used the same design to ambush the first person that got into the roof, and sent these ‘Tulpas’ in to trigger the ones he hadn’t touched.”
“The traps were designed for Hawke himself. We had enough of his blood from the fight at my office to individualize them.”
Spectre nodded. “Whatever these Tulpas are, they can mimic his energy signature, so to speak. The traps reacted as if it was him.”
“We need to research this.”
“Nobody in the Guild seems to know what Tulpas are. I’ll send people to the City Library. Unfortunately, the best source in Akila for that sort of information was the Council’s Tower.”
Kaiser suppressed a snarl at the implied criticism. The strike team had stolen some books, but they had gone primarily for scrolls and spell books, not encyclopedias. There were limits to even Bonded Vaults and time had been of the essence. The worst part was that they hadn’t managed to wipe the Council, either. Some might say Kaiser might have made a mistake there, but the truth was, his people had let him down. They should have provided him with enough information to make the right decision. He was surrounded by incompetents.
“Hawke then teleported into the staircase rather than the room, avoiding the traps there, and sent another Tulpa and a different summon – some kind of Darkness Elemental – after Shade was knocked out on his way to the roof. He used a Darkness spell to immobilize everyone, teleported in, and killed them all with a combination of fancy swordplay and magic. Lots of Death and Undeath magic, to be precise, enhanced with Chaos energy. Kind of odd for a Paladin of Light, but the combat logs don’t lie. He even had a necromantic title: Lord of the Dead.
Lord of the Dead. Titles didn’t get handed over by the Arbiters except for great achievements. Kaiser clenched his teeth. Hawke kept pissing him off.
“We knew he wasn’t an ordinary Paladin,” Kaiser said. “We had anti-stealth systems in place, for that very reason.”
“He spotted the team before it detected him. Probably using another summoned creature. He is a Monster Handler, after all, in addition to whatever other class he is.”
“Even for an Eternal, knowing so many tricks is ridiculous. Where did he learn them?”
“As a Paladin, he has access to the gods. Maybe they intervened?”
“Paladin of Light. That makes him a follower of Lumina or Bel around these parts, and neither of them teaches Darkness or Death magic to their followers.”
“Maybe that’s part of his fake identity and he follows Hades or Tenebra instead.”
Kaiser grunted and shrugged. His policy – suggested to him by the Whisperer – of not dealing with the gods of the Realms had caused some troubles. Priest and Paladin Eternals were given the choice to forsake their class and become something else – the option was possible at low levels, although it required a quest and a lengthy ritual to achieve – or to be dealt with summarily. He had no intention of letting the so-called higher powers get involved in his affairs, and thanks to the Whisperer he didn’t have to fear their wrath, at least not directly. The priesthoods could be troublesome enough, however, and maybe Hawke was a tool of the gods, one aimed at Kaiser. The necromantic abilities the so-called Paladin had displayed were worrisome. What if he wasn’t so much a nemesis as… competition for the same role Kaiser was playing? Was Hawke another disciple of the Whisperer?
Deep in thought, he simply nodded as Spectre ran through the brief but murderous fight in the room. The bastard was good; Kaiser had to give him that. Even considering that he’d had the element of surprise, and that the cramped quarters had been a major disadvantage for a group dominated by ranged specialists, the way he’d carved his way through them was impressive. Shooting him might have been a mistake. Never do an enemy a small injury. Next time Kaiser killed Hawke – he had fired the last headshot himself, and damned if it hadn’t felt great – he would make sure there would be no coming back.
Spectre stopped by the table in the center of the room, a worried look in his face. Kaiser turned his focus on his surroundings again and realized that Hawke had carved a message for him on the wooden surface. He almost lost his shit right then and there. He wasn’t used to being mocked so openly:
NOW I HAVE A MACHINE GUN
HO-HO-HO
“What does that mean?” Spectre asked. “He stole a rifle and a carbine, not a machine gun.”
“It’s a movie quote,” Kaiser said through clenched teeth; his jaw was beginning to hurt. “Hawke apparently appreciates the classics. Too bad he never grew out of the illusion that the world belongs to the McClanes rather than the Grubers.”
Spectre nodded but he clearly had no idea what Kaiser was talking about. Perhaps that was for the best. People familiar with the movie might appreciate Hawke’s humor a little too much, and remember the fate of the mastermind of the story.
“Break the table into pieces and throw it out. And don’t mention the message to anybody.”
“Death-Dealer and Naruto found it. Death-Dealer burst into laughter and said something about Christmas.”
“Never mind that.”
The mocking message was a minor irritant. Losing the two guns and their ammo was something else. Since they only had a grand total of ten models of each type, they couldn’t Soul Bind them to one user, which would have removed the weapons after their owners’ death. Instead, they had trapped and warded them so that the firearms could only be used by a Nerf Herder. If anyone else tried to operate them, the weapon would self-destruct, with likely fatal consequences. Maybe the joke would be on Hawke after all, but Kaiser doubted it. It might take him a while, but after he disarmed the traps, the Herders would lose the monopoly on guns – well, gun-like weapons – that they had enjoyed for a whole four weeks.
It could have been worse. The contraptions were extremely expensive and hard to make. Mass-producing them would be impossible, at least in the Common Realm, and unless Hawke had a stable of crafters at his disposal, he wouldn’t be able to replicate them. Kaiser put the setback aside and concentrated on his next move. Hawke was impulsive; the attack on the sniper team had been an improvised move. There must be a way to use that against the alleged Paladin. For example, he might decide to try the same trick twice.
“Pull out the sniper teams,” he ordered. “We’ll have them cover the compound for now. Replace them with snatch teams. Add extra layers of traps. For all the good that will do, if he can create these Tulpas that can fool them.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And make sure the people in charge keep their teams on their toes. This isn’t a goddamn game.”
He didn’t have high hopes, but it was his best chance to lure Hawke into an ambush without risking any more of his precious guns. And from what the Whisperer had told him, other events were in motion. Soon, Hawke would have other things to worry about.
“What about the guys in the team?” the spy said with a gesture encompassing the room.
“They’ll pay the cost of those guns, for starters. When the crisis is over, they’re going back to the M & M and grind levels. All the loot and materials they find will go into the Guild coffers until the debt is paid. After that, I’ll think of some other suitable punishment.”
Give them to me, the cold voice that had become as familiar as his own said inside his head.
How? Kaiser asked.
He didn’t argue. That sort of sacrifice was rewarded with power. Maybe enough to deal with Hawke by himself. But if he was asked to perform a ritual sacrifice in front of the rest of the Guild, that could be troublesome. He’d managed to hide his patron from everyone so far; if they learned the truth, things might go south in a hurry. The oaths he’d made everyone take protected him from outright mutiny, but he didn’t want his enforcers and door-kickers to have second thoughts about following him. He couldn’t supervise everyone.
Send them to the sewers in the Lowers, he Whisperer told him.
A set of coordinates appeared in Kaiser’s personal map. Coming up with an excuse to send them there wouldn’t be a problem, and nobody would know what was waiting for them there. Kaiser himself didn’t, although he was certain it would be a fitting punishment for those idiots.
When?
Tomorrow will be soon enough. They will help accelerate what is to come. This city will not serve your needs, Kaiser. Its days are coming to an end.
Kaiser was no coward, but found it hard to repress a shudder. Something major was about to happen, and all his plans might well turn into nothing, like a child’s sandcastle meeting the rising tide. The thing he hated most was not being in control, but somehow when the Whisperer told him to do things, he didn’t mind. It was as if the entity was a part of him rather than an outside force.
Whatever happened to the rest of Akila, the Nerf Herders – except the six fools he would deliver to the Whisperer and anybody he deemed to be dead weight – would be around to pick up the pieces.
The raid on the Council of the Wise had netted them one item that he could use to take over the city: a Rod of Rulership that could temporarily nullify the enchantments and defenses of a city. It wasn’t enough by itself, but under the right circumstances – in the midst of a crisis, for example – it could put him on top. Those plans might no longer be practical, but the Rod might still allow him to take over a different place. The town of Orom, perhaps. The thought made him smile. Maybe he would take everything Hawke cared for before finishing him off.
Images of chaos and slaughter danced behind his eyes and, somewhere inside his mind, the Whisperer laughed.
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“So that’s what a twelfth-level structure looks like,” Hawke muttered, looking up at the Golden Dome that rose above the central nave of the Temple of Light and filled its interior with illumination and warmth that might as well have come from the sun.
The architecture was impressive and the magical and divine power that suffused the building even more so. Hawke could feel the presence of Lumina almost to the same degree as when he’d had personal conversations with the goddess. It was all a little daunting, and he wondered what it would be like for normal visitors to the temple.
<It can be both exhilarating and terrifying, to be near one of the gods.>
I almost feel bad to come here after killing those snipers. Good thing I changed out of my Thanatos armor.
Wearing the Death-attuned set to the temple would have probably been a bad idea. Hawke was wearing the dead gladiator’s outfit, although his status box identified him as Hawke Lightseeker, Paladin and Monster-Tamer. It still wasn’t the whole truth, but the goddess herself knew his reasons for hiding it, and since she was okay with it, he figured the local priests would be as well.
As he stepped into the cathedral-sized building, he noticed a large number of worshippers. There were no pews; people were either standing in a line in the center, or gathered around five statues of Lumina. Each sculpture wore different outfits, befitting different roles: warrior, advisor, judge, healer, revealer, and protector. The biggest crowds were around the sword-wielding warrior aspect and the shield-bearing protector one. Each statue was eight or nine feet tall and was on a pedestal that added another five feet to their height. Their features were identical, and Hawke could attest they resembled the entity he had seen. Their realism was emphasized by the fact that they were all colorfully painted, down to the purple-blue eyes and black hair on the goddess’ face.
People from all walks of life, from wealthy merchants in silk robes to common peasants in rough homespun tunics, stood or knelt before the large statues and prayed. They seemed worried or outright terrified. A line of people was formed along a carpeted path in the center; everyone there was carrying something: food, bottles of liquor or elixirs, rolls of fabric or other goods. Donations for the temple.
I probably should have brought something.
<You have. Dark tidings. And, granted, your help to deal with them.>
The people bearing offerings were lined out the door. It was as if they were looking to bribe the goddess, or at least her priests, to help them in their time of need. Something was going on, and Hawke doubted that it involved the Nerf Herders. Their plots were mostly aimed at the city elite; he was sure that most people in Akila knew little about the guild, let alone that it posed a threat. Whatever was happening was worse than the guild war Kaiser had kicked off by shooting Hawke in the head.
Hawke looked around for a priest. There were two of them accepting donations at the back end of the temple, but if he went there people would think he was trying to cut the line and start trouble. He’d do just that if it came to it, but fortunately he spotted acolytes – assistants to the priests, often on their way to becoming priests themselves – near every statue. He walked toward the Aspect of Justice, which had the fewest people around. The female acolyte was young, barely a teenager, and looked tired and worried, but greeted him warmly enough. As a normie, she couldn’t see Hawke’s class and level, just an armed man in body armor.
“Greetings, warrior,” she said. “Are you here for the wisdom and blessings of the Goddess of Light?”
“In a manner of speaking. I have to speak with someone in charge. I’m a servant of Lumina, and have some important news.”
Her expression wavered with a mixture of hope and fear. “Oh! Has the Goddess brought you here to deliver us from darkness?”
“Perhaps,” he said, not wanting to commit to anything until he knew more. The Realms would drop a quest on your head if you spoke too hastily, and unlike most other vows, you didn’t have to blurt out something stupid three times before you got stuck with it.
“I will tell the Rector right away,” she said and left off at a rapid pace, clearly wanting to break into a run but worried that it might be undignified.
A couple of worshipers had been close enough to hear the exchange, and they stared at Hawke with a similar mixture of emotions. What was going on? Thane Stern hadn’t mentioned any major crisis, but the Hills were like a separate city. They had sources in the rest of Akila but weren’t as connected to the local gossip network. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t official, or there would be city edicts everywhere, posted in writing and read out loud by professional Lectors who walked around acting like a primitive version of news radio.
While he waited, Hawke looked up at Lumina’s statue. The paint job made it look both lifelike and a little garish, mostly because he was used to seeing pictures of classical statues in plain stone and marble, without any paint or decoration. He wasn’t sure if painting statues was a local tradition or something that the ancients on Earth had done as well. In any case, he hoped the gods were on the job here. This place could use a little justice.
The statue’s head turned toward him and nodded.
Hawke stumbled back and almost fell on his ass, but managed to stay on his feet. The statue was back to its original position, and nobody else seemed to have noticed the gesture. Maybe he was crazy, or it was some sort of hallucination.
<It was no hallucination, although your mental health is a concern of mine. What you saw was real, as real as the minor mental command that compelled everyone else to avert their eyes as it happened. Gods in their homes can do all of that and more, if they are willing to spend the necessary power.>
Why not just send me a mental email?
<Perhaps she cannot contact you more directly. You do not need me to tell you what manner of entity might be involved in this situation.>
He frowned. The Demiurges, of course. Whoever pulled the strings of puppets like Kaiser or Laryn the Revenant must be the cause behind the situation. Hawke had a feeling he would have to get involved, since he also was an agent, or another puppet, depending on how you looked at it, of one of the Makers. In his case, whoever was pulling his strings hadn’t bothered to introduce him- or herself.
<Or there could be more than one Maker involved, each pulling a different string.>
Doesn’t sound like a good deal for the puppet.
<Such deals seldom are.>
The young acolyte returned, accompanied by two men in chain mail armor, holding short halberds in their hands and wearing blue tabards with Lumina’s starburst sigil on them. Temple guards; Hawke wondered if they were there to escort him in, or toss him out.
“These men will show you to the High Priest himself,” the girl said, her eyes wide with awe. “He has been expecting you, Hawke Lightseeker.”
He’d been right. A quest was about to land on his lap, and from the looks of it, it was going to be a doozie.
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“A great evil is rising, and no one is brave enough to stand against it,” said Secondo, High Priest of Lumina.
The obese man in the blue robes didn’t look as if he did a lot of standing at all. Even as he spoke, Secondo was popping stuffed dumplings into his mouth, although only after offering some to Hawke, who had politely declined. The prelate was an eighteenth level High Priest, which was both a title and a specialty class, but he’d either gained all his experience doing administrative or otherwise peaceful quests, or his adventuring days were long behind him. He also wasn’t acting like someone vested with the power and authority of a goddess, but more like a bureaucrat dealing with something above his level of competence.
“I will do what I can to stop it, your holiness,” Hawke replied. “I came here to speak with you about the Nerf Herder Guild and the threat they represent, but if there is a more immediate danger, I will of course assist in defeating it.”
“The Nerf Herders! Yes, of course, they are Eternals, and the Goddess said you were one as well.”
Would be nice if the powers that be didn’t blurt out all my secrets to all and sundry.
“They indeed are a threat,” Secondo went on. “They murdered their own people if they followed any gods, unless they agreed to forswear them. Two disciples of Light abandoned their faith under compulsion, something which I learned through my connection to the Goddess. The Prefect promised to investigate, but he is now under the sway of that damnable guild. Ever since the Council of the Wise was attacked, Prefect Orelio all but kneels in front of Kinglet Wrecker, or whatever his name is.”
The High Priest popped another dumpling in his mouth and swallowed it with barely any chewing before continuing. “Even worse, they have brought strife and disorder into the city. Their paid criers turn the common people against the temples, claiming we use their alms to enrich ourselves rather than serve the faithful. They have also fanned rivalries among factions, turning minor slights into mortal insults. Intrigue and murder are rife within the city walls, even as a hidden evil gains strength.”
“What sort of evil, your holiness?”
Where is my darn quest notification, so I can get going?
“I fear that Undead have entered the city and are growing in number by preying on the citizenship.”
Sounds like what happened to Orom, back in the good old days, all of three months ago.
<Similar only in the broadest strokes. A city like Akila has wards that would smite any Undead within its borders, with or without an invitation. As you saw with Blaze, those wards are quite powerful.>
Secondo told the story: “A member of one of our mendicant ministry orders was among the first to suspect something was wrong. His order serves the Light by tending to the poorest among us, providing food and healing, although there never seems to be enough of either.”
Might be more if you sent a few extra priests to help, or maybe cut down on the never-ending dumpling train you’ve got there, buddy, Hawke thought, but he kept the thought to himself. It wasn’t a good time to get involved in temple politics, but he suspected that the propaganda Kaiser had been using against the priesthood contained more than a kernel of truth. Those were the best lies, after all.
“Priest Julo noticed several disappearances among those who would be missed by few or none: beggars, prostitutes, and others with few friends or patrons. He realized too many people were gone, with no word about their whereabouts. Julo sent word to the temple, went to investigate further – and went missing as well.”
That’s some reward for actually caring about people, Hawke thought. And the goddess didn’t do anything to help him.
<She is sending you to help. Which may be the best she can do, for reasons that aren’t hard to discern.>
“We alerted the City Watch seven days ago. They have done little and uncovered even less, other than the fact that such disappearances have occurred throughout the city’s poorer districts and even some of the wealthier ones, and that they appear to be connected to the great sewer network beneath the eastern side of the city.”
The western half of Akila, up until it ran into the higher ground where Dwarven Hills stood, was too close to the water table to have sewers, using canals instead. The eastern side was higher up and disposed of rainwater and human waste through underground tunnels, many of which had been abandoned or in disrepair. In other words, a perfect place to hide an army of zombies until it was time to unleash it.
The High Priest kept blathering on, but Hawke’s attention turned to the floating quest that appeared in front of him. Finally.
You have been offered a Quest: Evil Lurks Beneath the Earth, Part I
A dark force is murdering the citizens of Akila for some nefarious purpose. You have been asked to venture into the sewers and investigate.
Quest Objective: Explore the sewers until you learn the truth behind the disappearances.
Quest Rewards: 5,000 Experience, 25 gold; +250 Reputation with the Triune Goddesses; +100 Reputation with the authorities of Akila (when the deed is known). A follow-up Quest will become available.
Penalties for Failure: -300 Reputation with the Triune Goddesses.
Accept? Y/N
“I will do it,” Hawke said after the High Priest finished a much lengthier version of the quest goals and beseeched him to help in Lumina’s name. “I will head into the sewers tomorrow morning.”
Assuming I can get past Kaiser’s snipers. Which I should be able to. My enhanced stealth spells are better than their detects. Maybe I’ll pick up a couple more guns.
He couldn’t wait to take a good look at the two weapons he’d ‘liberated.’ Hopefully he would have time to examine them before he and his friends went into the sewers. Which reminded him of the main reason he had come to the temple.
“I seek to hold the Nerf Herders accountable for their crimes,” he told the High Priest. “While it is clear the danger threatening the city must be handled first, I was hoping to count on your support when it comes to dealing with them.”
Secondo nodded vigorously before eating the last dumpling. “Of course,” he said through a full mouth. “In fact, there is a guest in the temple that you should speak with, one who can be of great assistance in both matters. I’ll have him meet us here right now.”
A gesture sent an acolyte off, presumably to fetch the mysterious guest. He waited for Secondo to go on and tell him who was joining their meeting, but the High Priest apparently didn’t want to ruin the surprise, and instead had another serving of dumplings and more wine delivered to the office. Hawke suppressed a sigh, tried a dumpling – a bit too greasy for his taste, as it turned out – and willed himself to be patient. He had half a dozen things he needed to do right away, but maybe this was important.
The gray-haired man who entered the office seemed unremarkable enough. He looked like a fit man in his late forties or early fifties, clean-shaven, as was the fashion among high-class Akilans, and wearing a nice set of robes that would be fitting for a bureaucrat or merchant. There wasn’t a floating status box above his head, which normally meant he was a regular human without a Class or Vocation. Except that, as soon as Hawke set eyes on him, he felt a tingling in the back of his head that warned him that there was more to the stranger than met the eye.
Before he could activate Advanced Mana Sight and confirm his suspicions, the man smiled and spoke – in English.
“Howdy, stranger. You ain’t one of them Herder fellers, so I suppose we can be frank with each other. Or you can be Hawke and I can be Jake, if that suits you better.”
The newcomer’s status box materialized after whatever magic had hidden it was turned off:  
Jake Duchamp (Human, Eternal)
Level 29 (20) Rune Lord, Wizard
Health 1,426 Mana 4,711, Endurance 1,245
“People around these parts know me as Archmage Jacobus. That’s what my floating dog tag usually says, too. Figured you might as well know my Christian name, since we’re probably going to be doing some business together, if you catch my drift.”
Hawke nodded. This was going to be a meeting he was looking forward to.
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“What did the guy have to say?” Grognard asked after Hawke finished his story.
“We didn’t have time to go into details, yet. Only that he’s been around a long time; over two hundred years, in fact, although he claims to have arrived at the Realms in 1946, which doesn’t add up. And that he can tell us a lot more about the Realms; he’s been in a few of those before deciding to stay in this one. We mostly talked about the Nerf Herders, though.”
Jake had provided a few hints of other things as well, and promised to provide a lot more information when he came by in the morning. Hawke would confer with the powerful wizard before leading his party into the sewers, looking for Undead. Undead that could ignore powerful wards. He had a strong suspicion of who was responsible.
First things first, though. He set on the table the two prizes he had captured earlier that day. Both guns had been lousy with traps and inscribed spells to both destroy the weapons and kill anybody who didn’t belong to the Nerf Herders and dared to touch the weapons. Hawke had dispelled all of them before storing the sniper rifle and carbine away. His Advanced Mana Sight gave him an enormous advantage when it came to using the Disarm Traps skill, which he’d raised by a couple of levels after dealing with the guns.
Mark One Dragunov Sniper Rifle (Masterwork Quality)
Level 15 item.
Damage: Armor-Piercing Round: 100-600 (Physical), 50-300 (Earth), 50-300 (Death).
Range: Short: 300 feet. Medium: 1,200 feet. Long: 6,000 feet.
Special Effects: Increases Accuracy by 30%; Increases Critical Chance by 15%, and Critical Damage by 50%. Reduces target’s Armor and Resistance levels by 30%.
Armor Value: 50 against all forms of damage. Resistance: 75% (Physical), 60% Elemental, 40% (Forces).
Durability: 443/450
Mark One Roland Assault Weapon (Masterwork Quality)
Level 15 item.
Damage: Armor-Piercing Round: 60-360 (Physical), 30-180 (Earth), 30-180 (Death).
Range: Short: 100 feet. Medium: 300 feet. Long: 600 feet.
Magazine Capacity: 7 rounds.
Special Effects: Increases Accuracy by 25%; Reduces target’s Armor Value and Resistance levels by 30%.
Armor Value: 50 against all forms of damage. Resistance: 75% (Physical), 60% Elemental, 40% (Forces).
Durability: 443/450
Both weapons looked a lot like modern rifles, but were covered in gold, silver, and jewels, like some drug lord’s idea of a Christmas present. In the Realms, however, those decorations served as the housing of a variety of spells.
“Never thought I’d see a gun again, let alone something that looks a lot like a Barrett .50-cal, if it wasn’t covered in jewelry, that is,” Grognard said.
“Ever used one of those?”
The veteran shook his head. “Those were for special ops teams and some specialists, not for line animals like me. But it looks a lot like it, except it has no magazine.”
“Does the name Dragunov mean anything to you?”
“I think the Russians had a sniper rifle by that name, a sort of fancy version of the AK-47. This looks like a Barrett, though.”
Hawke handed him one of the cartridges; there had been ten of them for the rifle, plus twelve carbine rounds. The lighter weapon had a tubular magazine that could store seven rounds, and used a lever action to ready the next round after firing a shot. It looked a bit like a stylized Winchester rifle. It fired a lighter round, something like a 7.62mm, bigger than what the US Army used back on Earth, but tiny compared to the big .50-caliber cartridges.
“No gunpowder, neither black nor nitro varieties,” Grognard said after examining it. “The case looks like it’s solid metal. Heavy, too. I wouldn’t want to be an infantryman carrying a few hundred rounds of this stuff on my back. Or even a few dozen.”
“Sure, but high-level Adventurers are much stronger than normal. They can handle two-hundred pound loads easily.”
Grognard grinned. “And if the top brass had super-strong grunts, they’d make them carry four-hundred pound loads. Or more. They weren’t happy until they broke our backs.”
“Besides, if they are Eternals, they can put everything in their inventories. Or bags of holding for non-Eternals.”
“You’re right.” Grognard shook his head. “I sometimes forget that we’re living in a world with gaming rules. Especially when I look at something like these guns. If they didn’t have all those fancy ornaments, I’d think I was back home.”
“The round’s casing is actually an inscribed spell,” Hawke said.
“Yep. I actually know the spell in question; it’s a modified Create Wind spell from the Elemental Air school. But it’s been altered to concentrate all its force into a small area. That’s your propellant right there.”
“The barrels are rifled, to increase accuracy and effective range, just like on Earth. The other spells add more power to the bullet, and also imbue the missile with Elemental energies. Earth and Death.”
“The projectile has a copper jacket but there’s something else underneath.”
“Yeah,” Hawke said. “A mithril-adamant core. Harder than titanium or maybe even depleted uranium. The big rounds can probably punch through the side of an Abrams tank. Or even the front; there are armor-piercing enchantments along the barrel and on the bullet itself.”
“Effective,” the former soldier said, placing the magic round back on the worktable. “Expensive as hell, too, I bet.”
“And that’s the biggest shortcoming of Kaiser’s wonder weapon. Each one of those bullets costs something like one-fifty, two hundred gold denars, and that’s materials alone. Throw in the enchantments, and you’re talking triple that.”
“That would be true if he was hiring the work done,” Tava broke in. “But Kaiser has several enslaved crafters under his control, so he only has to pay for the materials, or have his minions gather them. But your point stands, darling. By comparison, the highest-quality arrow in my quiver costs some thirty gold in materials and crafting.”
The Ranger had been watching quietly while Hawke described how the guns worked. She clearly was itching for a chance to use them.
“They must have made practice rounds without most of the enchantments, and using cheaper materials, like copper-jacketed lead,” Grognard said. “Otherwise, they couldn’t have afforded the training they need to use them properly.”
“We should be able to make practice rounds, too. But I’m not sure about the live ones.”
There were six Eternals in the domain who had picked Enchanting as their Arcane Vocation, and none of them were beyond the apprentice level, with the best having a Vocation level of four. He didn’t think they would be able to replicate the bullet enchantments, let alone the ones bound to the rifles, which helped tamp down the energy of the Air spell in the propellant to send the bullet flying without putting too much pressure into the barrel. Even so, it looked like each shot reduced its durability by a couple of points.
They were effective enough. A hit to the head would be an automatic critical, and with its Resistance penetration effects, that would kill Hawke or just about anybody other than the toughest Warrior types. It had taken three shots for him because of his last-ditch protective spells. The ‘assault weapon’ wasn’t quite as deadly, but made up for it by letting the user fire seven shots as fast as you could work the lever. The big gun, on the other hand, took about four to six seconds to reload. It was a limitation, especially in a world where an experienced mage could fire half a dozen spells during the same span of time, but its range advantage made up for it.
“Anyway, now that I have disarmed all the traps they installed in the guns, we can use them, at least until we run out of ammo. I think that concludes today’s business.”
Before dealing with the gun issue, Hawke had met with Helena and the other merchants to see how they were doing. The answer had been, not as well as they’d hoped. Prices in Akila were going up, in no small part because the Nerf Herders’ continuous grinding of the nearby Labyrinth had put too much currency in circulation, just as Thane Stern had been saying. A couple of merchants had asked to borrow money from the town. Hawke had floated them the loans himself. Wiping out the sniper team had netted him a hundred and twenty gold dinars – not to mention over nineteen thousand Experience – which would buy a lot of goods even at the current prices, so he lent all of it plus another hundred gold to the merchants, solving that problem.
Things on other fronts were progressing somewhat better. Korgam’s initial talks with his fellow Dwarves had generated a lot of enthusiasm. Over three hundred miners and craftsmen from not only Clan Stern but allied factions, along with their families, were willing to come to the Domain and settle in the abandoned Spider Empire city which currently housed Korgam’s mining operation.
The Dwarves would build a settlement and officially join Hawke’s Domain. By building temples, keeps and other structures, the new Dwarven village or town would increase the valley’s Mana generation, besides the benefits increased trade and services would entail. In return, Hawke agreed to build a Ley Line Portal to the settlement, allowing for instant travel between it, Orom, and his Stronghold in the mountains.
The first team of colonists, several dozen in number, would depart in a day or two. Hawke had written a letter of introduction to them, adding the Prefect and Lord’s seals to it. The rest would follow over the next few months. When his caravan made its return trip, it would probably have fifty to a hundred Dwarves coming along.
Those weren’t the only recruits he’d been hoping to find. Helena had made discreet inquiries with her contacts in the city, and found as many as a hundred low- and mid-level craftsmen, both Arcane and mundane, who might be willing to settle in Orom. While there was a lot of money in the big city, competition was fierce, and Hawke was offering a signing up bonus that would make it worth their while. If he could bring a complete set of Arcane Craftsmen who could train the valley’s Eternals and anyone else with the aptitude and dedication, things would improve for everyone in his Domain. Katro might not appreciate having more blacksmiths in town, of course, but the growing population would need more than what the smith, his son, or even his Eternal apprentices could produce.
Helena had heard that hundreds of farmers might also be willing to move. All the good land around Akila had been taken under the plow long ago, and the younger sons of local farm owners or tenants had few prospects other than stay on in the employ of their elder siblings or try their luck in the city as common laborers. There was plenty of land around Orom that was owned by the town, and even more of belonged to his Domain, free for him to lease, sell or grant as he wished. He wanted to settle the land between the valley and Akila as well, which would make trade between them far easier. All he needed was a few weeks of peace to make things happen.
Hawke checked the time. It was getting late, and he had a meeting in the morning and a sewer crawl before lunch. Busy, busy, busy. He and Tava exchanged a glance and a smile. Before heading for their bedroom, they took the time to place a telepathic ‘call’ to their Drakofox babies.
<Things are great!> Blaze reported. <I didn’t eat any sheep or children, but Luna and I caught a Dire Bear and ate him. Also burned down an Undead tree thingy that was about to wipe out a party of Eternals. They really shouldn’t have been so deep in the Shadowy Foothills. Your people can be so dumb sometimes.>
They are still learning the ropes, he sent back, although he had to admit a couple of the Eternals he had rescued were even further on the dumbass scale than he was, and they didn’t have the advantage of an ancient sentient sword telling them when they were doing something stupid.
I’m glad you aren’t bored and upset, he added.
<We miss you. And I’m angry that someone killed you! I bet if I’d been around I would have burned those snipers before they could hurt you.>
Could be, he said, although inwardly he was terrified of the idea of Blaze or Luna coming into range of Kaiser’s gun teams. While flying, they would be tough targets, but on the ground they could be killed before they could see their foes.
Stay safe, he told Blaze, and wished him good night.
“These guns worry you,” Tava said.
He nodded. “In open terrain, it gives them a huge range advantage. We got lucky, though. Kaiser was in such a rush to show me his new toys that he played his hand too soon.”
“His foolishness was our boon, then.”
“For now. If we can’t deal with the Herders now, we’ll have to fight them in our home grounds, sooner or later. There isn’t enough room in the Realms for both of our guilds.”
“Let us see to tomorrow’s problems tomorrow,” Tava told him as they went to bed, hand in hand.
<And enjoy tonight’s peace, for it may well be your last.>




Twenty

“Allow me to introduce you to my new friend, Heketa, leader of the Green Coven.”
Jake Duchamp had shown up to the Stern manor with a new companion, a short curvy woman with wild gray hair, wearing rough homespun robes that didn’t look particularly clean. The guards at the manor house had reluctantly let her in because of who she was with. Hawke had seen immediately that the homeless act was just that; the robes were covered with magical enchantments that hid her true self from most forms of detection, including the fact that she was a twenty-third level Witch. 
“Pleasure to meet you,” Hawke said as he and Korgam sat down with the two visitors. The Dwarf Adventurer was there to act on behalf of the Sterns.
The woman stared at him and giggled. “Something new under the sun,” she said. “I have never seen your like, Hawke Lightseeker, and I have walked the Realms for many a lifetime.”
“Heketa marches to a different drummer,” Jake said. “But she has a stake in this situation. Her coven was framed for the attack on the Tower. The city has half a legion out in the swamps to the east, trying to hunt her down, along with her co-religionaries.”
“City folks hate us, for we worship not their gods but Naturea herself, Demiurge of Untamed Life, whom even the Fae fear.”
Awesome. Another Maker.
<In this case, a Maker who opposes the works of the Revenant’s master. Her aid may prove invaluable.>
“The Coven was easy to frame. They had a few run-ins with my Council, back in the day. Not something I approved of, but I was outvoted. After the Tower fell, I reached out to her.”
She flashed a savage-looking grin at the Eternal. “And I tried to kill you, but you were ornery and tough, like a great ‘gator, so after a while I grew tired, and we talked instead.”
“We had a bit of a tussle,” Jake admitted. “Kinda rearranged a lot of swampland before we worked out our differences. But she has agreed to help you when you go hunting for the Undead.”
“I’m grateful,” he said.
Having a powerful spellcaster along could come in handy, although it could do more harm than good. His people hadn’t worked with her, and coordinating properly was as important as the strength of your magic and gear. His A-team had spent a lot of time training together during the trip to Akila. Still not enough to satisfy Grognard, but everyone was doing a lot better at working together.
“Are you coming too?” he asked Jake.
The wizard shook his head. “Not today. I have to attend to my fellow Councilors. They survived, but not unscathed. Soul Jars don’t retrieve your items, unlike Reincarnation, and my fellow practitioners are a lot less effective without their rings, staffs, and other doodads. And my fellow Eternal decided to flee to another Realm and I’m trying to convince him to come back. Plus we need to talk about finding replacements.”
“I understand,” Hawke said. “We’re just doing recon, so we probably won’t need a lot of firepower anyway.”
“Don’t count on it. That’s why I’m suggesting Heketa comes along, just in case. After that is done, I will testify against the Nerf Herders,” Jake concluded. “The priesthoods will join in.”
“Why not do that now?” Hawke asked. “Deal with Kaiser’s gang first, then have the City Watch go into the sewers in force and clear out the Undead?”
“City Prefect Orelio and the Watch Tribune still don’t believe there is anything, or at least anything major, going on in the sewers.  We need proof.”
“How much evidence do they need? A single wandering Undead in the sewers?”
Jake shook his head. “One or two zombies will cause concern, but they’ll just think they need to reinforce their wards. The authorities need to know this is something serious. Eyewitness testimony will suffice, if it comes from someone like you, Hawke. But you need to see something first.”
“Keep exploring until we run into a zombie horde. Got it. Kinda hard on my team if that happens.”
They hadn’t planned to fight Undead in Akila, so Hawke hadn’t brought any priests along. He had finally picked up Mass Blass Undead, but he was the only person in his group with the spell.
“Which is why Heketa will come with you. She knows a variety of anti-Undead spells and will also provide you with plenty of protection magic as well.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Hawke said.
The crazy-eyed woman must know more lore and magic than Hawke or anybody else in his group. He would let her do her thing with minimal interference, and hope for the best.
<Nature covens are infamous for their disdain for the gods, but they have managed to survive even as nations or empires crumble around them. She is far less likely to do something incautious than anybody in our party. Especially you, Lord Dumbass.>
Hawke nodded. “It is settled, then. We’ll leave in half an hour. We’ll follow one of the canals to a sewer outlet, and walk underground from there.”
The Sterns had provided them with their most up-to-date schematic of the sewer system; eight years ago, one of their Arcane Engineers had performed a survey for the city, a profitable if not exactly glamorous assignment. Hawke had added it to his personal map app, making navigating the tunnels relatively easy. It was dry season, so the danger of flash floods hitting them was nonexistent. All they needed to worry about were the stench and the Undead.
Time to have a quiet chat with the older Eternal. The two of them stayed behind in the meeting room. There was no assurance that the Sterns would not overhear their conversation, but they’d be speaking English, and in any case nothing he was planning to ask Jake Duchamp would be of much interest to the Dwarf clan.
“Bet you’re itching to ask me a hundred questions,” Jake said.
“Yeah, but I’ll try to keep them to the bare minimum. You’ve been here awhile, but only made it to the high twenties. Why?”
“I figured the game was rigged and stopped playing it. You want to hear the short version of the story?”
“Sure.”
“I came here in ’46, like I told you earlier. I was in Germany, still a G.I., trying to run down some unrepentant Nazis out in the boondocks. My squad ran into something, all right, but it wasn’t Nazis. Four of us ended up in the Realms. Never found out what happened to the rest of our guys. Our guns didn’t work, and we didn’t know what was going on. Then a message appeared in front of us, floating in the air like something out of The Wizard of Oz. No yellow brick road home, though.
“Of the four of us, two died for good and one stayed on the Path and must be in the highest Realms, unless something killed him along the way. Me, I bounced around. Been married three times. Widowed three times, too. Went heavy for magic, explored the Elemental Realm until I lost the third wife, spent some time in the Battle Realm. That’s when I decided to step off the conveyor belt and come back to the Common Realm.”
Hawke could tell the glib words hid a lot of pain; you could see the haunted look in the man’s eyes as he spoke.
“Done a lot. Killed more men than Dillinger and Billy the Kid combined. More than one of them A-Bombs over Japan, maybe. And for what? You win the toughest fight in your life, and it only sets you up for a bigger fight. Over and over.”
He leaned back on the chair. “It’s not worth it, kid. It’s just another rat race, and you never win, you just earn a spot on the next go-round, until you run into someone tougher and you die for good. I came back and found a place to settle down for good. Better to be a big fish in a small pond, if you catch my drift. Joined the Council. They are – were, most of them – a gang of greedy, lazy bastards, but they’d all reached the same conclusion I had, and decided being top dog in the Common Realm beat having to start over again and again.”
“Okay, I can respect that,” Hawke said.
He’d had thoughts along those lines himself. Maybe ruling his Domain and staying out of trouble was the way to go. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the answer, or at least, not for him. He wanted to know why this had happened to him and his fellow gamers, for one. The only way to find those answers was to see things through to the end.
“I’ll tell you what I found out along the way,” Jake said. “No, I’m not reading your mind, just your face. I was like you once. Wanted to figure out all the whys and wherefores.
“It happened in the Battle Realm – it’s got a lot of names: the Plane of Battles, Valhalla, the Land of Discord. Nasty Realm, and I was a very small fish indeed, being level twenty-eight. I met a high roller there, also from Earth. Level forty-nine. Younger than me, too. He’d been dragged over during the 1960s, and gotten there in a few years. I’d been at it for nearly fifty and barely broken level twenty-five.”
Noticing Hawke’s frown, Jake explained: “Time here doesn’t match Earth’s. I’d been here for decades before this fellow got dragged here, even though I arrived at the Realms only fifteen years before him.”
“Yeah, I’d noticed that. I think they may be going to different versions of Earth. Or maybe they and Earth aren’t in synch, time-wise.”
“Damfino,” Jake said with a shrug. “This fella, though, he’d mastered all the schools of magic, could wrestle gods bare-handed, and made me look like a piker when it came to how many people he’d killed along the way. He was about to cross over to the Highest Realm, when he discovered that the Makers saw us – Eternals, Adventurers, demigods – as nothing more than cannon fodder for some big war they’ve got going at the highest Realm.”
“Crap. Is that it?”
Cannon fodder. It made sense. The whole leveling system increased your power to godlike levels. For what purpose? To fight in some kind of conflict was as good a reason as any. Hawke shook his head. He didn’t like the idea of fighting on behalf of the bastards who had abducted him. Although he was already doing that.
“I have no reason to doubt him,” Jake said. “He abandoned the Path, took over a Stronghold, and as far as I know he’s still there, up in New Asgard, where he’s set himself up as a god, more or less. Name’s Auron Golden-Hand. If you keep advancing, you’ll likely run into him or his followers and agents sooner or later. He’s a big player in the Battle Realm.”
Hawke filed the name away before replying. “Maybe the Makers intend us to be nothing more than playing pieces for their game. It doesn’t mean that’s all we can be.”
“There is that, I suppose. I decided I wanted some peace and quiet. Then the Nerf Herders showed up. Damned if I know what a ‘nerf’ is, by the way.”
“It’s from a movie from after your time. Also a toy.”
“If you say so. They used dozens of devices and artifacts to take us down. Broke through our defenses, and picked off several high-ranking mages with their guns. Never thought I’d see guns again. I knew how to shoot and take apart an M1 Garand, back in the day, but was no kind of gunsmith. Looks like your friends found a few of those.”
“They aren’t my friends. When I’m through with them, they won’t be anybody’s problem, either.”
“There’re only four Wise Masters left,” Jake admitted. “We claimed more of us survived, but there were only two Eternals in the bunch, and Soul Jars are expensive and almost impossible to find in the Common Realm.”
“How much would one of those cost me?” Hawke asked as soon as Jake explained what a Soul Jar did.
“You don’t need it. And it doesn’t work on our kind.”
“It’s for someone else.”
“Your sweetheart, I bet. The gal with the fancy bow and the big pet bear.”
Hawke nodded.
“There are few happy endings to that story, kid. Mortals and Eternals. It always ends in tears.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
“The greasy merchant at the Emporium can probably sell you one. You’ll have to pony up eight or ten Soul Shards, or the equivalent in gold or platinum. Do you even know what those are?”
“Yes,” Hawke said. “I’ve got a few, actually.”
A hundred and forty-one, to be exact, the spoils Greg the Necromancer had left behind. It was blood money; Greg had extracted them by killing the abducted players over and over. Hawke still felt uneasy about profiting from the deaths of his fellow Eternals, but if it meant not having to worry about Tava having a better chance at survival, he’d spend them all without a second thought.
“You do? I’m surprised you haven’t used them to raise your level. That’s the best use for them at this stage.”
You can do that? Hawke almost said out loud.
<Yes. You can consume Soul Shards and gain 3,000 ‘Experience’ for each one you take.>
The sword had told him that Adventurers and Eternals could manufacture the shards by spending 5,000 XP, so the exchange wasn’t perfect, but, Holy Crap, he could have hit level 20 with only ten of those shards. Now…
Why didn’t you tell me this before?
<I didn’t want to tempt you. You were troubled by the idea of using them at all, and if you’d let greed overcome those doubts, you would have been wracked by guilt. Besides, leveling too fast has its share of risks.>
Hawke was angry at Saturnyx for treating him like a child, but he had to admit the sword knew him, and she was right, both about the temptation being too strong to overcome, and how torn-up he’d be afterwards. Now, he had a little more perspective about using power, and the responsibilities that came with it. He wouldn’t like making some decisions, but would make them anyway because they would benefit all the people he had made it his mission to protect.
“In the Common Realm, they are effectively worthless,” the wizard said while Hawke had his mental chat with Saturnyx. “If you own some, you’d be better off using them to jump up a level or two, although now that you’re one level short of twenty, it would take quite a few to get you there.”
If I used them all, I could level like crazy.
<And go crazy ‘like crazy’ as well,> Saturnyx told him. <Moving too fast on the Path is as dangerous as leaving the Path altogether, as this wizard has done. Those who gain power simply by taking it from Shards are often overwhelmed and risk their sanity. Even if they survive, they rarely learn how to properly use their abilities and become easy prey to those who do. But given the challenges you are facing, perhaps reaching the milestone is worth the expense and the risks.>
All right. I’ll use them to level up to twenty, and to get a Soul Jar for Tava. After that, I’ll see.
Current XP/Next Level: 19,236/100,000
Eighty-thousand and change XP to level up. He’d have to use thirty Shards, leaving him with a hundred and eleven. Using the energy of dead Earthlings still felt wrong. I will have to make it worth their sacrifice, somehow, he decided.
“I have enough Shards to reach level twenty,” he told Jake. It wasn’t as if the wizard wasn’t going to see the change next time he saw it.
Jake’s eyes narrowed. “There’s a lot more than meets the eye, isn’t there?”
“I’ve been lucky,” Hawke said with a shrug.
“Very lucky. I can see you’ve opened several Mana Gates. Chakras, as the mystics like to call them. I didn’t even know about them until I traveled to Crystal City and studied under the Adepts of the Third Eye. I was level twenty-six when I opened my first Mana Gate. You’re something special.”
Hawke shrugged again.
“It’s not a compliment, kid. You stand out too much, and someone will be more than happy to hammer you down. Watch yourself. If that Kaiser sumbitch hadn’t taken down my Council, we would have kept a close eye on you. Maybe done more than that, too.”
“Like what?”
“Make you an offer to join us. Or remove you from the board as a potential threat if you didn’t. We aren’t the only ones who would see things that way. If you succeed in saving the city from this threat, your name will circulate beyond Akila, and you’ll meet many whose first impulse will be to use you, or take you out so that their enemies can’t.”
“What about you?”
“I’d have voted to leave you alone. Like I said, I was happy with how things were. But everything is changing. The big kahunas wouldn’t have brought thousands of Eternals to the Realms unless something major was in the cards. Maybe sitting back is not an option anymore. Not for me, not for anyone.”
Jake stood up. “I’ll leave you alone so you can raise your rank in peace. Be careful with your choices. Level twenty is a Major Milestone; last one I went through, and the last time I felt like I was invincible. If all that power doesn’t go to your head, you’ll be fine. Might be we’ll work together.”
Or try to use each other, Hawke thought. He wanted to trust Jake, but he’d learned that trust should not be given too freely.
“That sounds better than taking me out,” he told the wizard.
“Yes, for both of us,” Jake replied on his way out. “I have a feeling that anyone who tries going against you is going to end up sorry and sore.”




Interlude: The Milestone

“They are beautiful,” Hawke said, holding a Soul Shard in his hand. He’d summoned it after Jake left him in the meeting room.
That was the first time he’d seen one. The Shards had appeared in his inventory after he destroyed the Necromancer’s disgusting machinery, and he’d left them there and not given them much thought until now. It looked a bit like a snowflake the size of a quarter, if a snowflake was made of some prismatic crystal that shone with all the colors of the rainbow, shifting in a near-hypnotic pattern. It felt warm in his hand, almost like he was holding a living thing, which in a sense was exactly what he was doing.
“How do you use it?” he asked Saturnyx after turning off the experience percentage that he usually diverted toward Leadership and Node Mastery. The twenty percent penalty would mean using more Soul Shards, and he wanted to use the minimum necessary. He couldn’t even ‘make change,’ either; consuming a Shard absorbed the whole thing. After he was done, he would reset the experience sharing. He had made it to sixth level in Node Mastery after taking out the snipers, but he hadn’t made any choices yet; he could take care of that now.
<Just hold it and concentrate. The process is automatic.>
Sure enough, a notification appeared a moment later.
You have accessed a Soul Shard
Do you wish to absorb it? Y/N
Shard Absorbed.
You have gained 3,000 Experience.
Current XP/Next Level: 22,236/100,000
He repeated the process until he got there.
Congratulations! You have reached Level Twenty!
You have gained 12 Attribute points to distribute.
You have reached a Major Milestone! A new Class or Class Specialty is available!
You have unlocked new Elite Classes.
New spells available. New Twilight Templar and Monster Trainer abilities available. New Soul Sword Boon available. New Perk available. New High Sidhe Perk available.
Congratulations! You have become a Level Nine Node Master. New abilities available.
The Earth and Realms Defenders Guild has risen to Level Three. New Guild Powers available.
Congratulations! Your Guild
Current XP/Next Level: 100,236/125,000. Leadership XP/Next Level: 49,727/50,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 26,138/35,000. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 5,122/7,500
Hawke knew he wouldn’t feel the full effects of his new level until he made his choices, but he immediately felt power gathering inside him. The flow of energy through his Mana channels seemed to accelerate, and all his awakened Chakras grew warmer and started to tingle a little bit, which brought back some bad memories about his recent misadventures with the Root Chakra. The rush of power didn’t stop there, but went on to affect the unopened Chakras.
Congratulations! Because you awakened one or more Chakras before reaching level 20, you have gained a burst of inspiration! You may select one Chakra and acquire the understanding necessary to open it immediately. Choose wisely!
“Holy crap.”
He had barely begun preliminary work on the Crown, one of the two head Chakras. He’d thought about starting the Third Eye next, but he’d gotten the feeling that he should save it for last. He aimed the power rushing through him at the Crown Chakra and understood how to open it with shocking ease. As the energy cluster unfurled, he was struck by a burst of… happiness?
Hawke found himself laughing, feeling like a kid when he saw something wonderful for the first time, the kind of pure joy that was almost impossible to attain after life had its way with you for any length of time. It was intense enough he felt tears in his eyes. The Chakra seemed to expand and touch everything around him. He felt his connection with Saturnyx and her love for him, and he felt closer to her than ever before. A moment later, he reached Tava as well and understood her own brand of love, a love that tasted of home and belonging, different from Saturnyx’s fierce devotion, but just as powerful.
As the emotional rollercoaster slowed down, Hawke sensed changes in his Mana circulation and became more closely aware of the connections between all the Chakras. While the Root had been the foundation, the Crown was the bridge that linked them all. With the two, he had reached a new peak that he would not match until he awakened the remaining three. He also understood a little better the strange ‘hiccup’ that accompanied spellcasting. The jolt to the system happened because the Mana used in the spell had to be forcibly expelled from the body, pushing past the natural barriers keeping it in. He still didn’t know how to overcome it, but felt certain that his Chakra awakening would be the key to doing so.
Congratulations! You have awakened your Crown Chakra!
You have earned 500 Experience.
Current XP/Next Level: 100,736/125,000.
You have gained +10% to Mana Capacity and +1 to Mana Regeneration per minute.
You have gained +3 to your Intelligence and Perception Attributes.
Your Mana Channeling level has increased to Four.
You have learned a new Mana Channeling Ability: Chakra Casting I.
Chakra Casting I: You no longer need your hands to focus and direct a spell. Instead, you can release it through any awakened Chakra in your system. If you have more than one Chakra available, you can use the ability Dual-Casting through them instead of your hands. Prerequisite: Dual-Casting I. Learning this ability automatically increases Dual-Casting by II.
Dual-Casting II: Mana cost is reduced to five times the normal cost of the spell.
“This is huge.”
He had been neglecting Dual-Casting lately, mostly because his Force-enhanced spells were almost as effective and it was hard to aim spells with both hands while wielding a sword and shield. It also added time to the process: even instant spells required he took a moment to focus through his hands. Now he could just fire them off from his Mana Gates. The Solar Plexus and Crown Chakras seemed like the best ones to use; aiming with his Root Chakra would be tough unless he was mooning someone.
<Childish.>
“Hey, let me enjoy the moment. I haven’t even claimed my new level yet. If I died right now, would I lose all those rewards?”
<No. The Arbiters have recorded them already.>
“And Vice is probably cursing my name, if he is paying attention.”
<I would be surprised if he wasn’t.>
“Am I getting twelve Attribute points every level now?”
<Only on Milestones, until level 40. After that, yes, you will receive twelve Attribute enhancements with every level.>
Hawke nodded and went over his stats. Since he was permanently slowed down, he dropped five points into Dexterity, to increase his reaction time. Four points went to Willpower, and he put the last three into Spirit, which affected his Mana capacity. Even with the boosts from Mana Channeling, he needed all the magic juice he could get.
He had neglected to pick a new Node Mastery ability; he might as well choose it now. New choices had opened up at level nine, and he picked one of them:
Greater Ley Line Portal: You can create a powerful dimensional gateway or improve an existing Ley Line Portal, increasing its capacity and reach. Both connecting Portals must be improved, or travel will be limited to the capabilities of the lesser one. Creating a Greater Ley Line Portal requires 600 Mana and 300 Structural Mana (this is halved if improving an existing Portal), and maintaining it costs 100 Structural Mana per day. The Portal creator can determine who can use the Portal by setting Conditions upon its creation. Any number of passengers or cargo can use the portal, provided they meet the Conditions for passage.
That was going to make life so much easier, although at a hefty daily cost. He figured it would be worth it. That didn’t mean he could ignore roads, but it would greatly improve life in the domain.
Which brought him to his class choice. This was his third class pick, and the last one until he reached level thirty-five. Saturnyx had told him that many chose to specialize in one of their previous Classes, unlocking several new abilities that enhanced what they already knew. He had several options along those lines: Twilight Doyen would improve all his Light, Darkness and Twilight spells, and give him even more bonuses to stealth and hiding secrets, including his basic information, along with a 15% boost to both Health and Mana. Monster Master, the Monster Trainer specialty, would allow him to have as many as five active pets at once, control beasts more quickly, and temporarily or permanently acquire some of the abilities and attributes of his menagerie of critters, along with more options to evolve and improve his pets. And he would receive a 30% Mana boost.
Either of those would be very useful, but there were other tempting options available, especially among the Elite Classes that he had unlocked. Elemental Warlord would allow him to learn two new Elements of his choice, opening up a new slew of spells, improve his spell-casting, and also give him the ability to incorporate those Elements into his hand to hand attacks, increasing his damage a great deal. The Slayer Class would give him a ton of fighting maneuvers, plus increase his Health and Endurance by almost a hundred percent. He’d seen how much that choice had enhanced Tava’s fighting prowess and survivability, making her even more lethal at range while letting her hold her own in close combat. He marked both of them as possible choices.
As he went down the list – over a dozen options were available – he spotted one that made his heart skip a beat: Mana Mystic.
Mana Mystic (Elite Hybrid Class)
Prerequisites: Mana Channeling Two or higher. Level 20 or greater in a Spell-Casting or Fighting Class.
Mana is the force that governs all things in the realms, the giver and taker of life, the source of all magic and a fount of creation and destruction. A Mana Mystic is devoted to its study, eventually coming to understand the fundamentals behind the building blocks of the Realms themselves. This understanding can be expressed in two ways: you can wield Mana in combat, becoming a mystical warrior who needs no weapons or armor to become an unstoppable opponent, and you can apply your knowledge to magic, improving the power of your spells beyond the limits of normal spellcasters. This class gives you access to a number of special abilities:
Mana Channeling: Your effective Mana Channeling level is increased by one for every ten levels in this class (Current Bonus: 2).
Imbued Body (Damage): You can use Mana to imbue your weapons and armor, or even your limbs and skin, making them stronger and capable of inflicting and withstanding more damage. This effect is always on. Damage Bonus: Mana Channeling Level x Class Level (Current Bonus: 120; this bonus is doubled if striking with your bare hands or feet (Current Bonus: 360).
Imbued Body (Defense): Your body is permanently infused with Mana, becoming more resistant to attack. This effect is more powerful when not blocked by heavy armor. Channeling Level x 10 (reduces damage from all attacks by that amount, after accounting for any and all other defenses, armor and resistance values); this bonus is tripled while wearing light or no armor (Current Bonus: 60).
Mystical Resistance: Mana Channeling Level x 5% against all Elements and Forces; this bonus is doubled while wearing light or no armor (Current Bonus: 30%, 60% when unarmored).
Enhanced Spellcasting: All the effects of a spell (including damage, healing, range, and area of effect) can be enhanced. The bonus is equal to your (Class and Mana Channeling levels) x 2, at the cost of 100 Mana per spell. Current Bonus: 52%.
Enhanced Mana Channeling Abilities: All known abilities’ damage, range, and other effects are increased by 2% per level. Current Bonus: 40%.
Mana Pool Bonus: 15%.
The Class didn’t add any new spells, its Mana bonus was lower than normal, and it was only useful for someone with Mana Channeling. In other words, it was almost tailor-made for someone like him. Not only would he gain a Channeling bonus, but all his abilities would be improved. And if he learned Kung Fu, losing his weapons and armor wouldn’t render him helpless. That wasn’t likely to be necessary very often, but you never knew.
“Do you know any unarmed combat techniques you might teach me, Saturnyx?”
<Some. I have only mastered Pankration, and was also trained in the basics of Shoubo, as practiced by the fighting monks of the Sun Temple in Zhongon. I can show you all the common and master holds, and most of the ways one can injure or kill with bare hands or feet. All in all, it is far easier to kill with a piece of sharp steel, however. I have to admit I neglected that part of your training.>
“I took some boxing and Karate lessons when I was a kid. Nothing too serious.”
<We will start with ten hours a week. Without neglecting your sword and shield work, of course. Given your Unlimited Potential and your previous lessons, you will progress quickly, until we reach the advanced techniques.>
Hawke winced at the thought of more time spent in Saturnyx’s pocked dimension doing painful physical labor instead of pleasurable physical labor, but it couldn’t be helped.
“Well, I think I’ve found my third class.”
<It does seem to match your current abilities best. Not a class most Adventurers would be offered at this point, since Mana Channeling is rarely seriously studied before reaching the thirtieth level.>
“I think whoever is helping me wants me to do this.”
<I’m surprised you are going along so easily.>
“I don’t like being told what to do, but if my patron, or puppet-master, hadn’t helped me out, I’d be dead three times over. And I’d have probably picked that Class anyway.”
A mental click later, he became a Mana Mystic. He was ready for some major ass-kicking.
He also had new Perks, Spells, and Class Abilities to choose from. For his Perks, he picked both Mana Adept and Master of Mana, which combined would raise his Mana regeneration by a massive thirty points per minute, for a total of 62.6 Mana per minute. It would still take him over an hour to go from zero to full, but every bit helped. Thanks to his Greater Bond with Blaze, he could use his own Mana to fuel the Drakofox’s flying ability. They could fly nonstop now. The dream had been reborn.
Spells were easy: his two choices were Major versions of his preexisting spells. In Extremis and Mass Blast Undead were his choices. The first spell would heal him for up to 1,000 Health if struck by an attack that reduced his pool to ten percent or less. The other inflicted 20 Life damage per level against Undead targets, which when boosted with Celestial and Order energies added another 20 from each Force. It was a nice nuke, with a cooldown of thirty seconds, although his abilities reduced that to eighteen seconds. At some point, he would start looking through new spells, especially of the Forces he had acquired, but he wanted to use his current rotations until they became second-nature before adding more to the mix. Too many choices could lead to fatal moments of hesitation in the middle of a fight.
The Monster Trainer Class gave him a new ability: Advanced Summon Monster, which raised the level of any critter he summoned to match his own. That would be extremely helpful, since all the monsters’ he’d analyzed and added to his ‘stable’ had been fairly low level. He couldn’t wait to drop a level 20 Darkness Guardian on someone.
Finally, he gained Greater Hidden Status from his Twilight Templar class, letting him pretend to be as much as ten levels higher or lower than he really was, on top of hiding his actual Classes. That gave him a lot of leeway when creating a secret identity.
Minutes later, he reopened his stat sheet:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf, Eternal. Classes: Twilight Templar, Monster Trainer, Mana Mystic. Level: 20
Experience/Next Level: 100,736/120,000
Attributes (All Bonuses Included):
Strength 90, Dexterity 80, Constitution 120, Intelligence 64, Spirit 66, Perception 37, Willpower 60, Charisma 25
Characteristics (Regeneration):
Health: 1,656 (32/min)
Mana: 4,424 (62.6/min)
Endurance: 1,350 (32/min)
Identity: 23
Skills
Blacksmithing 6, Climbing 2, Detect Traps 3, Disarm Traps 7, Dodge 7, Lore 4, Riding 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 5, Survival 3, Sword 8(23), Swimming 2, Tracking 3
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Aegis of the Fae, Dark Vision, Fae Stealth, Mana Adept, Mana Sight, Master of Mana, Sidhe Caster, Sidhe Speed Casting, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), Spell Penetration, True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Known Elements, Forces, and Schools of Magic
Celestial, Chaos, Darkness, Death, Fire, Life, Light, Mind, Nature, Order, Twilight, Undeath
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Army of the Dead, Aura of Light, Blast Undead, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Chaos Funnel, Dark Tendrils, Deadly Roots, Death Cyclone, Death Stare, Enlightenment, Fireball, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, In Extremis, Indomitable Aura, Lesser Healing, Mass Blast Undead, Minor Death Curse, Nature’s Grip, Nature’s Guardian, Raise Dead, Sense Life, Send Thought, Shadow Leech, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Simple Spell Inscription, Song of Sorrow, Steal Life, Terror Gaze, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step.
Special Abilities
Alter Magic, Analyze Monster, Chaos Spike, Create Magical Trap, Disarm Magical Trap, Dispel Magic I, Dual-Casting, Enhanced Spell-Casting, Enhanced Channeling, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Greater Hidden Status, Identify Spell, Imbued Body, Leadership XI (Chosen Foe I, Command IV, Generalship III, Messenger I, Shared Magic I), Living Shadow, Mana Channeling IV, Node Mastery VIII (Advanced Node Travel, Create Node Guardian, Node Portal, Node Recall, Node Sight, Summon Node Guardian), Monster Pet (Level 16 Young Tarakken), Ritual Magic I, Seal Inscription I, Soul Rider, Spell Deconstruction, Spellcraft III, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster, Tantric Touch, Timeless Mind, Tulpa Creation II
Arcane Vocations
Blacksmith 4, Mining 5, Skinning 2, Steward 5.
Guild Powers (Level Three)
Guild Headquarters, Guild Quests
Hawke dismissed the floating screen. A part of him still felt like he’d cheated by consuming the Soul Shards to undo the damage Kaiser had done, but he set that aside. The stakes were too high to hold back any advantage he could get. While he was in the Common Realm, he had gone as far as he could, at least in that category. He could still advance in many of the other ‘subsystems’ like Mana Channeling, Node Mastery, and Leadership, on the other hand, and those he would have to improve the old-fashioned away.
Now all that remained was to find out if he had gained enough power to handle what he would face next.




Twenty-One

My second sewer trip, Hawk thought as he trudged through the muck-covered walkway. Hopefully it will be my last.
The tunnels were much wider than the ones he’d seen below Orom, with elevated sidewalks to allow workers to enter them without having to trudge through the filth flowing through the canals on its way to the Corax River, which would carry it out into the swamplands to the southeast. Not exactly sanitary, although with magic it wasn’t as big a problem as on Earth, and the swamps were supposedly so disgusting that some raw sewage wouldn’t make much of a difference.
Hawke and his team – Tava, Boris, Grognard, Korgam, Lady Pew-Pew and the Witch Heketa, as well as Rabbit and Digger – were moving through one of the main arteries of the extensive sewer network. They had taken the information the High Priest had given Hawke and mapped out the spots in the city where people had disappeared. The closest one, out in the Lowers, was about a mile from their position in a straight line, and more like double that distance, given all the twists and turns they would have to take while underground.
Hawke’s auras and a couple of spells provided illumination for the party, letting everyone see the arched tunnel that ran some seven feet above the walkway and another two feet over the slow-flowing current in the central channel. The smell was as bad as he’d expected. So far, only Boris Imdoomed had upchucked at the assault on the senses, but everybody looked a little sick.
“Couldn’t be helped,” Hawke said apologetically. “If we’d traveled aboveground to get closer to the disappearance sites, we might have run across one of Kaiser’s sniper teams. They have all of our names and descriptions.”
“Yep. Better to stink than to die,” Grognard said.
“I just hope we can get the stink out of our stuff,” Boris grumbled.
The Ranger wasn’t a bad guy, but he’d grown up in a nice suburb on Earth and his ‘character’ was used to forests where animals mostly buried their scat. Hawke couldn’t blame him for losing his lunch. He also had to be nervous, being just seventh level (tenth level thanks to Hawke’s Party Leader bonus) in a group that averaged nearly twice that. He and Lady Pew-Pew were the weakest links in the group. The good thing was that, as ranged damage dealers, they could stay out of harm’s way and add their firepower to the team. Hawke, Korgam and Grognard were the designated tanks, whose job was to keep the enemy away from the rear team. Tava was acting as a ranged combatant and off-tank. She and her Dire Bear would act as a reserve and protect the Rangers and their new Witch ally if something unexpected happened.
The group was small, but Hawke didn’t want to risk the other Eternals. He could have gotten another half dozen Sterns to join in, but most of their high-level Adventurers were away from the city, dealing with other troubles. A war in the northwest was heating up, as Orc nomads threatened several Dwarven kingdoms, and there had been Undead outbreaks elsewhere. Hawke didn’t think those were mere coincidences. He’d gladly accepted Korgam’s help but persuaded Thane Stern to keep his people on alert, just in case they were needed to defend Dwarven Hills. In any case, he wasn’t planning to clear the sewers, just to find out what was happening and report it to the authorities.
The group walked quietly after Boris’ outburst; the tunnels had echoed with their voices, so they stuck to hand gestures or relied on Hawke’s ability to send messages to the rest of the party. He, Tava and Saturnyx could keep up a telepathic conversation, but they remained quiet as well, concentrating on the job ahead, and on listening for anything suspicious.
A few minutes later, Hawke heard something in the distance. They were almost to the closest disappearance cluster, where the poorest section of the city abutted the Warrior’s Quarter and spread out through much of the southern quarter of the city. He raised a clenched fist to order everyone to stop. It sounded like a fight in progress. The sounds of metal on metal, and metal on flesh, were unmistakable, even when distorted by the echoing tunnels.
“Let’s go. Prep your spells and try to be quiet,” he said, and led the way, refreshing all his buffs on the go. He had Digger run along the ceiling; the Tarakken’s scrambled up like a cat, his claws digging into the brick and mortal surface as if it was made of soft wood. Things might get tricky; the sidewalks were only five feet wide, which meant only one person could fight on them effectively. The same applied to any enemies they encountered, unless they wanted to dive into the canal. He didn’t know how deep the sewer waters ran and had no intention of finding out.
<Undead are ahead,> Saturnyx warned him. <Several of them. Elite Risen, stronger and faster than humans.>
Fast zombies sucked. Hawke passed along the news as he pushed on. Less than a minute later, he reached a major junction where two tunnels dumped their contents into the central canal. There was a bridge connecting the two sidewalks along the tunnel, about fifty feet from where he was. That was where two people were making a stand, fighting back to back. Dozens of zombies were on both sides of the bridge; more dropped into the sewer canal, splashing in the sludge and trying to scramble onto the bridge from below.
Hawke was shocked to recognize the surrounded fighters: Artos Dunford and Glorificus, two Nerf Herders from the sniper crew that he had wiped out the day before. Neither of them had a gun this time: Glorificus, too hard-pressed to use his bow, was hacking at the zombies with a pair of long daggers, while Artos wielded a sword in one hand and directed a Flame Jet spell with the other. The magical fire turned two Undead into crispy critters; several others were burned but didn’t fall. The Undead they were fighting looked like ordinary citizens of Akila turned into the living dead, but their stats were shockingly high.
Exalted Risen (Undead)
Level 12 Elite
Health 1,200 Mana 600 Endurance n/a
He could have left the Eternals to their fate; just reporting on the numbers and power of the critters attacking them should satisfy the local authorities, but he dismissed the thought as quickly as he had it. Without hesitating, he ordered the attack, and opened up with a dual-cast Mass Blast Undead, enhancing the spell with both Celestial and Order energies, dealing 120-2,400 damage to every zombie within a hundred feet. Only a few monsters dropped, indicating a high resistance to spells, but a moment later Heketa unleased the same spell, burning off their remaining Health. More Undead were coming up, however, with even more powerful monsters directing them:
Exalted Risen Leaders (Undead)
Level 14 Elite Lieutenant
Health 2,800 Mana 1,400 Endurance n/a/
The Undead leaders – Hawke spotted six or seven – were surrounded by purple-green auras that protected them and any lesser zombie within twenty feet of them. None of them took enough damage from the next barrage of spells to drop them. And they could do magic of their own: the monsters howled at the same time, a deafening sound that did more than hurt their ears: it tore into all the members of the party and the two luckless Nerf Herders, inflicting Death damage on them.
Luckily, everyone in Hawke’s group had several layers of protection against that sort of attack. As it turned out, so did the Nerf Herders, although Hawke saw their Health bars dip to dangerously low levels. He charged into the fight, firing off his anti-Undead spell rotation. Bright yellow light with silver and white highlights poured out of his Solar Plexus and Crown Chakras, enabling him to keep wielding his sword and shield without distractions. Spells that healed friends and burned the living dead kept the team and the Herders alive as he reached the first monsters still on their feet.
The reanimated corpse of a day laborer tried to grapple with him, but an overhand slash with Saturnyx severed both of its arms at the elbow, and he slammed his Lesser Shield of Order on the reeling monster, finishing it off. One of the leaders took its place, and unlike the regular zombies, it had a weapon, a huge stone maul that was probably used for construction rather than war. It didn’t matter what its original intent was, the Elite monster swung it as if it weighed nothing, and the maul’s head was glowing with the putrid light of Undeath magic. Hawke blocked one hit, countered with a thrust that burned the monster for over a thousand points of damage, but was hit by the backswing when he miscalculated how long it would take the monster to recover from the first blow.
His magical defenses absorbed the force of the crashing maul, but the Undeath aura around it seeped through them and he felt a cold numbness begin to spread from the point of impact.
You have been afflicted with Major Undead Curse.
You will lose 200 Health, Mana and Endurance per second for 30 seconds.
Warning: This curse bypasses the protection of Mana Shield!
Your Dexterity will be reduced by 2 per second for 30 seconds. If reduced to 0, you will be paralyzed. Lost Dexterity will be regained at the rate of 1 per minute after the Curse is dispelled.
Warning: If you are killed while the curse is in effect, your current body will be raised as an Undead construct. Your Reincarnation will be delayed by 2-4 hours and you will lose 4 Identity points and 1 point from each of your Attributes.
Are you effing kidding me? Hawke’s mind screamed as he ducked under another swing and blasted his target, finally finishing it off. He used Healing on himself, but the spell did not remove the curse, only restoring some of the damage. His Imbued Body reduced some of the ongoing damage, but not enough. Gritting his teeth, Hawke used the Potion Dispenser to inject a Major Rejuvenation potion into his bloodstream and released more healing spells as he fought the half dozen walking dead blocking the way to the bridge. Korgam was right behind him, unable to do much on the narrow walkway, but using one of his abilities to make Hawke more resistant to damage. Behind the Dwarf, Grognard used his own spell selection on the remaining Undead while, further back, the rest of the party rained hell on the enemy. Besides the bunch he was fighting, there were still over a dozen monsters left around the bridge, including three leaders who kept using their howling spells. His Party Interface informed him that Boris and Lady Pew-Pew were beginning to falter. They needed to finish this fight quickly.
Heketa laughed madly behind Hawke, loudly enough to be noticed in the heat of battle. A moment later, dozens of bright blue missiles rained down all over the battlefield. Wherever they landed, they generated something like Hawke’s Healing Wave, restoring the living and burning the Undead. The overlapping explosions wiped out all the zombies left. Even better, the spell removed the curse from every living being it touched, much to Hawke’s relief. He managed to catch the name of the spell she had used, but nothing else: Heketa’s Blessing of Life.
Her spell is named after her?
<She created it, so why shouldn’t she?>
He looked back at the Witch, who had stopped cackling but was still grinning toothily, her eyes glowing with crazy glee. She was effective, and apparently could create and name her own spells, but she didn’t seem to be very stable. Hopefully she would remain functional. Shrugging, Hawke turned to the Nerf Herders, who were downing potions as quickly as they could summon them from their inventories. Artos, the Rogue-Mage combo, turned to his rescuers and froze in shock.
“Oh shit, it’s that Hawke bastard.”
Glorificus shrugged. “I’m too tired to care, and better him than the Undead. You going to kill us again, Hawke?”
“Nah,” Hawke replied. “I didn’t spend all that Mana saving your asses just to send you off to respawn.”
The Elf thought about it for a moment before nodding. “Okay. Thanks, I guess.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Kaiser sent us here. Everyone in the sniper team, I mean. Supposed to be looking for an untapped ley line somewhere below the sewers. But when we got to the spot he marked in our map, we got jumped by a bunch of walking dead.”
“We figured this was some shit detail he gave us, you know, to punish us for letting you steal the guns,” Artos added. “But if he knew about the zombies…”
“If he knew about the zombies, he sent you here to be killed,” Hawke said. “Nice guy, your boss.”
“Worse than killed, I think,” Glorificus said. “They were trying to take us alive. Did something that paralyzed anyone they touched. Three of us managed to break out, but they chased us to the bridge and surrounded us. Lost one more along the way. If it wasn’t for you, they would have taken us, too.”
That was even worse news. Greg the Necromancer had invented – or more likely, been told of – a way to extract the life energies from Eternals. If the zombies had captured the Nerf Herders, they might be using them for something similar. Perma-death was bad enough without having your soul turned into fuel or even coinage. Hawke hadn’t forgotten where the Soul Shards that had helped him level up had come from.
He glanced back at the group, met Tava’s eyes. He asked a question through Saturnyx, and she nodded.
“Show us where you ran into the zombies,” Hawke told Glorificus.
“Why?”
“We’re going to save your friends.”




Twenty-Two

Even without the rescued Eternals’ guidance, it would have been easy to find to the zombie’s point of origin. The trail of corpses led right to it. Hawke didn’t like the Herders, but they had fought hard.
“They took down Gorat right over there,” Glorificus commented, pointing to a walkway where half a dozen Risen lay in pieces.
Some of the chopped-up bodies must have fallen into the canal to be dragged by the sluggish current, but there were plenty left. The Orc had put up quite a fight, which didn’t surprise Hawke in the least, having crossed swords with him. If he hadn’t been cheating, the Archer-Warrior would have given him a much tougher time. Not that Hawke felt bad about cheating. When lives were on the line, you fought to win.
“Was he alive?”
The Elf shrugged. “Dammed if I know. We were retreating in a leapfrog pattern, you know? One of us held them back while the rest moved to a covering position, then that one retreats while we cover him. Just like we’d trained to do, except there were too many.”
“We were covering Glor while he pulled back,” Artos said in a monotone, shell-shocked tone. “Gorat was slicing and dicing them while I blasted them. But one of the bosses leaped up from the canal and tackled him. The other zombies swarmed him, and I couldn’t use AOEs without hitting him. Nothing we could do. We broke contact and ran, until we ran into another group at the bridge.”
You left your buddy behind, Hawke thought, but kept it to himself. Berating the Herders wouldn’t change anything, and he had bigger problems to deal with. Maybe the Orc could be saved, along with the others. Even if all they got in the end was the death penalty, it had to be better than what the Undead had in store for them.
“Surprised you guys didn’t attack me on sight,” he commented as the group trudged on through the dark tunnels.
“We didn’t have standing orders to that effect. So we could use our discretion.”
“That’s nice of Kaiser, giving you a little leeway. Guess favored slaves get that sort of treatment.”
“We aren’t slaves,” Artos replied, snapping out of his funk. “The oaths we took are binding, but at least we’re not like the poor bastards at the Factory.”
“Watch what you say,” Glorificus warned. “If we give out information to an enemy, the oath will kill us.”
“We’ll respawn back at the compound. Better than this shithole.”
“Are you insane? Kaiser sent us off to die. Do you think he wants us telling the others about it? He will be waiting for us at the respawn point to finish us off.”
Artos started to say something, then shook his head and kept walking.
“How far to where you got jumped?” Hawke asked them.
“Two or maybe three intersections ahead. I think,” Glorificus said. “There is a section of tunnel that’s caved in; the hole leads to some underground structure that isn’t part of the sewers. More like a mining tunnel.”
“Right where Kaiser sent us,” Artos added. He shook his head again. “I knew he was mad about us losing the guns, but I never thought he’d do this.”
He fed those poor bastards to the zombies. That’s cold, even for that rat bastard.
<I have known men like him,> Saturnyx said. <Whatever Power he has let into his mind is manipulating him, but it is in his nature to treat all others like tools to be used or discarded at will.>
I figure killing him will fix him, Hawke replied as the group rounded a corner and reached the collapsed wall. He sent an Animated Shadow to scout ahead, and the critter reported nobody was around. Either all the zombies were gone – doubtful – or they had chosen not to send reinforcements after the hundred or so dead runners that had chased the Herders to the bridge, for whatever reason.
This tunnel section was a good thirty feet higher than the one where Hawke had entered the sewers and the current on the canal below was a lot faster and stronger. The passageway sloped up as they reached the central part of the city, which had been built on a higher, hilly area. From what Saturnyx had told Hawke, Akila had started out as a string of hill forts erected by the legions of the Eagle Empire, many centuries ago. The older sections of the city looked down on the rest of the urban sprawl that had grown around it, making it a literal uptown. And, looking into the hidden tunnel that had been revealed by the collapsed sewer wall, uptown held a secret or two.
<There were catacombs in Akila before the legions arrived. This area used to belong to Troggs, and their kind fear and hate open sunlight. Most of their tunnel network was destroyed or became part of the sewers, but some apparently survived.>
Hawke looked at the odd-looking tunnel. Unlike the brick-walled sewers, the semicircular passage appeared to be made of smooth stone that had been polished or melted into shape. It was also much wider, a good fifteen feet from side to side, with a twelve-foot curved ceiling.
“Earth magic,” Grognard said, looking behind him. “I have a few spells in that Element. That’s a tunnel made by reshaping stone or dirt into something stable and solid. Probably enchanted to preserve it long-term.”
<A Trogg warren will be crisscrossed with tunnels like this, linking larger chambers.>
“We saw the tunnel, but didn’t have a chance to take a closer look,” Artos said. “Soon as we got there, they rushed us. The zombies. They’d been waiting for us in the side sewers to surround us.”
“Going in there is suicide, man,” Glorificus said. “No telling what they’ve got at the other end, but it’s got to be more zombies and whoever made them.”
Hawke had to admit the Nerf Herders had a point. Six decent-level Eternals, and they’d lost half of their team in the first scuffle. He checked his Quest Log and found that he still hadn’t officially succeeded in solving the mystery. They were going to have to go in there. But maybe not all of them had to.
“I’ll go alone,” he said. “I can sneak around a lot better on my own than with a bunch of you, and have a better chance of getting out, too.”
“If they capture you…” Tava said. “They are taking Eternals for a reason, darling. You may not Reincarnate after they are done with you.”
“They have to catch me first. I trust you to get everyone back safely.”
“You’ve got to be joking,” Grognard said. “You dragged us halfway across the sewers, and now you’re sending us back?”
“You’re always saying you don’t go around looking for trouble.”
The veteran wasn’t buying it. “Buddy, we’re balls deep in trouble. And shit water. We’re supposed to be a team.”
“I know. But someone needs to do recon, and none of you can do it better than me, or I’d send them instead. If you hang out by the entrance, you’ll be at risk without helping me any. You’re better off getting back and alerting the authorities. We know something is seriously wrong already, but a Trogg tunnel could mean any number of things. I’ve got to learn more.”
“Glory hounds have a way of getting themselves killed, along with a bunch of grunts,” Grognard told him.
“I’m sending you out of harm’s way, for now. And I’ll keep Tava informed. If I need your help, I’ll let you know.”
Grognard stepped back, shrugging, and Hawke turned to the Nerf Herders next.
“You can go back to Kaiser or hide out somewhere until I’m done wiping out your guild. Your choice.”
“Glor was right. If we go back, he’ll probably perma-kill us,” Artos said. “We can go hole up at some low-rent tavern or something. He didn’t give us a deadline to come back. Which should have gotten us suspicious, now that I think of it. He loves deadlines.”
“Can he keep track of you on the Guild Interface?”
“No, not yet, at least.”
“You’re on your own, then. Good luck.”
The two Nerf Herders nodded and headed off. Maybe they’d try to get back in Kaiser’s good graces by telling him about Hawke’s sewer incursion. But what else could he do with them? He had removed Girl’s oath to the guild, but that had required a dive into her memories and nearly gotten them killed. Worse, he’d been warned that the next time he tried that trick, he would pay for it dearly. Two gamers turned into murder hobos were probably not worth risk. Hawke watched them go, wondering why he’d saved them in the first place.
Because it was the right thing, even if it ends up costing me.
He set those thoughts aside and turned to Tava. They held each other for a few moments. It was all they could afford.
“You will come back,” she told him.
“I will. Take care of Digger for me. I can’t hide him, and if I need a tunnel monster, I can summon a copy.”
“Rabbit doesn’t care for the smell of the beast, but I will keep him safe.”
“And keep an eye out for the Herders. I think Kaiser is playing a deeper game than it appears.”
“Whatever he is planning, he made a grave mistake by crossing us,” Tava said, a ferocious grin on her face.
Hawke smiled back. “I love you.”
“And I, you.”
He waited until the group had disappeared into the sewers, went into Ninja mode, and stepped into the catacombs.




Twenty-Three

<There is a large gathering of Undead a hundred yards ahead of us.>
Hawke nodded and continued his stealthy walk down the ancient Trogg tunnel. He had found little more than a few discarded pieces of clothing, probably dropped by some poor bastards as they were dragged off to be turned into more zombies. The passage was sloping down, going deeper into the earth. The magical tunnels must be impossibly watertight to avoid being flooded by the sewers and the nearby river. If his years as a plumber had taught him anything, it was that water would always find a way in, one way or another.
<Earth magic can reshape and align minerals in ways beyond anything the natural sciences can achieve.>
Guess magic is the answer to everything, Hawke thought as he made sure that his Celestial-, Chaos- and Mind-enhanced Twilight Shroud was in working order. Combining the three Forces into the spell was expensive, but the mental effort had been worth it. As long as he didn’t start screaming, banging on the walls, or playing a bagpipe, he was nearly impossible to detect.
<Magic can solve many problems, but not without costs and risks,> the sword replied primly before dropping the bad news. <I now sense the presence of Huntmaster Laryn among the Undead.>
Figures. I’d expected him. Actually hoped so, because if there’s more than one Revenant in the Realms, we’re probably screwed.
The Fae-Undead hybrid that the Necromancer had released into the world had caused more trouble than anything else Hawke had encountered in the Common Realm. And the worst part was that there were over two hundred and fifty other Revenants in the vault of his Stronghold. He had to get rid of them, or there would be no telling what kind of damage they could inflict.
The tunnel leveled off and ended on an open gate. The door was a semicircle thirty feet wide and was made of solid black metal, looking a bit like what you’d find protecting a bank’s vault, decorated with spiral inlays of mithril and gold. Luckily, it was wide open, and through it Hawke saw an open area that stretched out beyond what his Dark Vision could make out. It reminded him of the Arachnoid settlements he had seen, except much larger, with a roughly spherical ceiling at least a hundred feet high, with enough room to fit a village or a small city. Stone structures rose in the distance, built in strange, twisted, pointed buildings that looked a little like soft ice cream twirls, except decorated with sharp spikes instead of sprinkles. That was unusual, but the architecture didn’t explain the unease that crept over him as he approached the buildings. Something in the area felt wrong, unnatural.
<Trogg work, from the Ebon Dynasty,> Saturnyx said. <Commonly known as the Forbidden Dynasty. Millennia have passed since its fall. These ruins were well hidden, to have endured this long.>
Hawke slowed down as he began to hear noises coming from the Trogg settlement. He moved in that direction, catching glimpses of a plaza or courtyard beyond the swirly buildings. Unlike the orderly square-grid pattern of the good parts of the city above him, the paths in this place were curved and twisted, leading to dead ends as often as not. The streets of the underground city were covered with paving stones of some pale material he didn’t recognize in the darkness, where his Dark Vision turned everything into shades of blue. When he took a closer look, he caught glimpses of… grinning skulls staring back at him. They seemed to be floating inside the semitransparent blocks like flies caught in amber. Every ‘tile’ on the street held dozens of death heads. That some hell of a pavement material.
<The Ebon craftsmen were masters of necromancy and even darker arts. They delighted in desecrating all living things.>
Pillars supporting the twisted buildings around him were made of the same clear glasslike material, and suspended in them were more skeletons from dozens of different species, all posed as if caught in the middle of a dance, legs up, heads thrown back. Something about the arrangement struck Hawke as both horrifying and… amusing. He found himself beginning to chuckle, and shook his head to clear it off. This wasn’t funny. It was insane.
This is like something the Laughing Man would do, he thought.
<No, not him. The Maker of Mockery likes his little jokes, but the Ebon Troggs worshipped a different Maker, the one known as the Madwoman, who embraces both Undeath and Chaos equally.>
Hawke shook his head again. When we’re not dealing with emergencies, maybe you should give me a list of all the Makers. I thought Laughing Man was in charge of Chaos and Vazalak Zombi was the Undeath guy.
<There are thirteen known Demiurges, and the Prime Mover who rules them all. And many Elements, Forces and other aspects of reality are linked to more than one of them. Both the Architect and the Geometer are affiliated with Order, for example, while Naturea and the Promethean are associated to Life but the latter also favors Chaos.>
The infodump was enough to give him a headache, and the thought made him feel like breaking out into laughter, despite the fact that the guttural chanting coming from the center of the plaza was getting louder and there was nothing funny about the situation. Even without activating his enhanced senses, he could feel a massive gathering of power ahead. Laughing would be something only a madman – or a Madwoman – might do.
<This is a place of madness and necromancy. Focus your thoughts.>
He took a moment to activate Tranquil Mind, which cost him a hefty ten percent of his total Mana capacity (which was already down another ten percent by having Mana Shield up). The payoff was more than worth it; the urge to start cackling like a nutjob stopped and he felt calmer and more centered. He was positive that the effect wasn’t a targeted attack but simply part of the ambiance of the underground city. Shrugging, he kept moving until he finally got a good look at the plaza.
There was enough light in the open area to allow him to see without his dark vision. He found himself looking onto a circular plaza, at least three or four hundred feet wide, that descended onto a smaller central circle some twenty feet below the street level; a spiraling ramp led from the edge to the center of the plaza. It was like a stadium built by someone who wasn’t quite right in the head. More importantly, the entire spiraling ramp was filled with hundreds of Undead. And they came in two distinct varieties.
Most of the monsters were like the ones who had chased the Nerf Herders into the sewers. The reanimated corpses of innocent Akila citizens, mostly dressed in the remains of woolen tunics and trousers or long skirts that the lower classes wore, although here and there he spotted men in chain mail armor and the red tabards of the City Watch, as well as the occasional adventurer type. Humans for the most part, with a sizable minority from other species, including some Elves, whose Fae blood should have rendered them immune to the Undead curse. They were the Revenant’s work.
The second group comprised a good third of the gathered crowd. Where the regular zombies just stood there, still as statues, the other bunch were dancing as they chanted in low, guttural voices. They were from a species he hadn’t encountered yet: broad-shouldered, with longer arms and shorter legs than humans. Their heads were narrow and flat at the top, a bit like the Frankenstein monster from classic movies; they had no facial or head hair at all, and their long bat-like ears flapped in time with their capering dance moves. Troggs, a bastardized Latin word for troglodyte, although the term usually meant primitive cave-dweller and these Troggs lived in cities and, unlike the zombies that filled two-thirds of the spiraling plaza, were dressed in fine silken robes or suits of full armor made of gleaming bronze scales and mithril helmets with monstrous face masks. They ranged in level from fifteen to eighteen, and their stat boxes identified them as Risen Troggs, with over a hundred Health and Mana per level. Tough critters.
They were Undead but they weren’t the emotionless, relentless creatures Hawke had encountered in the past, maybe because they were creations of the Madwoman rather than Vazalak. The Risen Troggs were chanting and dancing with big grins on their faces, showing off vampire-like fangs. He noticed that the ones wearing silk robes were doing the singing while the warrior types danced. Both the tune and the moves didn’t follow anything like a steady rhythm, however. It kept shifting in discordant ways, like an arrhythmic heartbeat. The music of Chaos. The part of him that was linked to that Force began to pulse in tune with the bizarre melody, causing his Order-attuned Mana to burn hotter, as if it was getting angry. Hawke had to take a moment to fix his Mana channels before the conflict tore him up from the inside. This was some nasty crap and it wasn’t even aimed at him. He was glad his friends hadn’t come along; Heketa, Tava and maybe Grognard might have been able to deal with the insane vibes flying around here, but not the rest.
At the center of the spiral was a pit, and Hawke felt the presence of a Mana Node at the bottom. Screams were coming out of it, almost drowned out by the chanting of the Troggs. Standing over the pit were two figures. Huntmaster Laryn was one of them, although the tall Fae had replaced the dark green cowl he had worn while leading his corrupted Woodling army with a suit of black leather armor covered with blood-red magical symbols. Not he, Hawke corrected himself. It. The Huntmaster wasn’t a person anymore, just a thing under the control of the Undeath Demiurge. Hawke saw the monster’s face for the first time: it had that funhouse-mirror long and narrow shape you saw among the more pure-blooded Elves, with the pointy ears and silver hair common among the Fae. Its skin was chalky white, with missing chunks of flesh that revealed the bone beneath. Larry the Revenant was rotting away, and it didn’t care.
Huntmaster Laryn (Fae, Undead)
Level 23(20) Unseelie Revenant
Health 2,325 Mana 8,638 Endurance n/a  
The bastard had risen up quite a bit in power since the last time Hawke had seen it, although luckily the level cap in the Common Realm prevented the monster from getting the full benefits of its current rank. The numbers only told part of the story; there were multiple energy auras around Laryn, glowing in purple, dark green, and swirling multicolored hues, the colors of Death, Undeath and Chaos, respectively. Hawke was reluctant to use Advanced Mana Sight in a place infected with insanity-inducing energies, but he didn’t need it to see that Laryn had a ton of heavy-duty defenses. Taking down the Revenant was going to take more than him. Maybe more than his entire guild. Larry looked like raid boss material.
And the laughing Trogg woman standing across the pit from Laryn was in the same class.
The Troggs’ physical characteristics were not meant to please human sensibilities, so he couldn’t call her beautiful, but ‘alluring’ and ‘fascinating’ definitely fit. She radiated what they used to call animal magnetism, with eyes bright with insane amusement and a twisted expression that made Heketa seem normal. Her flat head was topped with a spiked bright red Mohawk rising above a gold tiara studded with black jewels. Her scarlet and silver robes had a metallic sheen that rippled in the faint glow of the circle of torches set outside the spiral. There were faces woven in the strange fabric, and they were magically animated, opening and closing their mouths as if saying something; Hawke suspected that if he were closer he would be able to hear the faces in her robes whisper to him.
Arch-Priestess Urgah Thul (Trogg Undead)
Level 25 (20) Chaos Bringer, Death Dancer, Necromancer
Health 3,918 Mana 3,112/6,783 Endurance n/a  
Like Revenant Larry, Urgah was surrounded by protective magic, including something that linked her to her fellow Troggs. That was all Hawke could see without delving deeper than would be good for him. What was important was the fact that two high-caliber agents of Undeath were performing some sort of ritual in the pit, and that from the cries in English coming from the hole in the ground, the Nerf Herders they had captured were part of it.
Problem was, he couldn’t look into the pit without getting a lot closer to the spiral courtyard. His Forces-infused Twilight Shroud was good, but probably not good enough to push through a crowd of Undead. He considered using his Farsight amulet to watch from above.
Do you think they could sense it? Hawke asked Saturnyx. It’s a passive ability.
<It is a possibility. They seem to be intent on their ritual, so perhaps they will not be paying much attention. But using your amulet is not without risk. Neither is approaching in person. The only low-risk option is to leave and be content with what you have already learned.>
Hawke still hoped there was a way to rescue those poor bastards. Maybe they were keeping some of them alive for a later ritual, and he might be able to sneak in after the ceremony was over. Gritting his teeth, he activated the amulet and found himself looking down into the center of the spiraling structure. He regretted it almost immediately.
Three Nerf Herders were at the bottom of the pit, floating in some sort of thick liquid, like molasses or quicksand. They were melting in it. As he watched, one of them – the Orc, Gorat – raised one arm out of the muck, only to scream as the limb simply fell under its own weight as if made of mud. Another Eternal stopped screaming a moment later and sank into the thick sludge without a trace. Strands of blue light emerged from the Mana Node in the pit and flowed into both Laryn and Urgah, who inhaled the death energies, drinking the released soul.
The monstrous pair weren’t simply absorbing the Eternals’ power: they were sending it right back into the ritual they were conducting, augmented by the Mana Node in the center of the spiral. Whatever spell they were devising, it was incredibly strong, the sort of thing he had only experienced when watching the Makers of the Realms reshaping his Stronghold’s structures. It wasn’t quite the power of Creation itself, but something approximating it. The Demiurges couldn’t create or destroy matter, but they could reshape it at will. This ritual was something along those lines. He had to learn what it was.
Knowing he wasn’t going to like what he was about to see, Hawke activated Advanced Mana Sight. 
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Pure information flowed into his mind, overwhelming it for several seconds. If he hadn’t had Tranquil Mind activated, he might have ended up as a drooling vegetable, but luckily the ability and his high Willpower kept him sane, or at least no less sane than he normally was.
The torrent of knowledge shaped itself into forms his mind could digest: complex Mana patterns turned into images and sounds, like a movie played for the benefit of someone too illiterate to read a book. The amount of data in the energy construct would have filled a library; Hawke was able to scan through the highlights, which gave him an idea of what was going – and what was at stake.
The Ebon Dynasty the Troggs had built in their underground lairs – and Lairs, Dungeons and Labyrinths, for the Trogg civilization used those Proving Grounds as homes and fortresses, insane as that sounded – had been devoted to the Madwoman, the Demiurge they knew as the Chaos Dancer, the Empress of Bone and Blood. To gain her favor, the Arch-Priests of Madness had enslaved entire species into a bizarre form of Undeath in which the victims’ minds remained trapped in their corpses, but only after they had been driven insane through a process involving mental and physical torture. Their Chaos Cult had spread throughout the Realms and encroached into the Courts of Faerie and even the High Realms of Asgard and Olympus.
There had been a backlash, of course. The Dynasty’s fall from the peak of power lasted less than a century as all its rivals joined forces to destroy it. Hawke caught glimpses of a magical version of a nuclear apocalypse. Entire cities were consumed by black flames, or collapsed into clouds of loose powder. Giants wielding glowing blades clashed while antlike armies swarmed between their feet. Continents were reshaped or sank beneath the sea.
The Troggs lost. Overthrown and hunted everywhere, the last remnants had retreated to the First Realm, where their most powerful enemies did not dare follow, since their power would be severely curtailed. Near the end, the surviving Arch-Priests had gathered their knowledge and built new weapons of mass destruction. The Common Realm’s limitations had actually worked for them, acting as a dampener that allowed them to use enormous amount of energy without unleashing its full potential, sort of like testing atomic bombs while their explosive power was tamped down to the equivalent of firecrackers. Before they could complete their grim work, however, their own deity betrayed them. The Madwoman apparently decided her followers had gone too far, and with a wave of her hand killed them all. All, as in the entire subspecies of Trogg who formed the Dynasty, wiping them out through every Realm.
All of that flashed through Hawke’s eyes. It was like the inline documentation you found in programming software, adding comments and descriptions. The important stuff, of course, was the program itself, or in this case, the spell the Revenant and the last Arch-Priestess of the Dynasty were casting. Laryn had awakened Urgah from stasis, which had spared her from the fate of her fellow clerics, and the two of them were trying to set off a magical nuke that would turn all living things in Akila and a good fifty mile circle around the city into insane Chaos zombies.
The blast would not quite reach Hawke’s Domain, but all the villages, towns and cities in the area of effect had a combined population of hundreds of thousands. All of them would turn into Undead and swarm in every direction, infecting others. Even worse, the Undead would be crazy but not mindless. They would be able to use weapons and even tactics. Once they wiped out all life in an area, they would march off to another, or even sail ships to reach distant shores. It would be the worst kind of zombie apocalypse, one with hordes of thinking, cunning creatures with only one goal: to create more of their kind until all living things were gone.
And that was but the beginning of the bad news. From the details in the spell’s code, some of the Undead it created would be superior specimens with powerful magical abilities. Others would combine thousands of bodies into giant war beasts. Undead kaiju, Godzilla-sized but with none of the warmth or charm of the big lizard. Very few things in the Common Realm would be able to stand up to them. That ritual was going to be a mother effer.  
Crap. The word didn’t do justice to the situation, but he could have gone on a swearing rampage for an hour and not done any better. The only good news was that it took a lot of time to activate the spell, and that they weren’t even halfway there. The four Eternals they were feeding on were reducing the casting time, but it would still take another two or three days to complete the ritual, and Hawke didn’t plan to give them that long. Time to call the cops.
Urgah raised her head and looked directly at the spot where he had placed the Farsight spell. She looked right through it into Hawke’s eyes. A moment later, she gave out an inhuman shriek, loud enough to echo through the Undead city. Hawke turned off the spell, but the damage was already done. Even from his hiding place, he could hear movement coming from the plaza. Hundreds of monsters had reacted to the outcry and gone into motion, hunting for him.
Double crap.
Hawke ran.
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Objective Completed: Evil Lurks Beneath the Earth
You have discovered that a powerful necromantic ritual is being conducted at a hidden Trogg city beneath Akila. Report this to the authorities before the ritual is complete to claim your reward.
Awesome, Hawke thought as rushed toward the exit.
There was a flash of purple-green light from the spiral behind him, bright enough to cast a shadow in front of him. Heavy-duty spell, he figured.
A moment later, translucent arms rose from every paving block on the ground, including the portion where he was running, each pair connected to one of the skulls suspended in the blocks. It was like an Undead version of the spell the Terror Tree had cast against Hawke a few days ago. Invisibility didn’t count for crap when dozens of groping hands appeared and began to feel around. One closed around his ankle with bone-crushing force and only his superhuman Dexterity prevented him from faceplanting. He unleashed Mass Blast Undead, Consecrated Ground and Burning Light in quick succession, shredding all the ghostly limbs near him – and also doing the magical equivalent of firing off a signal flare. This was going to get nasty.
Really nasty, he realized when an earth-rending sound made him turn toward the entrance he had used to get there. The black-metal door was closed. He was trapped in the Trogg Undercity.
Hawke kept moving, casting his buff rotation as he went. The time for stealth was over. He soon discovered that the grappling limbs were relatively wimpy, withering away when they came into contact with his Order- and Celestial-augmented Aura of Light, which burned them for 120 damage per second. He cut a swath through the spirit shapes as he ran, at the price of leaving a trail a blind man could follow.
Behind him, he heard the rumble of a hundreds of footsteps trampling the ground as the Undead gave chase. He had a good head start on them, but soon found himself having to backtrack when the twisting streets led him to dead ends. A group of regular zombies and a couple of leaders spotted him and used their banshee shriek as an attack and a signal to the rest of the monsters. Hawke retaliated with a volley of Light and Life spells that drained him of a good chunk of Mana but cremated all eight monsters. By the time he was finished, however, a handful of Troggs reached the scene.
The robed Undead unleashed a trio of Chaos-enhanced Death Cyclones that shredded his Bulwark of Light. His other defenses, including his new Mystic powers, took care of most of it, and Mana Shield absorbed the rest, but between that and his spells, his energy pool was running low. Hawke used Blinding Light to slow down the monsters and kept running, using the Dispenser to inject a Major Mana potion directly into his bloodstream. He didn’t need Saturnyx to tell him he’d screwed up. Taking the time to destroy the first gang of Undead had almost gotten him killed. There was no way he could win a stand-up fight even with the hundreds of minions in the city, let alone the two bosses. He had to stay on the move until he found a way out.
I should have paid someone to teach me Earth magic.
Between his Unlimited Potential and his Mana Channeling senses, he could pick up any Element or Force he was exposed to. Problem was, only a handful of people in the Sunset Valley knew Earth spells, and most of those were members of the Stern Clan, who liked to charge an arm and a leg to teach spells. Hawke had figured he would eventually get around to it, as soon as he found some time off from his duties running the Domain, having a relationship with three women, and dealing with one emergency after another. Maybe he should have found the time.
More anti-life spells hit him. His pursuers knew the area and were beginning to surround him. He had enemies on his left – more of Laryn’s reanimated corpses – and a whole bunch of Troggs to the rear. He ran through the swirling buildings and saw one of the cave’s walls looming ahead. If he couldn’t find an exit there, he was done for. He had a tentative plan to summon a Tarakken and have the Digger clone try to dig him an exit. If that didn’t work, the best he could hope for was to get killed and respawn. If they caught him alive… Images of the Nerf Herders in the melting pit made him run faster.
Hawke Lightseeker.
A female voice called to him. That wasn’t the first time it had happened to Hawke, but the voice in this case was different than Saturnyx’s. The message wasn’t Mind magic, which he was familiar with, but something working on a different wavelength he didn’t recognize. And yet, there was something familiar about the voice, something he couldn’t pinpoint in the middle of the running fight, but which made him distrust it immediately.
That’s my name, lady, he sent back as he used Twilight Step to gain some distance on his pursuers. But I’m kinda busy right now.
I can see that. I would like to make a bargain with you. I can facilitate your escape from your current predicament, in return for a favor of my choosing.
<That’s a Soul Sending,> Saturnyx said. <Fae magic.>
Hawke cursed under his breath. Dealing with Fae was risky, not something you wanted to do in a rush. A moment later, he found himself at another dead end. He’d managed to put a building between him and the larger group of Undead, but the Troggs were right behind him. He couldn’t see any doors or windows in the structures around him, so after dropping a Consecrated Ground on the street, he used Burning Light to smash a hole in the nearest wall. The cone spell tore through the composite material as if it was papier-mâché, creating an opening big enough to walk through. Hawke rushed into the building as more spells hit him. His Mana was dropping to dangerous levels, so he accessed another potion. Two left before he had to start drinking them by hand.
The inside of the building was as twisted and insane as the exterior. Hawke found himself in a narrow corridor that curved until it met other spiraling passageways. Hawke went left. One direction was as good as another when he could just blast through any walls in his way. Being out of sight kept more spells from hitting him, at least. A couple of healing spells removed any ongoing damage, giving him a few seconds of peace. They hadn’t landed a Major Undead Curse on him, thankfully, because he didn’t know how to remove them.
You are running out of time, Hawke Lightseeker, the Fae said.
What is the favor you want? Hawke replied. I’m not giving you a blank check.
While he spoke, he continued down the corridor and opened his map app. It only showed him places he had seen, so most of the building’s interior remained blank, but all he was interested in was a general direction, as in away from his pursuers. Behind him, he heard howling laughter as the Troggs came closer. He left another Consecrated Ground for them and kept moving.
I want one of the Revenants you stole from the Necromancer Gregory Ballantine, the voice answered after a short pause.
So you help me escape this Revenant to let another one loose? Screw that!
That was all the time he had for conversation. A Trogg warrior in his bronze armor came at him, two short swords in his hands, each glowing with the curse he’d been worrying about. Hawke hit it with three anti-Undead spells, but the bastard was an Undead tank, with massive protections and Health, and it kept coming. Hawke blocked a thrust with his shield, deflected a second blow with his sword, and sent a Hammer of Light right into the monster’s leering metal mask. That staggered the Trogg for a second, just enough time for Hawke to ram Saturnyx into its chest and send a 500-Mana bolt of Light energy through the blade and directly into its body. The monster exploded into chunks of meat just as two more rushed into view and he had to run again.
We have no intention of releasing another Revenant, the Fae went on. We want to study them to better understand the necromancy that created them and device countermeasures against it.
Fae rarely lied directly, although they were experts at twisting the truth to suit their purposes. Still, Hawke didn’t like the idea of letting one of those monsters fall into their hands. He blasted another hole and ran out of the building – right behind another group of reanimated zombies. Before the Undead could react, Hawke hit them with a couple of area spells and ran off in the opposite direction. Sooner or later, they were going to corner him. He’d better make a deal before that happened.
If you help me get out of here and return to the surface, I will allow you or one person of your choice to come to my Stronghold and examine one Revenant.
He had to use a third Mana potion as he ran through a gauntlet of spells, curses, and poisoned missiles; some of the Trogg warriors were carrying crossbows.
Very well, Hawke Lightseeker. We have a bargain.
Great, Hawke thought as he kept running. There were bands of Undead of both varieties on three sides of him, leaving him only one place to go, a broad avenue that curved away from the cavern wall and led back into the city. A blast of black lightning hit him from above; he looked up and saw several Troggs flying atop bat-like monsters. They had an air force, and he was out of luck.
Kindly stop running and stand close to a building, the Fae woman instructed.
He did as he was told, and realized a perfect copy of himself was still running down the road, chased by the band of Troggs behind him. The illusion was powerful enough to fool the Undead; not only that, the fake Hawke fired off a couple of spells that injured and killed a few of its pursuers, which none of the illusion spells Hawke knew of could do.
<Fae Glamours can fool reality itself, for a while,> Saturnyx said. <Whoever this woman is, she has mastered the art. Be wary of her.>
I think she’s one of the Fae who worked for Laughing Man and brought Greg to the Realms. Cheerleader and Goth Girl.
<Very likely, but I would not reveal that knowledge to them. The Fae do not like to have even their assumed names be known.>
Wasn’t planning on bringing it up, he replied as he turned off his auras and recast Twilight Shroud on himself, as well as taking the time to reach into his inventory and refill his Dispensary with fresh Mana potions. He still wasn’t out of the woods.
The pursuit moved away from him. He thought about circling back and taking another look at the ritual circle, but decided he’d taken enough insane chances for the day. What he needed to do was get the hell out and inform the authorities that a dead Trogg city was coming to life right under their feet.
What next? Hawke asked the Fae woman.
Come toward me. The cavern is protected against most forms of teleportation and intrusion, so we need to be much closer to extricate you from it.
He had figured as much, which was why he hadn’t tried to use Node Recall to get out of the caverns, that and the fact that the closest Node under his control was three days’ travel away from the city, with no quick way to get back. There were still sounds of fighting and spellcasting in the distance, so the simulation was giving the Undead a good show. Best to make good use of it.
A set of coordinates appeared on his map, a red point in a sea of darkness, since he hadn’t visited that area yet. He made his way there, moving as quickly as he could while remaining in stealth mode. The fighting in the city stopped, and soon he spotted parties of Undead prowling through the warped streets. The jig was up, and they were looking for him. And they weren’t relying on their eyes and other senses, either; their witches and lieutenants were casting area spells all around them, hoping a lucky hit would reveal his position. It was the sort of tactic you used when you had an unlimited supply of Mana, and Hawke realized with a sick feeling that he had seen the monsters’ Mana pools refill themselves with impossible speed. The ceremony, or maybe the city itself, was recharging their energy.
He made it to the cave side just ahead of one of the scouting parties. All he could see was an unyielding wall of stone, probably warded against Earth spells, teleports, and scrying spells. He didn’t know how he was going to get through it.
I’m here, he sent out. Behind him, he heard the unmistakable howling of a Death Cyclone, too far to hurt him, but making him feel like a submerged sub while depth charges went off around it.
Listen carefully, the Fae woman said. You will use your Twilight Step spell. I have created an opening in the rock that will serve as your emergence point, but you must let me access your mind so you can see it through my eyes.
What? You never mentioned that before.
There was hardly enough time to explain. Now, do it or take your chances with the Troggs. I swear I will not use the connection to harm you in any way, now or in the future.
Hawke scowled but when he felt a mental probe reaching for him, he allowed it in. More spells were going off all over the city, and sooner or later one of them was going to land close enough for the Undead to spot him. His vision wavered, and when it cleared, he was staring at a dark and narrow tunnel where two figures waited. He only could see their feet, as the Fae woman was looking down: one set clad in green boots, and one pair bare and covered in tattoos.
Make the jump. I will help you get past the wards.
The maximum range of his teleport was thirty yards. He hoped he wasn’t about to try to exceed it, since a failure would leave him stranded where he was and send out a flare of Mana that would let everyone nearby know where he was. Activating the spell only took a thought, but instead of appearing elsewhere an eyeblink later, everything slowed down to a crawl. He was moving through pure darkness, and something was trying to drag him back. The wards against teleportation, he figured.
Bolts of light energy flashed past and exploded somewhere behind him. Everything speeded up again, and Hawke found himself standing on the tunnel, facing his rescuers. The Fae woman had gotten him out.
“Look who the cat dragged in,” one of them, a half-naked man covered in tattoos, said. The man’s voice was somewhat familiar, but Hawke had to look at the nameplate floating over his head to recognize him.
“Nice to see you, bro,” Desmond the Destroyer told him, a nasty smile on his face.
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Desmond the Destroyer (Human, Eternal)
Level 21(20) Engraved Warrior
Health 6,111 Mana 2,262 Endurance 3,171
Desmond’s head was shaved, and covered in more tattoos; so was his face, reminding Hawke of a hard-core Mexican gangster. His broad chest was festooned with even more ink, as well as scar designs that looked like they had been burned into his hide, like cattle brands. Almost every inch of the Warrior’s skin was covered with intricate designs and symbols that Hawke recognized as spell patterns. Hawke had an enchanted tattoo of his own, a boar design on his chest that increased his Health and Resistance values, but he hadn’t gotten it inked; it had been magically grafted to his skin when he ‘equipped’ it. By the looks of it, Desmond’s tattoos had been made the old fashioned way.
The Engraved Warrior – an Elite Class Hawke hadn’t heard of – was wearing only a leather harness, a kilt, and a pair of sandals. His main weapon was an insanely oversized sword with a six-foot chopping blade that looked like something stolen from a Japanese action game. It barely fit in the tunnel and looked like it would be useless indoors, but it probably had some magical property that made those shortcomings irrelevant. A quick glance revealed it was a level 20 Masterwork item known as Ghost-Cutter. Its abilities were shielded from his True Sight and he didn’t feel like trying to do a full Mana analysis of it. Besides the main weapon, half a dozen daggers hung from the chest harness, some long enough to qualify as short swords. No shield, although his insanely-high Health suggested that he could act as a tank and damage-dealer.
“You don’t look so tough anymore, Hawke,” Desmond said. “I bet I could kick your ass.”
“Maybe later, dear,” the woman standing by his side told him. Desmond’s grin vanished and he unconsciously took a step back. Some things had changed, but the big guy was still letting women walk all over him. Except that the green-clad creature facing Hawke was no ordinary woman.
Her stat box was nothing but question marks, revealing nothing except her species: High Sidhe. Hawke couldn’t see her class, level, or energy pools. That meant she was at least fifteen levels higher than him, had access to powerful abilities to hide her nature, or, more likely, both. She was over six feet tall, slender but not spindly, unlike most Fae, and her bright coppery hair was arranged in a dozen braids woven through with gold wire. Her inhumanly large purple eyes regarded him with amusement, her mouth quirked in a thin smile that he recognized from the Necromancer Greg’s memories. Leara, also known as Cheerleader. Agent of some guy called Saul Valentino who was likely working for Laughing Man, Demiurge of Chaos.
“I am known as Leara,” she said. “I am glad you still live, Twilight Templar.”
“I’m not,” Desmond muttered.
“That’s wonderful, but maybe we should get going,” Hawke replied. “There’s a major ritual going off in those ruins, and my guess is that it’s going to trigger a Zombie Apocalypse of some sort.”
Leara nodded. “So I have gathered. The Ebon Dynasty created powerful weapons meant to turn the populace of entire cities into teeming hordes of Laughing Dead, as they called their monstrous creations. That is likely what your enemies plan to unleash.”
“Not on my watch,” he said before mentally reaching out to Tava, who was still in range of the sword-bond. He explained the situation to her in a few sentences.
Let Thane Stern know. He can get the Dwarves ready. I’m going straight to the Prefect. This is going to take a lot of firepower.
We will be there soon, Tava replied. But be careful of the Fae woman, and, next time you fight, you will have me by your side or you will face another fight afterward.
I promise, he told her. And I love you.
As do I.
“All right,” he said out loud. “I take it this tunnel leads back to the sewer tunnels? I have business to attend to.”
“What, no ‘thanks for saving my ass’?” Desmond asked. “What a dick.”
Saturnyx had taught Hawke that you never thanked the Fae, or they would take it as an admission that you owed them something and they would not hesitate to collect on such debts. From the looks of it, Desmond now belonged to Leara, and from the way the Warrior cringed when the Fae woman shook his head at him, it wasn’t a pleasant dom-sub relationship. More like a horror show situation.
“You’ll have to forgive him for his rudeness,” she said. “Dear Desmond is no longer fit for polite company. He mostly kills anyone I tell him to kill, and keeps to himself otherwise. But yes, I created this tunnel from the sewers above us. I sensed you were about to get in trouble and prepared a way out. We have a bargain, Hawke Lightseeker. See that you keep it.”
“I’ll do my best. Only thing is, I’m about to do something extremely dangerous.”
“Other than wandering around an ancient Trogg city by yourself, you mean.”
“That’s how I roll. I’m sure I’ll survive, being an Eternal and all, but you never know. I think that keeping me alive until I can take you to my Stronghold is in your best interests.”
Leara grinned. “You are asking for my help with no attached obligation in return.”
“No. I’m saying that if I’m dead I cannot fulfill my current obligation.”
“It appears that your bloodline runs true, for you argue like one of the Good Folk. Perhaps we may be of some help, although I think a better bargain can be reached.”
“You want us to help him?” Desmond said, his hatred of Hawke overriding his fear of Leara. “After what he did to me?”
“I want you to do as you’re told,” she replied coldly. “What he has done to you is but a tithe of what I will do if you displease me.”
The Warrior backed off once more and lowered his head. Hawke didn’t like the dynamic he was seeing, not one bit, but Desmond had made it clear that he was no friend of his. Not entirely without justification, but the hatred he saw in Desmond’s eyes was reason enough to let him sink or swim on his own.
<I had grown convinced you would always remain merciful to a fault,> Saturnyx told him. <It is good to see you realize that you never let a treacherous dog have the chance to bite you twice.>
Leara grinned. “I am prepared to lend you dear Desmond, to serve you as you wish, in return for the destruction of all Revenants in your possession. After I am done examining one of them, of course.”
Hawke looked thoughtful and did not say that he had already decided to destroy all the Undead Fae that he’d inherited from Necromancer Greg. Getting paid for something you were going to do all along seemed like a damn good deal. Having Desmond’s help could be useful, and he thought the Warrior was too afraid of Leara to do anything that might put the deal with Leara in jeopardy.  
“Why not your help?” he asked her. “You can probably handle both bosses on your own.”
“In the higher Realms, perhaps, although Laryn is a tricky one; he has humbled a god already, and might prove to be a handful. But my presence in Akila must remain a secret, for I was not given permission to be here. Their wards are powerful; I have managed to fool them, but if I reveal myself they would strike me down.”
After seeing how the city’s wards had nearly killed Blaze, Hawke could understand that. Interesting that pure-blooded Fae were treated like Demons or Undead. Maybe the similarities didn’t end there. Worrisome, since he was part Sidhe himself.
<All three kinds are higher orders of being, to be treated with caution by mere mortals. Eternals lie somewhere in between, until they rise in power enough to join their ranks.>
“Very well,” he said. “Let’s get going.”
Desmond glared but kept silent.




Twenty-Seven

As soon as the tunnel Leara had created reached the sewers, the Fae woman parted ways with Hawke.
“I will leave Akila now,” she said. “When your task is done, dear Desmond, meet me at the meadow where we stayed before entering the city. Do not make me come looking for you.”
“You won’t have to. I’ll be there,” the Warrior said. He didn’t use any titles or honorifics when he spoke, but there was a tone of worshipfulness in his voice that left no doubts as to who was in charge.
“If that ritual goes off, you won’t be safe within fifty miles of the city,” Hawke warned her.
“There is still time. I will not be in the Common Realm by the time the ceremony is complete. It would be a pity if the whole place dies out, I must admit. I would actually feel bad. For a bit.”
She was speaking English, which somehow made her sound even more alien than if she’d stuck to Common Fey.
“These things happen,” she went on when she noticed the look Hawke was giving her. “Someone will eventually step in and set things to right even if you fail, Mr. Twilight Paladin. Sure, a lot of peasants won’t get to live their allotted fortysomething years of miserable existence, but Ragnarök is always harder on the little people. In this case, at least everyone will get to suffer, rich and powerful and poor and helpless alike. Equality in misery. Very democratic.”
“You could help stop it.”
“I’m lending you my pet. He’s pretty formidable. That’s as far as I can go without upsetting my superiors. I hope you make it, Hawke, but I won’t risk my immortal skin on something as vulgar as saving a city full of humans and other lesser species.”
“Great,” Hawke said, already regretting having made a deal with the Sidhe woman. “I guess I’ll see you when you come to collect on your debt.”
“That you will.”
She turned to Desmond, who was glancing back between her and Hawke, clearly unhappy. Her grin widened.
“You’ll be all right, dearie.” Her accent changed, like something out of a British show, as she handed him a flask. “Have a wee bit of the nectar.”
The Engraved Warrior took a long swig from the container, and his eyes gained a glassy sheen that Hawke didn’t like. A drug of some sort, he figured. Desmond seemed to relax somewhat.
With that, Leara headed snapped her fingers and teleported away. Nice trick.
“She could have at least given us a ride to the surface,” Hawke commented sourly.
Desmond laughed. “Leara doesn’t do favors. She already got what she wanted from you, so why would she do anything else?”
“Well, she lent you to me. I’ll make sure to return you to your owner in good condition.”
He shrugged, seemingly too drunk or drugged to care much. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t care either way. And I’m tired of smelling the sewer, so let’s get moving.”
* * *
They made it to the surface in silence, which suited Hawke. He didn’t really have anything left to say to Desmond.
He used the quiet time to make a quick call to Tava through Saturnyx. They exchanged news first. Her group had just made it back to Dwarven Hills and Korgam was talking to the thane.
“Saturnyx kept me apprised of your misadventures,” Tava told him. “Beware of Desmond.”
I am, Hawke replied mentally. He still blames me for everything, including the brand-new mess he’s in.
<He likely does not deserve what the Fae woman is doing to him, but he should have known better than to link his fate to hers. Now he is little more than a slave.>
Maybe I should help him get out of that situation. I just don’t know how, short of cutting Leara’s throat, which is a bit extreme.
<Even slaying her might not be enough. Some Fae can Reincarnate in a manner similar to Eternals.>
I didn’t know that. I thought we were unique.
<The original High Sidhe were beings of energy who willingly bound themselves to a physical form. Their true forms are nearly indestructible.>
Hawke shrugged. If he had to deal with the High Sidhe, he’d explore the ‘nearly’ concept and figure something out.
This is going to be rough, he told Tava. That Troglodyte city is nasty as hell.
Too rough for poor little me, perhaps, she replied, half-amused, half-annoyed. You sent me away for my own good once today. I believe that is your limit.
We’ll probably be going back there soon, he said. And I can’t think of anybody else I want fighting beside me.
Which was true, although in no small part because if she was nearby he could make sure she stayed in one piece. But also because her Ranger-Slayer class combo made her downright deadly, especially at range, although she could hold her own in close combat as well. Her biggest deficiency was against debuffs and mind-affecting spells, and there would be plenty of healers and protection magic to go around. It wouldn’t be safe, but safety was at best relative in the Realms. Case in point: the tens of thousands who might be a few days away from turning into Undead and couldn’t run, hide, or fight against that fate.
I will see you soon, he promised her as he spotted an exit to the sewer. Right after I share the bad news with the authorities.
I’ll be helping the Sterns rally up the Dwarves, as well as readying our guild. They’ve all volunteered to go, by the way.
I guess dumbassery is contagious, he said.
Hawke took a grateful breath when he and Desmond emerged into the familiar environs of the Crafter’s Market, only to discover that he’d been down in the sewers long enough for the stench to cling to him. Grunting, he stepped behind a vacant stall and recycled all his clothes through the Inventory. He’d discovered that doing that removed dirt and foreign objects from items, returning them in pristine condition. He still didn’t smell like roses, but it would have to do until he had time for a bath. It probably didn’t matter, since expected he would be going back down into the sewers either in a few hours or the next day at the latest.
Hawke replaced the Thanatos armor with the Tercos Agostas’ set, which wouldn’t attract as much attention or terrify the tourists; the Death-attuned armor was scary as hell, and with good reason. He also changed his name and class again. Kaiser’s sniper teams could still be out there, waiting for him to show his face.
“What now?” Desmond asked him, not sounding like he cared much about the answer.
“Going to the temple district to see the High Priest of Lumina. After that, we and a few others will see the Prefect and get a posse together.”
“Sounds like fun,” the tattooed Warrior said. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure nobody hurts you, much.”
“Just follow my lead and we’ll be fine.”
“Sure. Just like the last time.”
“I don’t have time to rehash old crap. You got butthurt about something that happened before I met you, and you decided to leave the party. It’s done. I don’t know what’s going on between you and the Fae woman…”
“None of your business.”
“… but it’s none of my business, correct. So let’s just do some hack and slash and then we can part ways again. We don’t have to be friends.”
If they were friends, Hawke would have told Desmond that Leara had played a part in turning a human gamer named Greg into Domort the Necromancer, and that, years later, Greg had captured and tortured her after someone had given him her True Name, enabling his spells to bypass all her defenses and resistance levels. Or that she had been an agent of Laughing Man, and probably still was. But he couldn’t trust Desmond. He would tell Leara, who struck Hawke as the kind of person who’d kill anyone who knew too much about her.
“Sounds awesome,” Desmond agreed. As they started walking down the street, he asked, “How’s Alba?”
“Pretty good. She’s my Chief Intelligence Officer now.”
“You two together?”
“None of your business. But no.”
“How about Nadia?”
“She’s good, too. Anything else is none of your business, either.”
“Fair enough, I guess.”
They stayed quiet after that, until Desmond noticed Hawke looking around and mostly up.
“What’s bothering you?”
“Snipers.”
“Snipers?”
“Kaiser figured out how to make guns, sort of. Magical, no way to mass produce them, but they shoot just fine and hit pretty hard.”
“Huh. I’ll keep an eye out for them, too.”
“Thanks.”
They made their way through the market, where Hawke noticed the crowd looked downright anxious. He and Desmond attracted many suspicious stares, but the subdued mood went beyond that; there were few smiles to be seen, and a lot more merchants had short swords or long daggers visibly hanging from belts at their waists, something he hadn’t seen before. The Crafter’s Market had plenty of private guards, but the sellers themselves didn’t normally go around armed. The disappearances must have spooked everyone.
If he didn’t stop the ritual, none of those precautions would save those people, of course. That was why he needed all the help he could get, even if it came from an untrustworthy gamer and his Fae mistress.




Twenty-Eight

Quest Complete: Evil Lurks Beneath the Earth, Part I
You have earned 4,800 Experience (+20% from Triune Goddesses bonus, 600 diverted towards Leadership; 600 diverted towards Node Mastery.
You have earned 25 gold.
You have gained +170 Reputation with City Prefect Decimes (100% Charisma Bonus, -30% for being the bearer of dire news).
Your Leadership has increased to Level Twelve! New abilities available.
Current XP/Next Level: 114,452/125,000. Leadership XP/Next Level: 51,327/75,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 26,738/35,000. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 5,352/7,500
That’s nice, Hawke thought. Between the metric ton of monsters he had killed and the quest he had completed, he was almost to his next level. Assuming he didn’t get killed again, of course.
He dismissed the notification and continued to watch City Prefect Orelio Decimes squirm as the ‘dire news’ sunk in. From the way the man’s nose wrinkled when he glanced at Hawke, the sewer stink was still an issue. That had to be putting a dent in his Charisma bonuses.
“A city of Troggs? An Undead city of Troggs, rising up to destroy Akila!” the man gasped. He turned to his chief Wizardry Councilor. “What do you have to say Albonicus?”
Albonicus (Level 18 Elementalist Wizard) looked worried as he answered his boss. “Even now, our scrying spells cannot locate the Trogg ruins. If what the Paladin says is true, their foul magic has kept them hidden for millennia, and we cannot even fathom how they did it, let alone how to break through their wards.”
After taking a deep breath, the wizard went on. “None of this should be possible. No Undead should have entered the city without being burned to cinders by our own wards, either. We face a power greater than anything that should exist in the Common Realm.”
Which is exactly what is happening, Hawke thought. At least two Makers are making a mess. Three if Kaiser’s patron is someone else.
“First this plague of Eternals, and now this!” the Prefect lamented. “Have we angered the gods so much that they will not rest until they bring ruin to all our works?”
Dude is a drama queen.
<Many high officials study the theatrical arts, to better give inspirational speeches.>
Figures.
“The gods sent Hawke Lightseeker here, your Esteemed Excellency,” High Priest Secondo said. “Through him, they seek to avert the very evil we now face.”
“I wish they could be more direct with their interventions.”
Secondo frowned. “Your Excellency, to wish the gods to act openly is to wish untold destruction into the Realms. When gods intervene, mountains crumble and seas swallow whole cities. Their might is too much for mere mortals to face, or even to be in its vicinity.”
“Yes, of course,” Orelio grunted, not pleased to be corrected but too worried to make much of it. “We must strike before their filthy ritual is complete! The Ninth Legion will deal with them, won’t they, Legate General Neron?”
The military commander (a level 21 Warrior-Arcane Commander) had been at the meeting and listened silently while Hawke, the High Priest of Lumina, Korgam Stern, acting as representative of Dwarven Hills, and Archmage Jacobus (Jake Duchamp’s official name and title), told their tales. Besides the Prefect and the general, the City Sorcerer and the Captain of the City Watch were present. Everyone was seated at a c-shaped table, with the Prefect on his own taller chair in the middle of the semicircle, where he could look down on everybody. They all had listened to Hawke’s news with grim expressions.
Neron answered the Prefect’s question in a tired, exasperated tone:
“All but a cadre of troops are tending to their land grants, in preparation for the Juno harvest. As they have done for every one of the past fifteen years, since Your Excellency decided to replace their pay with the produce of said lands, which they must supervise if they hope to turn a profit. This makes campaigning at this time of the year rather difficult.”
“Well, have them assemble! This is an emergency.”
“Seven thousand men are scattered throughout as many farms, many of them a week’s ride away. We don’t have the means to bring them all back in fewer than ten days, or perhaps two weeks. From what the Paladin said, this matter will be resolved long before that happens. One way or another.”
“General,” Hawke interrupted before the Prefect stopped sputtering and continued the argument. “What forces do you have in the city?”
“A much better question, your holiness. Two centuries of new recruits, currently undergoing their ten-week training period, and another century’s equivalent of trainers, officers, and non-commissioned officers, long in years but also in experience and skill. They include two dozen Class holders, levels five to twelve. They are worth five times their numbers, but still leaves well short of a full legion. And we have the Wizards’ Auxiliaries, of course, since they insisted in a cash payment and remain in the city. Twenty magic-users, level nine to fifteen.”
“The City Watch numbers eight hundred men, and the Special Cohort is comprised entirely of Adventurers in Akila’s service,” Orelio added.
The Legate sneered. “Most of those eight hundred are fat and corrupt, more at home intimidating shopkeepers and rousting out street urchins than fighting. Only a few former legionnaires ever choose to wear the red coat, and those are usually the bottom of the barrel, since a veteran in good standing can find better work elsewhere.”
The Watch Captain started to protest, but the Legate interrupted him. “We do not have time to argue,” Neron went on. “But I will take the Special Cohort of the Watch, who are almost worth their salt.”
“In any case, we can’t take too many normies, ah, non-Adventurers there,” Hawke said. “The place has some nasty enchantments that will drive people crazy just from being there. Unless you can protect an army, you need people who can take care of themselves.”
“There will be Adventurers aplenty joining ye,” Korgam Stern said. “Sixty Dwarves of assorted Classes have volunteered in any effort to preserve the city. We will pick twenty of their best to join the force going into the Trogg ruins, with the rest standing guard, not only over our own, but over all of Akila.”
“And my Guild as well,” Hawke said. “There are only seven of us, but we’ll fight.”
“And the Green Coven will send six of their members, including their leader Heketa, all gifted healers. At least, they will do so as soon as the Prefect puts an end to their persecution, now that he knows they had nothing to do with the attack on my Council,” Jake Duchamp added. “I will join as well, representing the Council of the Wise. There would be more if the Nerf Herders hadn’t murdered most of us in our beds, of course.”
“I will rescind the arrest warrants against the Coven immediately, and we will certainly deal with the Herders as soon as possible,” Orelio said. “Those rabid dogs invaded my home and threatened my life! All that can wait until the current crisis is over, unfortunately. We may need to use the forces we amass against the Undead to bring justice to the so-called ‘King’ Wrecker and his gang of bandits.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Hawke said.
“Do you think those forces will suffice?” the Prefect asked.
“There were maybe a thousand Undead down there, mostly minions,” Hawke said. “Tough minions, but with some coordination and magic support, we can take them. My biggest worry is the leaders. The Revenant is an Undead-Fae hybrid with a lot of power, and the Trogg leader is a Chaos-Undeath expert.”
“We’ll handle them,” Jake said, sounding fairly sure of himself.
“Also, they know I saw what they were up to before I escaped, so they must expect an attack. They are probably preparing their defenses to keep us away while they finish their ritual.”
“They cannot be allowed to finish,” Jake said. “We can’t evacuate the city in a week, and even if we could, most wouldn’t get beyond the spell’s area of effect in time. They would just die tired.”
“Then let us act,” the Prefect said, looking and sounding like a leader. It might be an act, but it helped raise the morale of the gathered city officials. “Make an end of it, and quickly. We attack at dawn tomorrow.”
You have been offered a Quest: Evil Lurks Beneath the Earth, Part II
You have learned that an ancient Trogg city lies beneath Akila, and that its Undead denizens, along with Laryn the Revenant, are preparing a deadly ritual. They must be stopped or thousands will die.
Quest Objective: Participate in the operation to prevent the ritual from being completed.
Quest Rewards: 7,500 Experience, 50 gold; +300 Reputation with the Triune Goddesses; +150 Reputation with the authorities of Akila, +25 Global Renown.
Penalties for Failure: -300 Reputation with the Triune Goddesses.
Accept? Y/N
Hawke nodded and accepted the quest at the same time. The raid was on.




Twenty-Nine

You have been Deputized into the service of the City and People of Akila.
Your effective level has been raised by 5.
You have gained the following bonuses: +5% Resistance to all Elements and Forces, +10% Resistance to Demonic, Fae and Undead effects, +10% increased morale. Your Health, Mana and Endurance regeneration rates have increased by 20%.
Duration of all effects: 5 hours.
“Not bad at all,” Hawke said as he felt the city’s blessing flow through him.
Many of those effects wouldn’t help him much, since he was already at the Common Realm’s level cap, but they would benefit his guild buddies a great deal. Unfortunately, the effects didn’t stack up with his Leadership bonuses. He had picked Generalship IV as his new Leadership ability, which gave his party a four-level boost, but only the highest level raise counted. His other party leader abilities still applied to his team, and he had included not only his fellow Earth and Realms Defenders into his party, but the entire Dwarven Hills contingent.
The thirty-three members of his team comprised about a fourth of the expeditionary force going down into the sewer. There were three other groups of similar size gathered in the open market they were using as a staging area, since it was right next to the entrance the Nerf Herder sacrificial party had used to go into the sewers. The square was usually crowded with produce vendors who served the lower class inhabitants of the neighborhood, but all the civilians had quickly cleared out when they heard the rhythmic clanging that marching soldiers in metal armor made. People around those parts knew those sounds meant nothing good. In this case, they didn’t know just how right they were.
Hawke wanted to warn them of the deadly threat right under their feet, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. Even if the Troggs and the Revenant weren’t rushing their ritual, few of the hundreds of thousands of people living within fifty miles of Akila would get far enough to avoid being driven mad, killed, and then turned into Undead. He set aside the gloomy thoughts and examined the small army coming together.
The Legion’s magical auxiliaries consisted of fourteen wizards and priests, all wearing blue cloaks with the Ninth Legion insignia. Besides their cloaks, their gear was personalized, although most of them wore crested helmets with the same set of enchantments. A quick look told Hawke the helmets and cloaks allowed the mages in the unit to cast tactical spells pooling all their Mana together without undergoing a ritual. Saturnyx had told him those mass spells could tear the heart out of entire battalions if caught in the open or without magical defenses, making them the equivalent of heavy artillery.
Twenty-four grim-faced men in classical Roman helmets and segmented armor stood in neat lines next the spellcasters they were meant to protect. The regular soldiers were older than average and all belonged to the Warrior or Legionnaire classes. Legate General Nero was there as well, with a personal bodyguard of six men and two women, all of hybrid classes that let them combine magic with fighting.
On the opposite side of the market, keeping their distance from the Legion’s force, were the members of the Special Cohort. They wore the red cloaks of the City Watch over a motley collection of armor and weapons. Hawke spotted the high-caliber Adventurers who had been sent to look for the ‘dragons’ who triggered the city’s wards. The difference between the two groups was stark. The Legion’s mages were clearly used to large scale combat, or at least trained for it, from the way they calmly went over their buffs and spell rotations. The city’s elite looked more nervous; Hawke had heard they worked in small groups and rarely had to do much fighting.
Twelve high-ranking clerics of assorted pantheons were the core of the fourth subgroup, led by High Priest Secondo, who had exchanged his robes of office for a set of golden leather armor that glowed with almost painfully brightness. The gathering included the Hierophant of Vitara, an imposing woman who looked like a mature version of the goddess herself, a grim-faced Pontifex of Shining Father, a Hemet-Njer of Osiris, and an Elven Archdruid of Cerunnos. Twenty-five temple guards, all Adventurers sixth to tenth level, would act as their front line defense. A few of the gathered holy men and women gave Hawke worried glances. It bothered them to see a Paladin of Light wearing Death-attuned armor and, to those with the right senses, glowing with multiple conflicting energies: Light and Darkness, Life and Death, and Order and Chaos. A few minutes after the clerics started to stare, he got a new notification:
You have gained +150 Global Renown.
Congratulations! Your Global Renown (550) has reached Famed status (550-1,000). The followers of the Pantheons will soon hear of a strange Paladin who walks a fine line between good and evil. Many will admire you, while many others will fear you. As always, glory can be both a help and hindrance.
I guess being an oddity makes you famous. Kind of like a sideshow freak, Hawke thought, a bit worried about what the consequences of his notoriety – or infamy – would turn out to be.
<You were lucky to be away from prying eyes when you performed your first deeds, but that could not last forever.>
Hawke shrugged and concentrated on looking after the people in his party.
Korgam and an older Dwarf, a thirteenth-level Paladin-Priest of Gaon by the name of Lonn Stonefist, had the twenty-three Adventurers who had joined his team well in hand, dividing them into teams of four to six people, each with at least one tank, one healer and one ranged combatant. There were more Dwarves of the first kind than the other two, since their culture favored fighting with shield and axe, spear, or sword. The volunteers included twelve hand-to-hand combatants, five Priests, two Earth Sorcerers, and three Walking Fortresses, a unique Dwarven class armed with a weird shield-and-crossbow combination, too heavy and cumbersome for a normal human to lug around. The Dwarves seemed to handle them easily enough. They all were at least level ten before getting the City’s level boost. Most belonged to Clan Stern or to affiliated families, with a smattering from other clans.
Hawke noticed that none of the Dwarven Eternals Korgam had brought to Akila were there. The Sterns probably wanted them to gain more experience before risking their near-depleted Identities. Grumpy Oakenshield was there, however. Hawke hadn’t gotten to talk with the former player for more than a few minutes, but from the calm way the High Paladin was acting, this wasn’t his first rodeo. You didn’t get to level fifteen by playing it safe.
Grognard was inspecting the other Eternals’ gear and going over their tactics, speaking in an almost-bored tone that was somehow reassuring, as if invading a city of undead monsters was something they did every other day. The veteran had told Hawke that if you trained for action long enough, when it finally happened you let your reflexes take over and you found yourself too busy doing your job to be scared or even angry. Unfortunately, nobody was at that stage yet, but the former gamers looked steady enough. Angus the Warrior was sharpening his two-handed axe while Wizard Mandrako listened to Grognard and had his hands go through the casting motions for his spell rotation. Hoon the Druid wasn’t as powerful as Gosto but he’d learned the same spells and would help keep the party healed in the fighting to come.
The odd man out was Desmond, of course. He stood apart from the group and stuck close to Hawke, doing his bodyguard duty. When he wasn’t glowering in annoyance, the Engraved Warrior had a thousand-yard stare. What had Leara done to him? Hawke shrugged. Maybe after things were over he would see if he could help Desmond somehow. Or maybe not; he had lots of other people to worry about, and none of them wanted him dead. At least, he hoped so.
He had made sure everyone was amply supplied with potions and extra weapons and armor. When fights went too long, even Enchanted Quality gear could lose enough Durability to become useless. Masterwork and Legendary items were so tough, on the other hand, that they would outlive their owners more often than not. Most of the Eternals didn’t have any of those, however. You rarely got that kind of loot at their level, unless someone conveniently placed it right where they could just pick it up, as had happened to Hawke. On the other hand, whoever was helping Hawke was going to eventually hand him the bill, and paying it was probably going to be hell.
Tava walked up behind him. “Everyone is ready. They will not dishonor you, or the Guild.”
“I just want them all to make it out alive. Their Identities are still in the low twenties. Even one death will take a big chunk of their memories away.”
“While I and most of our allies only have to worry about losing everything, should we fall,” she said. Her tone was not bitter, though. It was more of a gentle reminder that the non-Eternals in the group had a lot more skin in the game, so to speak.
“I don’t want anyone to die,” he told her. “Not even the bastards on the other side, at least if they weren’t already dead. I know that what I want doesn’t count much, but I’ll do what I can to keep everyone in one piece.”
“I know you will. And remember that everyone includes you.”
“Of course,” he said.
‘Jacobus’ Duchamp arrived at the small plaza in a flash of light, and he didn’t come alone. Six imposing figures in green robes – robes that were made of woven leaves, Hawke noticed after a moment – were with him. Heketa, led them, having traded her disguise for her Legendary Quality vestments; her disciples were seemingly middle-aged stern-eyed women who reminded Hawke of the no-nonsense nuns who’d run Sunday school back in the day, except with an extra serving of crazy eyes on the side. Like nuns on acid, maybe. Since they were going into a mad city, it seemed fitting somehow. 
“Is everyone ready?” Jake asked Legate Neron, who had assumed overall command.
“Now that you are here, we are.”
“Let us go, then. May the gods be with us.”
Third sewer trip. Can I hope there won’t be more?
<Hope, but expect to be disappointed, for you are in the Realms.>




Thirty

Hawke realized something was terribly wrong within minutes of entering the sewer tunnels.
The oppressive, madness-inducing atmosphere of the Trogg city had extended beyond its borders. Hawke could feel it like an itch inside his skull, trying to drive him insane. They were all under multiple layers of protection, but everyone’s nerves were on edge by the time they reached the collapsed wall leading to the hidden ruins. Only Legate Neron’s leadership powers kept them steady. The general’s abilities were impressive, granting everyone a whopping +75% bonus to morale and +60% bonus to resist morale debuffs. Combined with the multiple blessings of protection from the spellcasters in the small army, they should have been invulnerable to that sort of effect.
And yet, I feel like someone is running a cattle drive over my grave. That’s some bad juju.
<As the ritual reaches a crescendo, its energies seep past the concealing wards of the Trogg city. Left unchecked, they will reach the surface, where they will trigger bouts of panic and madness. Riots will follow. Long before the final phase, the city will be in chaos.>
We’ll just have to kill all those Troggs and their Revenant buddy before that happens, Hawke thought grimly.
His group was near the front of the column that filled the sewer tunnel. Ninth Legion’s wizards had sent a dozen summoned pets ahead of them to scout and deal with any screening forces: Earth Elementals shaped like giant gorillas, Animated Shadows just like Hawke’s, and several batlike fliers that glowed with blue fire led the way. Behind them was Hawke’s party, led by him and the Dwarf frontline fighters. Jake, Heketa and her witches had joined their group, since there was little love lost between the Coven and the imperial authorities. The new additions would give his team as much firepower as any of the other three. Hopefully his tanks could keep the spell-slingers safe while they did their stuff.
The problem was that the narrow sewer passageways didn’t allow for a proper deployment of a force of over a hundred and fifty soldiers and spellcasters, not counting dozens of summoned critters. They had to march in a narrow column, and the rear forces could do little to help. Neron had decided to send Hawke’s team ahead, right behind the scouts, either because he figured the bizarre Paladin in his Death-attuned gear could take care of himself, or to get rid of him early in the fight. Hawke hadn’t argued with the order. Someone had to be first, and he’d been there before.
The sidewalks on the sides of the sewer canals were too narrow to fit a lot of people. Instead of having his pet stick to the wall, Hawke sent Digger into the canal itself; the lobster-scorpion monstrosity didn’t mind the stink and it didn’t need to breathe. Being denser than water, the Terakken sank out of sight. Its mental connection to Hawke allowed it to know the way to go. He had a bear-shaped Nature’s Guardian join his pet; between the two of them they would be able to guard the group’s flank.
They were a hundred yards from the Trogg tunnel when the Undead struck.
The summoned scouts were fifty feet ahead of Hawke’s group. Just as they were about to turn a corner, purple-green energy torrents reached out and tore into them. The Elementals exploded or simply vanished under the barrage. Hawke signaled the group to stop and prepared to receive the impending attack. Moments later, the screeching of the Exalted Risen filled the passageways. The Revenant’s troops came pouring out and rounded the corner, dozens of them, half of them jumping into the water and swimming or dragging themselves forward.
Tava, target the swimmers. My pets will get the ones who get past you, he sent through Saturnyx even as he readied the sword.
Hawke and the tanks on the front lines went down on one knee to give the rear ranks room to shoot.
“Let them have it!” he shouted before firing off his own spells.
The first wave consisted only of minions without any magical defenses, relying on sheer numbers, their inhuman speed and ability to soak up ungodly amounts of damage to overwhelm the defenders. Against Jake, the Witches of the Green Coven, and the other spellcasters in his party, that wasn’t enough.
The zombies were met with a fusillade of exploding fireballs, arrows, crossbow bolts, and pulses of Life and Light magic, the bane of all the walking dead. The monsters might have over a thousand Health apiece, but the area-effect spells from the high-level practitioners one-shotted them by the dozen, and even the lower-level casters did enough to weaken or finish off the rest.
The ragged figures running towards Hawke exploded in spectacular flashes that sent body parts everywhere, or were consumed to ashes in an instant. A few managed to step forward, often missing one or more limbs, only to be knocked back by iron-shod crossbow bolts or fire arrows. In a matter of seconds, over a hundred Risen died for the second and hopefully last time. Another hundred or so followed.
Hawke went through his spell rotation a second time, dual-casting Celestial- and Order-enhanced spells even as the barrage from the rear ranks went right over his head. All the tanks in the front ranks were tough enough to survive friendly fire if someone aimed wrong, but it looked like everyone back there was being careful. Grognard would see to that.
Down in the sewer canal, the Undead were met with Tava’s patented Arrowstorm, multiplying arrows that turned a single shot into several dozen, all imbued with multiple damage enhancers. Dozens stopped moving and sank under the dark water. Lady Pew-Pew and Boris fired off weaker versions of the same ability. The few monsters that lived through the deadly rain of steel found themselves dragged under by Digger, who tore them to pieces or used his stinger to deliver doses of Life-based poison that were as lethal to the Undead as they were to the living. The Nature Elemental wasn’t as powerful, but it kept the zombies busy until someone else finished them off. None survived to threaten the force on the walkway above the sluggish current.
The second wave was wiped out in a matter of seconds. But two hundred more came behind them, and among them were Elite Leaders, using their howling Death spell and creating spheres of Death and Chaos that protected the minions around them. The third wave advanced through the withering fire of spells and missiles, taking losses but pushing on. Mana pools were depleted enough that the magical onslaught went down in intensity as casters stopped to drink potions.
Hawke refreshed his Consecrated Ground just before several running zombies reached him. He braced himself and two Undead bounced off his shield, their inhuman strength no match for his. He stabbed one of the reeling critters in the face and delivered a 75-Mana elemental blast that exploded its head and tore a hole through the chest of another one behind it, followed by an Order-infused shield bash that smashed a third into flaming chunks of offal. The monsters had been down to their last hundred Health by the time they reached the front line. The Dwarves made short work of a couple that came clambering on the wall, hammers crushing the Undead like so many bugs. But more came behind them, grabbing at shields and weapons, and pummeling them with bone-breaking force.
The Shield of Order’s Durability went down by dozens of points. Hawke didn’t need to see its stats to know that; the metal surface was getting dimpled by the zombies’ continual hammering. He kept sending out Waves of Healing that burned the monsters and restored his companions even as he cut off hands or arms with each swing of Saturnyx. The extra damage and hardiness he had gained from his Imbued Body were noticeable, and he needed every bit of both. His Mana dipped below thirty percent, so he used the Dispensary to send a refreshing jolt through his body, although it didn’t fully replace the energy he had lost. His Endurance would have dropped even more if he hadn’t used Transference to replenish it with Mana.
A new attacker emerged from the haze of magical energies that filled the air front of Hawke. The monster was wreathed in a protective aura of its own, and wore a set of silver scale-mail. Its weapon was a glowing spear made of some kind of red metal. Hawke recognized the armor. It, and the body underneath, had belonged to Gorat, the Orc Nerf Herder. The Eternal’s soul had been consumed but his body had been put to work for the Revenant.
Hawke fired off a Burning Light but the Archer-Warrior pushed through it without losing much of its Health and attacked with its all-metal spear, skillfully avoiding a shield block and hitting Hawke on his right shoulder, right below the pauldron protecting it. There was an almost musical ding sound when the glowing spearpoint pierced his breastplate, and then pain as a Major Undead Curse bit into him. The Orc’s Masterwork weapon also had a Fire aura with a piercing effect that negated much of Hawke’s resistance against Elemental attack. All his pools began to drop, with Mana suffering the most.
Grunting, Hawke used his shield to lever the spear off him, dropping his Mana by another two hundred points as the barbed point tore away from his shoulder. His counterblow sheared off half the Orc’s face and cut deep into its left shoulder; a moment later, Korgam’s war hammer smashed into Gorat’s other side, crushing bones and taking the monster down to well below half its Health. There was no sportsmanship in a battle to the death. Before Gorat could recover from the Dwarf’s blow, Hawke beheaded it with a brutal chopping swing, a critical hit that cut through armor and dead flesh with only a brief feeling of resistance. Gorat fell, but other silent figures stepped in its place, reaching for him. Heketa’s special spell removed the curse before it could do much more damage.
If his party had been fighting alone, it would have started taking losses, even with the Green Coven’s witches and Jake Duchamp helping out. From the looks of it, the Revenant had turned over a thousand people, far more than Hawke had seen during his scouting trip. Many were skeletons, that must have been raised from graveyards and mausoleums rather than victims snatched off the streets. The dead outnumbered the living, and a place the size of Akila must have hundreds of thousands of tombs. Funeral rites and prayers should have protected those bodies from being turned, but the Revenant wasn’t bound by normal limitations.
Fortunately, they weren’t alone. The Imperial magicians and priests in the following groups had been preparing a counterattack, putting to good use the time Hawke’s people bought them. Less than a minute after Hawke defeated Gorat, multiple Mass Blast Undead spells exploded over the packed enemy ranks, tactical spells with far greater damage and area of effect than the individual versions. Even the protective auras the elite Risen Leaders generated collapsed under the attack, and hundreds of monsters simply ceased to exist, collapsing into piles of bone or chunks of rotting or embalmed flesh. Not a single Undead remained standing after that. The first battle was over.
Good Guys: 1,123. Bad Guys: 0, or 12 if you counted the Elemental scouts that had been wiped out at the beginning of the attack. The Undead had wounded several of Hawke’s people, but the healers in the party had been able to keep everyone on their feet. The closest one to a casualty had been one of the Stern Walking Fortress crossbowmen, when the poor bastard was dragged into the sewer canal by a Risen who got past the pets in the water. Tava sent Rabbit in after him, and the Dire Bear dealt with the zombie and dragged the wet but otherwise unharmed Dwarf out. Tava’s pet and the sputtering crossbowman were covered in filth, but the sewer had already killed everyone’s sense of smell, so it wouldn’t matter until they were back in polite society.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 12,000 Experience (1,500 diverted towards Leadership; 1,500 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have found: 87 gold, 5 Major Mana Potions, 3 Major Healing Potions, 1 Major Rejuvenation Potion.
Congratulations! You have reached Level Twenty-One!
You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
New Spells are available.
Current XP/Next Level: 126,452/150,000. Leadership XP/Next Level: 52,827/75,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 28,238/35,000. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 5,549/7,500
Hawke decided to keep the level in reserve. He didn’t need the relatively paltry benefits, and the ability to get a level-up reset might make the difference between life and death in the coming fight.
“This was harder than I thought, but it still feels like it was too easy,” he muttered to Jake Duchamp after he dismissed the notification.
The wizard had moved forward to survey the carnage. Just getting rid of the mounds of bodies that blocked the passageway was going to take some time, mostly from wizards using assorted Holding containers to pack the bodies away, an undignified way of disposing of the twice-killed victims, but the only quick way to clear the obstacles, which could also become a flooding hazard if allowed to block the canals. He ended up ‘donating’ thirty slots in one of the chests in his Inventory for that purpose. Jake had picked up a hundred corpses himself; Hawke figured that the Eternal’s Inventory must have the cargo capacity of a supertanker. If you were wealthy enough, you could fill your 48 Inventory slots with containers of holding, and you could put another layer of containers inside them, although that was the limit, perhaps because packing too many pocket dimensions inside each other could cause the whole thing to collapse and turn into a black hole or something.
“You think so?” Jake asked. “It’s the most work I’ve had to do in a while.”
“What about the attack on your Council?”
“That wasn’t a fight. Got hit with a few bullets while some sneaky bastard dropped an Anti-Magic Sphere right on my lap. It’s a Legendary-level artifact that nullifies all magic in its area of effect. I got sucker-punched. This was a fight.”
“They had to know they couldn’t win.”
“If the Special Cohort and a couple companies of regular guards had come down here by themselves, those Undead would have wiped them out without working out a sweat. We’ve already killed more Undead than you said we would face, by the way. Don’t think that Legate Neron hasn’t noticed that.”
“You think he’s mad? We did most of the work.”
“No,” Jake admitted. “But if a scout gives him bad intelligence, he will be less likely to listen to him next time.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. This attack seems like a waste, though. We only lost a few summoned critters, that’s all. Mana potions will get us back to a hundred percent in a few minutes.”
Jake nodded. “It could have been a probe to gauge our strength. Or a way to lull us into a false sense of security.”
“We’re headed into a trap.”
“You’re probably right, Hawke,” the wizard said. “But we still have to take the bait.”
“Agreed,” he replied.
Something else was nagging at him, and it took him several moments to realize what it was.
Desmond was gone.




Thirty-One

Hawke asked around, but the last time anybody had seen Desmond was when the fight had been the most intense and some Undead had reached the rear lines; that was when they had almost lost one of the crossbowmen. Desmond was no longer in the party interface. Hawke went back on his notifications and discovered that the Eternal had quit the party shortly after the second wave of Undead had attacked. Had Desmond run away, been captured, killed? Hawke doubted Desmond was dead. Maybe the whole thing had been a setup, but he couldn’t figure what purpose it would serve to have the big guy tag along until the first time he could have been useful, then disappear. Maybe he teleported away. He didn’t know, and it bothered him. 
Legate Neron also suspected that they were walking into a trap. Sending the entire force down the single tunnel leading to the Trogg city was too risky, so he detailed magicians with Earth spells to dig two alternate routes. One was assigned to the Special Cohort, and another to the legion’s detachment. Hawke’s group got the honor of going down the original passage. The good general might not be deliberately trying to get Hawke killed, but he seemed to delight in giving him the most dangerous jobs.
Each group was assigned two or three priests from the temple contingent. Hawke’s team got the High Priest of Lumina and the Hierophant of Vitara, naturally enough, along with a handful of temple guards. Hawke welcomed the extra healing and anti-Undead magic the priests provided; he only hope it would be enough to win the day.
He led the way down the Trogg tunnel, his Advanced Mana
Sight, Enlightenment, and Detect Traps all turned on. The enemy knew they were about to have company, and they had all night to prepare some nasty surprises for the invaders. Sure enough, he spotted the first trap fifty feet beyond the entrance of the tunnel, a ward against living beings that would unleash an overpowered Death Cyclone on anyone within a hundred feet of the magical construct. Hawke had everyone stop and quickly disarmed the construct by releasing its Mana without triggering the spell, one of the tricks he had learned from developing his inner energy flow. Spellcraft was an art developed normally by high-level students of magic. Hawke had picked it up along the way, thanks to his Eternal nature and more than a little luck.
I wonder why there is no Luck Attribute in the ‘rules,’ he thought as he stepped past the inert trap. There was another one a dozen feet ahead.
<Luck just exists. Certain powers can tilt probability one way or another, but in the end it all comes down to a roll of the dice. Chance cannot be controlled even by the Makers; they can only influence it.>
Too bad. It’d be nice to always be lucky, although it feels like I usually get more than my share, he replied as he used Spell Deconstruct to take out another Death Cyclone trap.
<Much of that ‘luck’ was the result of your hidden benefactor tipping the scales in your favor. By cheating, in other words.>
I’ll take it.
The next trap was a lot more complex, and hidden so well that only his Advanced Mana Sight let him spot it before he triggered it. Layered spells had been inscribed into the walls and ceiling, all set to go off when the trap on the ground detected a living being within ten feet of it. He identified a few of them, but three of the nine spells he could see were from a Force he didn’t recognize. Even so, it was easy to know what would happen if the energy construct went off: a vortex of Death, Chaos, and the unknown Force – Soul, he suspected – would rush through the tunnel like a bullet through the barrel of a gun, delivering lethal amounts of damage to everything in its path. He and maybe the top priests and magicians in the group might live through it, but nobody else would. And it had dozens of countermeasures against disarming attempts. This was going to be tricky.
He wished Girl-Has No-Name was there. The Shadow Assassin was incredibly proficient at dealing with traps. If only she weren’t a murderous psychopath on the fast track to becoming an Infernal being, she would have been a major asset. His second-best trap disposal specialist, Alba Bastardes, was back in Orom, keeping an eye of things. He hadn’t brought any rogue types along, mainly because he was better at the sneaky stuff than anybody else in his guild. Which meant it was his job to deal with the mess in front of him.
“Move everyone well back from the tunnel,” he told Tava before considering how to deal with the trap.
His first impulse was to use a Tulpa to trigger the damn thing while everyone was out of range of the Earth-shattering kaboom. Some of the spells linked to the trap were of the unknown Force, however, and he didn’t know what they would do. They might be able to hit him through his connection to the construct. He’d better make sure before he blew himself up like a dumbass.
Whoever had designed the energy device was a genius and had a near-infinite supply of Mana, courtesy of Node in the Trogg undercity. Also insane, but that went without saying. After finding no way to deactivate the device safely, he asked Jake to join him. Hawke had a feeling he needed more magical expertise than he had. They soon ran into a problem, however.
“I can’t see the trap,” Jake said. “I can sense a great deal of energy where you’re pointing, but it’s veiled beyond my ability to pierce. I’m impressed that you detected it at all.”
“Crap. Okay, I have a way I can show you what I see, but it’s going to take a lot of trust from both of us.”
Hawke really didn’t want to use Mind Magic and let Jake into his head to look through his eyes. The wizard might be an Earthling, but the sad truth was that many of Hawke’s enemies in the Realms had been from his home world: Necromancer Greg, Kaiser Wrecker, and, to a smaller degree, Desmond, who remained MIA. He’d only known Jake Duchamp for a little over twenty-four hours, nowhere near long enough to form an educated opinion about the guy. But he needed to find out if the trap would fry him even if he used a Tulpa to set it off from a distance, and they didn’t have a lot of time to fiddle with it.
“I know a Mind Magic spell, Communion,” he told the wizard. “It lets me…”
“I know what it does,” Jake interrupted him. “Everything it can do, although I never messed with that Force myself. You’re awfully low on the totem pole to know that sort of magic.”
“People keep telling me that.”
“We’ll see things in each other’s head that we might not want to share,” the wizard said. “I’ve gone through it a few times. Never liked it.”
“I know. Maybe I’ll just use a Tulpa and set it off instead. What’s the worst that can happen?”
“You can create Tulpas? How long have you been in the Realms again?”
“A few months.”
“Hit the ground running, didn’t you?”
“And fell on my face a bunch of times, too.”
Jake gave him a considering look before answering. “Tulpas are extensions of yourself. Physical and most Elemental effects won’t bother you, but there are plenty of spells that will affect you through the Tulpa. Using it as a Polish mine detector is about the dumbest thing you can do with that ability.”
“That’s what I was worried about,” Hawke said, deciding not to mention that he’d been doing just that ever since he’d learned the trick. Luckily, all the traps he’d detonated had not affected him.
“Can’t have you out of commission while you rise from the dead, can we?” Jake said. “Let’s do the Communion.”
It took a few seconds, but it felt like a lot longer. Having been inside the minds of two psycho killers had been worse, but Jake’s experiences left Hawke feeling almost overwhelmed with sadness. The guy had lived a lot, and lost a lot. His first wife had been on Earth, and he assumed she was dead; her unknown fate continued to haunt him. His other marriages, both with non-Eternals, had also ended in tragedy. Hawke saw dozens of faces: friends, loved ones, companions, all dead, each loss delivering another stab of grief to the wizard’s spirit. Eventually, Jake had decided to be alone, a man with acquaintances and colleagues but no friends, and that bothered Hawke most of all. Was he doomed to end up like that?
He pushed past the memories and concentrated on the task at hand. Jake was shaking his head and staring at the magical pattern that he now could see.
“Soul Magic,” the wizard said. “If you trigger the spell, it will suck your soul right out of your body. And it’d do it right through the Tulpa, too. You’d be lucky to Reincarnate again, and even if you did, you wouldn’t come back for days if not weeks. Lose a whole lot of Identity even if you survived. Five, six points, minimum. Whoever designed that trap meant to take out an Eternal. It will also kill anybody else, of course.”
“That’s great,” Hawke growled. “How do we get past it?”
“We destroy it in place. Heketa and I will take care of that. We’ve got enough magic juice to overpower, now that I can see it. It will cost us some of our Mana reserves, but we have to keep moving. The other two teams must have dug halfway there by now.”
“What do you mean Mana reserves? Wouldn’t Mana potions get you back to full?”
“Our normal fuel tanks can be topped off, sure. But high-level wizards never rely on those alone. There are ways to store many times our maximum Mana capacity, but it takes hours to create the ‘spare tanks.’ Heketa and I are going to go through at least half of them. If takes a five to one ratio to counter an unknown spell. Ten to one to be safe.”
“There’s like three thousand Mana in that trap.”
“Yep. Which is why it’s going to cost us. If we knew the spell in question, it would be cheaper. Maybe Heketa does, although I doubt she’s mastered Soul magic.”
“I couldn’t identify it. I tried.”
“Another ability a Paladin, or even a Twilight Templar, shouldn’t have picked up at your level. But when I was inside your head I think I caught a glimpse of one of the Makers. There are dangerous enemies, but also dangerous patrons, kid, and you’ve got one of the worst.”
“Who is it? Laughing Man?”
“You should be so lucky. If I’m right about what I saw, you’ve somehow earned the favor of the Prime Mover. The Maker of Makers.”




Thirty-Two

<If this is true, we are being set as playing pieces in a most important game,> Saturnyx said.
“But that’s not important now,” Jake concluded after dropping the little bombshell. “Miles to go before we sleep, and all that jazz.”
Hawke had a bunch of questions, but they didn’t have a lot of time. Jake and Heketa dealt with the trap in under a minute, linking hands and delivering a massive blast of Mana that erased the pattern and all the attached spells without activating them. Hawke watched the process carefully and learned a new trick.
Congratulations! You have learned a new Mana Channeling Ability: Overwhelm Magic I
Overwhelm Magic: You can now destroy any spell by overloading its pattern with more Mana than it was designed to handle. This requires a minimum expenditure of 4 times the amount of Mana spent in the original spell. Chance of Success: 25%, plus 10% per additional 100% extra Mana added in.
Prerequisite: Dispel Magic I
It was a nifty ability, but far more expensive than Dispel Magic, although that only let him counter spells that he knew, while the new one would work against any spell, as long as he had the necessary amount of Mana. Jake and Heketa had burned over thirty thousand Mana in the process, tapping not only on their personal stores but the reserves the wizard had mentioned. Hawke didn’t even see where the extra energy came from until the two magicians called it forth, and he wasn’t able to learn the process. Probably had requirements that he hadn’t met yet. He wondered if Jake would teach it to him. You could never have too much Mana.
The group pushed on. Hawke detected two more similar traps, and the wizard and the witch dealt with them the same way, but at the end of it, Jake looked worried. Hawke figured they had exhausted their reserves. He was impressed that, between the two of them, they had been able to use almost a hundred thousand Mana. Their normal pools were back up to full, thanks to several Major Mana Potions, but now they would only have them to rely on. Not a good thing when fighting an enemy with a Mana Node at their disposal and some ability that let them use it to its full potential.
There was no choice but to press on. There were a few more regular traps along the way, but Hawke handled them easily enough. He’d been expecting the enemy to make their stand at the end of the tunnel, where the invaders would be unable to employ their numbers effectively, but nobody was waiting for them there. In fact, the city appeared to be as deserted as when Hawke had first seen it.
“They want us to let ourselves in. You never do what the enemy wants you to, unless there is no alternative,” Jake said. “But there isn’t.”
The small force formed up in a semicircle around the tunnel’s entrance, the wizard contacted Legate Neron to figure out their next move, using a Leadership ability that worked much like the telepathic link between Hawke and Saturnyx. The other two formations were almost through, but were fighting to overcome the wards that had kept the Trogg city hidden and also interfered with any intrusive magic. The Earth practitioners were being forced to spend enormous amounts of Mana to tunnel through the last fifty feet of stone separating them from their objective. They were probably going to arrive without extra reserves, just like Jake and Heketa.
“I should scout ahead and see what they’ve prepared for us,” Hawke said.
“Risky, but you’re probably the best man for the job.”
The Legate agreed. “We will be breaching the cave walls in five minutes. Keep us apprised of what you find.”
Hawke turned off most of his defenses and went into stealth mode once more. He didn’t like using the same tactic twice on an enemy who was aware of it, but he couldn’t think of another way to figure out what the unholy alliance of Chaos and Undeath had prepared for the Imperial forces. Last time, the Trogg leader had detected his presence when he used an active spell, so he planned to only use the good old Mark One Eyeball (with Advanced Mana Sight) as his sensor system. After giving Tava a quick hug and a kiss and ordering Digger to follow her instructions, he headed out in full Ninja mode.
The bizarre city with its swirling buildings loomed ahead. Everything looked the same to the naked eye, but Hawke noticed that the madness-inducing atmosphere was gone. He wanted to take it as a good sign, but knew better than that. If the power needed to keep the crazy ambiance wasn’t there anymore, it meant it was being used for something even worse. He could see major concentrations of power only in the center of the city where the plaza was, and in one of the taller towers near it.
There weren’t any patrols and the bat riders weren’t anywhere to be seen, either, or at least he didn’t spot any as he moved toward the spiral. He could hear chanting still coming from there. When he reached it, he saw only Troggs. It looked as if all the Risen that the Revenant had created were gone. Gone off to the sewers to stop the expedition, where they’d been destroyed. There were a few hundred Troggs left, still split between singers and dancers. He couldn’t get close enough to see if the Revenant and the Arch-Priestess were at the bottom. The glow of magical energies was visible, however, so the ritual was still going on. And the good news was that there weren’t enough Undead left to stop the attacking force.
The good news made no sense, though. Why send two-thirds or more of your troops to fight in the sewers instead of defending the city? Something was off. 
This is Legate Neron, a voice in his head broke in. We have broken into the cave. What do you see?
Hawke described the forces arrayed around the plaza and the lack of any defenses beyond it.
I think I should take a closer look at the buildings, he added. There seems to be another magical ritual going on in one of them.
Do as you think fit, but we will start moving forward to link up our forces, Neron replied. We are deploying several battlefield spells, so you will need to leave the area in no more than five minutes.
Hawke had seen anti-Undead tactical spells in action during the last fight in the sewers. He figured that battlefield spells were even more deadly.
<You guess correctly. They require several spellcasters to work together and produce greater effects than the sum of their parts. They are expensive and, once prepared, must be used quickly.>
Gotcha, Hawke told the sword as he approached the building. One quick peek and I’m gone. Don’t want to be anywhere near ground zero.
No sooner had he said those words than a surge of power burst out of the tower he’d planned to examine. And everything went to hell.
A City Core has been activated!
The City of Nur-Gamash has been reborn!
The City of Akila’s Core has been neutralized and will be destroyed in 4 hours and twenty-six minutes.
All Wards and Enchantments from the City of Akila have been neutralized and will be permanently deactivated in 4 hours and twenty-six minutes.
You have lost your Deputy Status Bonuses.
Hawke barely had time to read the urgent notifications flashing in front of his face when a massive spell went off; he felt the multi-thousand Mana wave like a sudden rise in pressure, followed by a spike of pain through his head. The spell’s energy lingered like afterimages following a bright flash, and Hawke was able to see its pattern. He couldn’t identify the spell but saw that it was related to Raise Dead or the more powerful Army of the Dead. A supercharged variation, that was, one with much more range and more powerful effects. The spell’s ‘documentation’ showed him what it was doing, and in his mind’s eye he saw thousands upon thousands of dead Troggs inside all the buildings in the undercity, where they had been mummified and left to wait for millennia. The spell reached them and they began to move. The swirling towers weren’t homes; they were mausoleums, filled with ready-to-use zombies, just add Mana.
This wasn’t the cataclysm the Imperial force had been sent to interrupt. The living had not been killed and turned. This was a cheaper, faster spell that the enemy had probably planned to use shortly before the main ritual was complete. When they had been discovered, they had activated it early. Just in time to catch the force sent to stop the ritual.
Hundreds, thousands, of newly-born Undead emerged from the buildings. Troggs clad in black burial shrouds, their bodies treated with chemicals and dehydrated like so many pieces of jerky.
Reanimated Trogg (Undead)
Level 12 (17) Elite Minion
Health 1,700 Mana 1,700 Endurance n/a
All the Undead had gotten a bump in level, however. The Trogg City Core had activated some effect similar to Call of Arms or Deputization, boosting the bad guys even as Hawke and his allies lost their city bennies. For what it was worth, Hawke’s Leadership bonuses would still help the members of his party, and Legate Neron’s applied to the entire army, so they weren’t totally helpless, just hopelessly outnumbered. And groups of Trogg sorcerers, shamans and priests were mixed in among the thousands of warriors. Hawke barely had time to climb up one of the buildings before he could be trampled by the host of monsters filling the streets.
An Event announcement appeared in front of Hawke, and that was when he learned just how big a mess he’d gotten himself into.




The Herders Punk Out

AN AREA EVENT HAS BEGUN!
THE FALL OF AKILA (LEVEL 20 EVENT)
For untold millennia, the Troglodyte city of Nur-Gamash hid deep beneath Akila, its dead denizens waiting for the day of their return. That day has come.
The City Core of Akila has been supplanted by the older and mightier Core of Nur-Gamash. As a result, none of Akila’s mystical defenses are in effect. Akila’s City Core will be destroyed in 4 hours and twenty-five minutes. Without the wards against Undead, the Revenant who awakened the Troggs has been able to raise thousands of corpses from burial grounds and catacombs in and around the city. The dead walk the streets of Akila, hungry for the flesh of the living.
If you survive this ordeal, you will be rewarded. If you help defend Akila and prevent its Core’s destruction, your rewards will be commensurate with your deeds. This event has only one Phase. At the end of four hours and twenty-five minutes, either the City Core will be restored and the dead laid to rest, or Nur-Gamash will cement its claim over the city above and all the living within its borders will have to flee or be enslaved or slain.
Event Rewards:
For surviving until the end of the Event: 150 Experience per level and 2 gold per level of the participant.
Additional prizes will be awarded based on your contribution to the defense of the city.
Kaiser Wrecker dismissed the notification. He’d been expecting something major, but this was beyond his wildest dreams – or nightmares. As he had told Hawke, he didn’t like surprises, and the Whisperer’s hints hadn’t prepared him for this. It took everything he had not to lose his temper. He couldn’t afford to.
“What do we do?” Aristobulus asked.
Kaiser ignored the question, turning to Spectre and asking one of his own. “Is everyone in?”
“Everybody except the team you sent to the sewers.”
“Forget about them,” Kaiser said. “They are gone.”
According to their status icons, all but two of the Herders he’d sacrificed to the Whisperer were dead. The other two probably wished they were. Kaiser figured they were being slowly consumed by the necromancers who had unleased the Event, or saved for something worse. They deserved nothing less, but reducing his fighting force by one sixth had been a steep sacrifice. He expected the Whisperer would reward him properly for it.
“As to what we do,” he went on. “The answer is simple. Nothing. We stay inside the compound. Our Undead wards do not depend on the city, so we are as safe as any place in Akila, except maybe the damn Temple District.”
Over the past couple of months, the compound had improved its defenses, replacing the simple palisade with a decent fortified wall. The compound could hold up against anything smaller than an army, and he had it on good authority that the Undead would leave it alone. He couldn’t share that last tidbit with the Herders, of course.
“And if the zombie swarm comes our way?”
“We’ll deploy our riflemen on the walls and have everyone on a war footing. Nobody gets in or out of the compound. That includes the living as well as the Undead. If anybody tries to force their way in, we shoot or blast them. No exceptions.”
“Some of the men have friends and sweethearts in the city,” K-Bar said.
“No exceptions. They’ll have to find new whores.”
K-Bar scowled at that but said nothing.
“If the Event is resolved and Akila survives,” Kaiser went on, “we’ll explore our options. The city will likely be in shambles even in victory, favoring a swift seizure of power. Otherwise, we’ll continue with the original plan.”
“You know, if we helped save the city, our position would improve tremendously,” Spectre mused. “We could use the Rod of Rulership to take down the Trogg City Core. Getting to it won’t be easy, but we have the most magical firepower in the city outside the Legion’s detachment. The rewards in XP and loot from the system alone would be enormous. And as the winners of the Event, our Guild would gain a massive Reputation bonus. Everyone would know who saved Akila. We’d be untouchable, no matter what the Council or the priesthoods say.”
Kaiser shook his head. “Normally, I would agree. However, the risk exceeds the rewards. For one, we do not know where the Trogg city is, and even if we did, we’d have to fight our way through a throng of Undead to get there.”
“We are a bit weak on anti-Undead magic, granted,” Spectre said, tempted enough by the promise of a big payoff to argue with the boss. “But we’ve got the skills and gear. We could do this.”
“No,” Kaiser concluded, and this time his tone made it clear that the discussion was over. “It’s not worth it. Just by surviving, we’ll get some decent rewards. We stay put, hold what we’ve got, and prepare for the worst.”
From the way Spectre started to sweat, the spymaster had just realized how far he’d gone. “You got it, boss.”
“But if the Akila City Core is destroyed, this whole place will belong to the Troggs!” Aristobulus whined. “We’ll have to abandon the area, assuming we can fight our way out of a zombie apocalypse.”
“If that happens, we’ll be ready. I want everyone who’s not on guard duty to pack all essentials and any personal property you can fit in your Bonded Vaults, and get ready to skedaddle. We have enough containers of holding to load up all our crafting components, weapons, and plenty of food. And everyone that matters has an elite mount.”
“Roger that,” K-Bar said. “Too bad about the fortifications and the other facilities. That took a lot of work and Guild levels to set up.”
“The Enchanting Circle, the forge, the workshops,” Aristobulus lamented. “Those cannot be packed away. Our crafters will have nowhere to work.”
“The crafters don’t have mounts,” Naruto said with a sneer. “They wouldn’t be able to keep up with us, so losing the Factory doesn’t matter.” He turned to Kaiser. “Do we just leave them here? Or…” he ran a finger over his throat.
“We’ll leave them,” Kaiser said. “If they survive, we can come get them later.”
From the looks several guild officers gave him, they’d been expecting a massacre of everyone they had to leave behind, like he was some sort of Jim Jones-style cult leader. His people didn’t hold him in very high regard. Well, he’d always been fond of the phrase ‘let them hate, as long as they fear.’ Not even K-Bar was crazy enough to challenge him, even without the oaths making that sort of rebellion impossible.
Granted, he would gladly sacrifice all those lazy bastards to the Whisperer, but he couldn’t do that. Even the weak guild contract kept him from outright murdering members. Only those who had failed or betrayed the Nerf Herders could be killed out of hand. Kaiser decided to take a few noncombatants along; there was enough room in their mounts to have a few passengers. The entire gun design team would come along, of course, and maybe Rowena; she was getting a bit worn out, but she was a good source of entertainment, and he had the feeling he would be needing an outlet for his anger in the days to come. The rest of the worker bees would have to look after themselves.
“Everything we lose here can be rebuilt,” Kaiser continued calmly. “We accomplished a lot these past six months, when we were little more than a pack of ragged refugees from the swamps. Next time, nothing will stop us.”
Behind his impassive expression, he was seething with rage, and not about the damned workshops or crafters. All the work to lay down the groundwork to take over the city – and eventually, the Empire – would be lost if Akila fell. The waste in gold, resources and time was bad enough, but being denied what he wanted was worse. He had laid a claim to the city, and the Whisperer and her allies had ruined everything. Any gratitude he might have felt toward the dark entity inside his head would have vanished without a trace, but the truth was that he’d never felt grateful in his life. If anybody did anything for him, it was because they wanted something in return, and that certainly included the god or spirit that thought Kaiser could be kept under control. No, the Whisperer would have to go. Unfortunately, he still needed her.
“Where would we go?” Spectre asked. “If we have to leave, I mean.”
“We’ll head southwest,” Kaiser said. “Little burgh by the name of Orom. There’s lots of gold and precious metals in the area, and if Aristobulus’ research is correct, there is a massive Labyrinth nearby, as big as the Malleus Mallum, if not bigger.”
“Sounds okay, I guess,” Spectre said.
“Better than okay. If Akila goes to hell, that area is perfectly set to become the new center of gravity for the region. And it’s also where Hawke and his guild set up shop. We’ll just take over his operation, recruit or dispose of any Eternals he left in charge, and we’ll be all set.”
The chief of intelligence frowned. “What about Hawke? We’ve lost track of him since we pulled out the sniper teams.”
“Hawke? I expect he’ll be in the middle of this mess, trying to beat the Event. He’s a wannabe hero, after all. If we decided to move, we’ll have a good head start on him. By the time he makes it back to Orom, we’ll already own it.”
“That would be great,” Naruto said. “We’ll be waiting for him.”
A couple of guild officers nodded, although a few others looked worried about going another round with Hawke. Kaiser noted who was being a chickenshit about it; he would remember them.
“Any other questions?”
Everyone looked down and said nothing.
“Good. I’ll be in my chamber. Don’t disturb me unless it’s an emergency.”
The top Herders’ faces soured up a little. They knew what that meant; the screams occasionally became too loud to ignore. Kaiser had a lot of anger to work out. Rowena had survived the last time he’d needed to blow off steam. He didn’t think she’d be that lucky this time. No matter. She still had two or three extra lives. And if she came out short, well, she could be replaced.
Inside his head, the Whisperer purred like a cat about to play with a crippled mouse.




Thirty-Three

Zombies filled the streets below Hawke’s perch, still unaware of his presence, although that was the least of his worries. What had him dashing around and jumping over the rampaging Undead was the knowledge that Legate Neron could see the horde running towards his forces, and that his likely response would be to cut loose with everything he had. In a second or two, hell was going to rain down onto the Trogg city, and Hawke needed to find shelter, since many of the spells oriented on his position would hurt him as much as the zombies.
He climbed up the wall and squeezed through a narrow window that led into a chamber lined with standing sarcophagi, dozens of them. All empty, of course; their occupants were out and about, hunting for his friends. As he looked for an exit leading deeper into the building, he heard the whooshing sound of Fireball spells. Lots of them. His resistance to Fire – and all Elements – was at the 95% cap, but advanced wizards imbued their spells with enhancers to overcome those defenses, and even if that wasn’t the case, five percent of a buttload was still a lot.
The entire structure shuddered under multiple impacts as he made it to an internal corridor in the vertical graveyard. Fireballs didn’t impart a lot of kinetic energy, so whatever was making the building shake was something else. Probably flying boulders. His suspicions were confirmed when a flaming rock the size of a Porta-Potty crashed through both corridor walls and kept going, missing him by a few feet. The near-miss still delivered enough Fire damage to kill anybody without his resistance levels. A direct impact from that rock definitely would have left a mark.
The hole the flaming boulder had made ran clear through the building. Through it, Hawke saw more smoking craters marking the spots where the Imperials’ spells had crushed or incinerated a few dozen of them. He saw half a dozen flaming boulders and twice as many fireballs descend towards the spiral plaza, which was currently covered by a greenish-purple dome of energy. The spells hit the energy barrier and exploded without making a dent. The ritual site was protected well enough to shrug off battlefield magic. Nothing about this crap was going to be easy.
The building began to collapse around him. Another boulder went flying through it, making it clear he needed to get out. He teleported toward one of the flaming craters, which the zombies were avoiding. When his feet hit the smoldering ground, he realized why: the rocks also delivered a Consecrated Ground spell at the point of impact, which healed the living and burned the Undead even worse than regular flames. He crouched there for a moment, reaching out to Tava through his sword.
Hawke! Tava said, sounding angry. The Legate ordered his mages to fire without waiting for you! Are you all right?
Had to be done, he told her. And I’m fine. Where are you?
We have retreated to the entrance and are entrenched there, she sent back.
Saturnyx allowed him to see through Tava’s eyes. The Undead horde was headed toward the combined force, which had gathered together by one of the new tunnels the Imperial mages had created. The zombies were getting blasted by the massive rain of fire coming from the Legion’s detachment, but their numbers were huge and worse than that, they were getting some hefty bonuses from the Trogg City Core. Besides their level boost, they had increased resistance to all forms of damage, including Life and Light spells. The Trogg bat riders were back, casting spells from range. And other monsters were beginning to appear. Hawke looked up and saw a giant Undead Tarakken, something that made Digger look like a shrimp. He realized with a sick feeling that those were City minions like the ones his Stronghold could create. Now that the city was active, they could pull all kinds of deadly tricks on the Adventurers who had dared invade it.
Are you coming to join us here? Tava asked.
I can’t, he sent back.
Why?
I have to get to the Trogg City Core and take it out, or the Event will destroy Akila. And kill us all.
The bastards hadn’t just reanimated all the Troggs in the undercity; they had done the same for who knew how many bodies buried in Akila’s graveyards. He hated leaving his friends to fend for themselves, but he was the only one who could do something about the situation.
Hawke looked up. The barrage of battlefield spells had stopped. Powerful magic like that could not be sustained for long. The original plan had been to concentrate all that firepower onto the plaza. From the looks of it, the Imperial mages had spread their firepower, targeting both the zombie horde and the ritual site. It was an understandable screw-up, but they had screwed up; abandoning the main objective had probably doomed them all. They had run out of juice, there were still thousands of zombies headed their way, and the ritual was still going strong.
His stealth spells were still on, and by the time he crawled out of the crater, most of the Undead horde was gone, off to wipe out the invaders. All he could do about that was to stop the zombie apocalypse at its source. Another solo expedition for him. Well, him and Saturnyx. As long as he had the sword, he wasn’t alone.
<Even with me by your side, we are somewhat outnumbered.>
Sure, but we don’t have to fight them all, just whoever is in near the City Core.
The streets of the mad city were not completely deserted: bands of Troggs and Risen remained, herding any straggling lesser Undead towards the fighting. Some of the walking corpses seemed dumber than others, maybe because their brains hadn’t been properly treated during mummification. Or maybe they’d been the dummies of the bunch. In any case, he had to do some fancy footwork to avoid them as he headed for the one source of ambient Mana in the city, other than the ritual site: the building where he had seen the big Raise Dead spell go off.
He moved as quickly as he could toward it, because the information Tava kept relaying to the sword wasn’t good. Legate Neron had tried to order a retreat, only to find the way back blocked by more Undead. Those animated corpses belonged to former citizens of Akila. They had risen from nearby graveyards and were cutting off any avenue of escape. The good guys were surrounded. The allied forces were killing the weaker monsters in droves, but their positions were also getting hit by spells from Trogg shamans and Exalted Risen Leaders, and casualties were rising. The City Watch Special Cohort was about to break; a couple of members had panicked, tried to flee, only to be overwhelmed and torn to pieces by the Undead. The whole thing looked a little too much like the battle of Little Big Horn for comfort.
Hawke tried to contact the Legate, only to discover Neron wasn’t taking his calls or the Trogg City Core was interfering with communications. He told Tava to pass on his plan to the officer and kept going.
The tower looked like the rest, the bastard child of a porcupine and a corkscrew, but it was glowing with the colors of Undeath, with extra motes of Chaos for good measure. He sensed the presence of another Mana Node beneath the structure, with a ley line linking it to the one in the spiral plaza. An arched entrance on the ground floor was guarded by a dozen Elite Trogg warriors, all boosted to the level cap by the City Core. There was no space to walk between them without alerting them. Picking a fight without his regular Light and Life buffs would be suicide, so he decided to create a diversion by summoning his Darkness Guardian. The creature was massive and an Elite critter in its own right, but even at level 20, it wouldn’t last long against that many enemies. On the other hand, the sight of the fifteen-foot tall shadowy behemoth distracted the guards like nobody’s business. All the Troggs rushed the creature, blasting it with bolts of Chaos before chopping away with their hacking swords.
Hawke got through the gate and flattened himself against a wall to avoid a squad of shamans who were running down the stairs to join the fight. The poor Elemental wasn’t going to last long, so Hawke hurried up the spiral staircase. The Core must be near the top. He sent his armored boots back to his Inventory and took the stairs barefoot to avoid clattering all over the place. His rapid tiptoeing almost got him to the top without incident. Almost.
There were seven levels to the penthouse, each level smaller than the last. On his way up, Hawke walked past rooms where more shamans performed magical ceremonies, arranged in groups of five or seven. Probably enhancing the main event in the center of town, he guessed. A couple of times, robed figures going downstairs walked right past him while he stood perfectly still. On the fifth floor, a max-level priest headed down stopped and looked straight at Hawke. Undead Troggs were capable of emotion, and the expression of shock in its homely face told Hawke all he needed to know.
A quick Twilight Step and backstab dropped the critter from 1,600 Health to 0, but the influx of magic was immediately noticed by every spell-caster in the vicinity. Hawke heard movement from below him. He rushed forward after taking a second to get his boots back on, buffing himself as he went. The time for stealth was over. A pair of guards on the sixth level stepped in his way, blades ready and crackling with Undeath and Chaos. Hawke blasted them with Burning Light: the cone of energy made them recoil in agony, giving him the chance to close in. A desperate swing with Saturnyx scored a critical hit and sent the first Trogg’s head spinning off as its body crumpled in a heap.
Congratulations! Your Sword Skill has been raised to 9.
Hawke dismissed the annoying notification and kept hacking at the remaining guard. Every second he wasted on the flunkies would give the bosses time to get ready. The Trogg was no wimp, though, and the survivor went on the defensive, taking damage from Hawke’s spells but not enough to put it down quickly. After wasting several precious seconds, he fired off a 200-Mana Elemental Bolt at its head, exploding it like a piñata. By then, however several shamans and priests had arrived.
Multiple spells hit him, eating through his Bulwark of Light. His Mana began to drop by the hundreds, both from the damage getting through and the spells he used to return fire. A bunch of Chaos Priests on the seventh floor cut loose with twisting streams of putrid green light mixed with multicolored energies. Grunting, Hawke injected a Mana potion, used his Ring of Spell Storage to apply a new Bulwark, and sent a full anti-Undead spell rotation back at the bastards. One went down, then another, but more were joining in while the casters on the fifth floor kept their steady barrage of Undeath magic and warriors tramped up the stairs. He had to keep on moving.
Twilight Step got him the rest of the way to the top floor. He appeared right behind five Chaos Priests. A brutal kick sent the closest Trogg plummeting down the central shaft; he backstabbed another through the neck a moment later, and followed with a shield bash that knocked a third off the platform. Maybe the Troggs should have thought of putting safety railings on their stairs. He chopped down another victim – and then it was his turn to be blindsided.
Burning tendrils of Chaos ripped through his auras and wrapped around his arms and torso. The damage was bad, but their side effect was a dose of bad luck: everything that could go wrong with Hawke did. He tripped on one of the corpses, losing his balance and nearly dropping Saturnyx, and he fumbled the visualization on his next spell, causing it to fizzle in a flash of Mana. A moment later, the world sped up around him, and he realized that Temporal Distortion, the side effect for his messing around with time itself, had decided to show up, either by regular bad luck or triggered by the Chaos curse.
His Mana bar dropped down below ten percent as he was struck over and over before he could even form a spell. The energy tentacles gripping his limbs spun him around and he found himself face to face with the Trogg Arch-Priestess, Urgah Thul. She was saying something, but in Hawke’s current state, her words went by too quickly to understand, sounding cartoony, like a video played at quadruple speed. If baring their teeth meant the same thing for Troggs as it did for humans, she was happy as a clam. Or maybe just hungry.
She made some gestures and squeaked more incomprehensible commands, and his Mana stopped dropping. The Troggs had stopped hitting him with spells. They wanted him alive for some reason.
You have been afflicted by Chaos Bonds
Spellcasting and most actions are impossible.
Duration: 10 seconds.
Time was slowly returning to normal, but the damage was already done. Immobilized and unable to cast spells, Hawke was dragged up to the top of the tower. He let them; that was where he wanted to be, after all, and he still had one more trick he could pull.
The last tower room had no partitions; it was just a large circular space with a glowing sphere floating in the center: the City Core that Hawke had come to destroy. The Trogg leader had seven priests form up in a circle around her and her captive, beginning a ritual of some sort. She made a gesture with her hand and spiked chains made of golden light exploded out of her palm and pierced Hawke’s chest. The pain was immediate and overwhelming. It wasn’t physical. It felt like losing everyone and everything he loved. It was pure anguish, a word he hadn’t fully appreciated until now.
<Your soul!> Saturnyx shouted in his mind. <She is tearing out your soul!>
You have been afflicted by Soul Ripper.
Time to Final Death: 6 seconds.




Thirty-Four

Hawke activated Timeless Mind.
The pain didn’t stop, but it diminished to the point he could think again. Now everyone else was frozen, or rather moving very slowly. While the special ability was on, he could prepare spells that would go off when he returned to normal. Or he could have, if he hadn’t been hit with a spell disrupt. As long as the effect was on, all he could do was use Mana directly, which limited his options. To top it all, his soul was about halfway out of his body. He could see it, a humanoid figure made of everything he was, all his memories, personality, virtues and flaws. In a few seconds, it would be all over.
Hello? Anyone there? Your favorite pawn is about to get knocked off the table.
Nobody answered. Saturnyx was frozen in time as well. He had been able to reach her before, but he didn’t try. The effect didn’t last for long. If none of the gods, Arbiters or Makers who liked to drop by and give him orders wanted to get involved, he would have to get himself out of this mess. That was probably for the best. Every time a major power intervened on his behalf, he ended up owing them more than he wanted to pay. This time, they were going to owe him.
Hawke leveled up, dumping all six Attribute points into Spirit to raise his Mana pool.
Timeless Mind dissipated, along with Chaos Bonds and Soul Ripper. Urgah’s grin vanished as Hawke tore into the Trogg and the surrounding priests with everything he had. He glowed like a runaway reactor as he fired off a storm of Light and Life, fortified with Celestial and Order energies while he swung Saturnyx. His targets shriveled like flowers hit by a flamethrower. All except Urgah. He gave her his best shot – and her Chaos Shields held. The faces on her robes weren’t mere decorations; they were chanting spells. More shields and defenses appeared around her, deflecting his attacks.
He moved in close, firing off more spells as they came off their cooldowns, but she wasn’t just waiting for him. A gesture from her sent a handful of Doom Spears that hit for thousands of points of damage flying at him. Her cloth puppets cast Death Curse and Undead Curse, two of each. The Chaos missiles tore through his defenses and added debuffs: he found himself slowing down and his sword lunge missed the target even as he felt everything drop. A Mana potion and Transference kept his Health and Endurance up. All he needed was two seconds and the fight was as good as won, but the Arch-Priestess and her talking robe weren’t giving him a chance to use any magic that he couldn’t cast instantly.
He used Tulpa Weapon, projecting a spike from his Solar Plexus Chakra. The pure Mana attack cut through her defenses and hurt her, making the Arch-Priestess hiss in surprise. Before Hawke could send a spell through the Mana spike, her living robes howled another spell at him, all six of them joining forces for a single casting. A giant claw made of half a dozen forces came out of nowhere and punched him with the strength of an angry god.
Hawke blinked. He was crumpled up against one of the walls of the tower. All his stats were down into the low hundreds, and many of his buffs had been stripped away. The spell – Hand of the Daemon Lord – had messed him up good; even with Tranquil Mind, he was stunned and unable to concentrate. Urgah stepped forward, her hands raised as she formed another Soul-Ripper spell; her pets were prepping multiple Chaos Bonds, and this time there would be no level-ups to free him from them.
All for nothing, Hawke thought. He tried to call to Tava, but he couldn’t muster enough focus for that. His vision narrowed into a tunnel.
And through it, he saw Desmond the Destroyer appear out of thin air behind the Arch-Priestess and stab her in the back with his oversized sword.
There was a flash where the glowing blade struck the Trogg. The sword didn’t cut through her defenses, but the spells she and her pets had been prepping dissipated. With a roar of frustration, she hit the Engraved Warrior with a full spread of Doom Spears. Desmond reeled back, but only small scorch marks appeared on his scarred and inked skin. Her pets started to recast Chaos Bonds to ensnare her tormentor. That was a mistake. While her back was to him, Hawke’s stun wore off. The distraction gave him enough time to act.
Two seconds later, Hawke created a Chaos Funnel aimed at the Node below the tower. Five thousand Mana flooded his system, but only for as long as it took him to create an Order-flavored Tulpa Weapon, backstab the Arch-Priestess with it, and use the weapon as a conduit for half of that power, delivered through an Elemental Blast. He was careful to angle the energy torrent away from Desmond.
Urgah Thul was tough. She was still moving, trying to cast another spell despite the basketball-sized glowing hole running clear through her midsection, when Hawke stepped forward and landed a critical hit with Saturnyx that removed her head.
“You’re welcome, bro,” Desmond said. The Engraved Warrior had shaken off the effects of the Chaos Bonds with surprising – and worrying – ease.
Hawke nodded before turning toward a bunch of Trogg casters that had reached the tower. He burned off the rest of his excess Mana with a full spread of enhanced spells, wiping them out.
“Hold the door!” he shouted to Desmond before he reached for the glowing City Core. A City Core that had just lost its previous owner.
You have accessed: City Core (Nur-Gamash) (Level 20)
Do you wish to claim City Core (Nur-Gamash)? Y/N
“Yes!”
A timer began to run. Claiming a City Core, even one with no current ruler, was not an instantaneous process. He needed to hold the Core and concentrate for ten seconds. Hawke gripped the sphere with one hand and wielded Saturnyx with the other, using another Elemental Blast to finish off a Trogg warrior as it reeled from a savage slash from Desmond. A lot more Troggs were headed their way.
Desmond held them off, mostly on his own.
The Eternal had been a deadly combatant before leaving Orom, but the magical tattoos had turned him into something else. Magic erupted from the magical symbols on his skin, deflecting spells and physical attacks and healing injuries almost as fast as they were inflicted. He stood by the entrance to the Core room, blocking the way, his massive sword chopping at any Undead who got too close – and actually parrying spells with it! He bought all the time Hawke needed to finish the process.
Congratulations! You are the ruler of the City of Nur-Gamash!
A menu with over twenty items appeared in front of his eyes. Hawke scrolled down the list, hunting for the one he needed. The Engraved Warrior grunted; the Troggs were hitting him with everything they had, and they were finally making a dent. Unfortunately for them, it was too little, and far too late.
You have chosen to Disconnect the City Core.
Warning! Disconnecting the Core will terminate all ongoing City spells, effects, and enchantments. No City improvements will be possible, nor will any Structural Mana be gained or spent. Do you wish to proceed? Y/N
“Yes, I do,” Hawke said.
The ground shook. The Core’s glow dimmed down to nothing, and all the Troggs in the tower howled like the damned souls they were. For a second, Hawke expected a dramatic cut scene to appear in front of his eyes, with some wise-sounding narrator telling him about the momentous event. None of that happened, of course.
When the city of Nur-Gamash fell for the second and final time, all he got was a simple text notification:
EVENT COMPLETE
The City of Nur-Gamash is no more. The ancient ruins are now part of Akila, whose City Core has been restored. Hawke Lightseeker, Paladin of Lumina, struck the final blow that brought down the unholy city. For this, he has earned the Title of Knight of Order!
Note: Because the Event ended in under an hour, all rewards have been halved.
For your part in the Event, you have earned 11,040 Experience (+20% from the Triune Goddesses bonus, 1,380 diverted towards Leadership; 1,380 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have received: 2 platinum, Cincture of the Holy Martyr (Legendary Item), 1 Mana Node Seed (Celestial Attuned), 1 Ancient City Node (level 20).
You have earned a new title: Knight of Order: When active, gain +20% to Order spells and effects, +40% when fighting Chaos-attuned foes. Chaos magic cannot be used while the title is active.
You have gained +100 Reputation with all Citizens of Akila, +100 Reputation with all followers of Life, Light, and Order. +100 Global Renown.
Quest Complete: Evil Lurks Beneath the Earth, Part II.
You have received 7,200 Experience (+20% from the Triune Goddesses bonus, 900 diverted towards Leadership; 900 diverted towards Node Mastery)
You have received 50 gold, +300 Reputation with the Triune Goddesses; +150 Reputation with the authorities of Akila, +25 Global Renown.
Current Global Renown: 700 (Famed)
Current XP/Next Level: 144,692/150,000. Leadership XP/Next Level: 61,086/75,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 29,618/35,000. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 6,343/7,500
Every Undead within Akila’s lands – which now included the entire cavern complex – was struck by the reactivated wards protecting the human city. Desmond’s opponents began to burn, losing hundreds of Health every second. One by one, they dropped.
Hawke looked out of a window while he checked in with Tava. The area around the city seemed to be on fire as thousands of bodies burst into flames. Luckily, the blazing Undead produced less heat than normal fire, and Troggs built only with stone instead of more flammable materials, or the whole place would have turned into a raging inferno. It would be ironic to beat the Undead only to burn to death or suffocate, but he and his friends were spared that fate.
You did it! Tava shouted at him. We all saw your name celebrated by the Event notification. By the Arbiters themselves, in other words.
So everybody knows, Hawke replied, not entirely happy. Hard to be a stealthy Paladin Ninja if you became the idol of millions.
They certainly do! Legate Neron looked like he’d eaten some bad fish when he read the notification.
Everybody else all right? Hawke asked her.
He didn’t need to ask about his party; they were all on the interact in good health, although he’d seen them dip into the red zone a couple of time. All his guild members had leveled up at least once, in some cases two or three times. The lowest member in his team was now at level eight.
Nine dead, Tava reported. One temple guard, three Legionnaires, and five Special Cohort members, mostly when they panicked.
Considering the odds, the losses were surprisingly light, although having a bunch of high-level healers along had made a huge difference. Hawke told her where he was and went back to examining his earnings. He also took the time to loot the body of Urgah Thul, although her magical robes had burned to a crisp. Too bad, having a bathrobe that could cast spells could have come in handy.
There weren’t any other notifications for a change, and no other loot or XP. Events were like that; once they started, you stopped getting rewards for killing individual monsters. The Event rewards were impressive, though. Hawke looked at the Mana Node Seed in his inventory. That was the first time he’d gotten something like that as loot. He hadn’t expected to see another one for a long time, and it would be extremely useful, to him and his Domain. And it was sitting right next to the even more valuable Ancient City Core; he didn’t even know what he could do with that, but even his guesses were mind-boggling.
The platinum coins were pretty nice, too. He examined them briefly: unlike the Imperial coins, the platinum pieces had a square hole in the center. They weren’t denars, but were marked on one side with Latin letters proclaiming them to be one Wu Zhu, whatever that meant. The other side had Chinese ideograms that Saturnyx identified as belonging to the Wu-Shan Celestial Mint. Each coin was worth a hundred gold denars.
The Legendary belt that the Event had ‘dropped’ for him was nothing to sneeze at, either:
Cincture of the Holy Martyr (Level 25 Legendary Item)
Waist Armor Piece
Item Level: 25 (Minimum Level 20).
Usable only by Paladin, Priest, or Templar classes.
Damage Absorption: Adds 5% to all Resistance values.
Attribute Bonuses: +6 to all Attributes.
Martyr’s Blessing: Damage taken by Gift of the Martyr is halved.
Mana Storage: +250 Mana Capacity
Spell Focus: +20% to the damage, range, and effects of Life, Light or Celestial spells.
Holy smokes, Hawke thought as he equipped the belt. A rush of power coursed through him as he felt his mind and body grow stronger. The belt was white and gold, and it clashed badly with his Death-attuned armor, but his inner balance kept the opposing Elements from messing with him.
“That was impressive,” he told Desmond, who was leaning on the doorframe, examining his sword for nicks. He wanted to thank him, but he was in thrall to a Sidhe. Too risky to show gratitude.
“Just doing my job.”
“Where did you disappear off to?”
“I figured you’d try to hog all the glory for yourself, so I used a trick I learned to stay out of the way while I kept tabs on you.”
“I didn’t know you could do that.” Or track me while I was invisible, he thought but didn’t say out loud. He didn’t like the idea that the big guy could get the drop on him. Not when he clearly blamed Hawke for all his problems.
Desmond shrugged. “It’s something I picked from Leara. I can sneak up on you now, Paladin Ninja.”
“You sure do,” Hawke said.
The big guy’s trick could be a Fae Glamour or some kind of magic. Hawke suspected a magic tattoo, or engraved scar was the source. Whatever it was, it was good enough to fool his Advanced Mana Sight. On the other hand, now that he knew of Desmond’s new trick, he might be able to come up with countermeasures. He had a feeling that the Engraved Warrior was itching for the chance to use his new abilities against Hawke.
“In any case, you saved a lot of people when you stopped the Trogg leader, Desmond.”
“Awesome. Do I get a medal?”
“I’m sure the City Prefect will be happy to give you one. And a few other goodies, on top of whatever you got from the Event.”
“Nah, I’m good. I really don’t care what the muggles think of me. Got a nice ring from the Event; that’s plenty good. Leara will reward me for keeping you alive, too. Although, I could use another drink. Her magic juice has about worn off.”
“Great. Guess we all came out winners.”
“For now. What next?”
“Well, I want to make sure the Revenant has been destroyed. After that, I’m taking on the Nerf Herders.”
“I guess I’ve got to stick around, then. You don’t get to die until Leara says it’s okay for you to die.”




Thirty-Five

“This bastard is driving me nuts.”
Hawke had spent close to an hour looking for the Revenant, but there was no sign of Laryn anywhere. The Fae-Undead hybrid, who had started three major crises so far, had disappeared. And he had somehow taken the Mana Node where the ritual had been conducted with him. The central plaza now had a circular patch of dirt in place of the Node and the melting quagmire where the Nerf herders had died.
<The Revenant managed to enter Akila despite the city wards. It stands to reason that the creature survived their reactivation.>
“I guess. I really want to put that critter down once and for all.”
“No luck, huh?” Desmond asked.
The Engraved Warrior had stuck close to Hawke while he looked around the ruins. The crumbling ruins. Without the Trogg enchantments preserving the city, the buildings were beginning to fall apart, even the ones that hadn’t been damaged in the battle. Water was already seeping in from cracks forming in the vast cavern’s walls. The Imperials thought the cavern complex was stable enough not to come crashing down – incidentally turning a big chunk of the city above it into a giant sinkhole – but the Trogg-made structures were another matter altogether. Eventually the nearby river would fill the whole area, turning it into a great diving spot, assuming anybody around the Realms liked to dive for fun.
Tava walked up to him, along with Rabbit and Digger. The Dire Bear growled at Desmond, picking up the tension between them.
“I think I found the monster’s trail,” she said. “Nothing else has an aura like this, Fae energies mixed with the taint of Undeath.”
Teaching Mana Sight to a Ranger with magical tracking skills had turned her into a scouting machine. If she said she’d found the Revenant’s tracks, Hawke could take it to the bank.
“Where did he go?”
“He walked up to the edge of the cavern and activated some kind of portal spell or device. I know little of such things, but it used a lot of power.”
“Let’s take a look.”
Hawke was able to spot the place where Laryn had made his escape. Like Tava said, whatever he had used had burned through thousands of Mana, a lot more than what a short-range teleport cost. The Revenant had gotten far away, or maybe gone to a different Realm. He didn’t think he had a prayer of catching him, not until the bastard started some other mess.
<Not too long ago, you would have tried to reactivate the spell the Revenant used to flee the city and follow it to whatever place it took you to.>
I was a lot dumber then.
He had responsibilities now; to Tava, to the people of the Sunset Valley, and to his Guild. He would take risks when he had to, but Laryn had failed and was on the run. That would have to do; he had more immediate threats to deal with. Besides, he had barely escaped death multiple times in the past couple of days. He had probably hit his limit.
“Damnit,” Desmond muttered.
“Problem?”
“Leara won’t be happy,” the Engraved Warrior said before remembering who he was talking to, and clamming up. “She had hoped this would be the end of the Huntsman.”
“If she wanted the Revenant destroyed, she should have stuck around and helped out,” Hawke told him. “I’m curious about her interest in Greg’s science project, to be honest.”
“She has her reasons. If she wants you to know them, she’ll tell you,” Desmond said.
“Perhaps the Fae woman fears Laryn,” Tava suggested. From the way Desmond growled, she’d touched a nerve.
“She certainly was in a hurry to be somewhere else,” Hawke said. “I wonder why.”
“You don’t know a damn thing,” Desmond replied.
With a sigh, Hawke turned his back on the teleport site.
“Time to deal with the Nerf Herders.”
* * *
The Eternals’ compound had changed a lot since the last time Hawke had seen it, but he had expected the stone walls and the magic wards, thanks to Girl’s report. What he hadn’t expected was to find the small fortress inhabited only by slaves. Slaves who, a few months ago, had been normal Earthlings before arriving at the Realms and falling into the hands of Kaiser Wrecker and his bullyboys.
There were City Watch soldiers all over the compound, but they got out of Hawke’s way as he walked the grounds and entered the building the Guild had named ‘the Factory.’ It was like a combination of dungeon – the actual definition of the term, not the gaming one – and sweatshop where the inmates – over twenty Eternals, mostly under level 5 in their Class but well over level 10 in at least one Craft or Vocation – slept in cramped cells before being woken up to practice, learn or teach their trade. Enchanters, Smiths, Tailors, Alchemists, Jewelers, they were all represented. The poor bastards spent most of their waking hours working and, if they didn’t meet their quotas, they were beaten or tortured. Most of them had been subjected to that life for months, although the most recent captives had been abducted from another city two weeks ago.
The City authorities had wanted to hold and question the victims, but Hawke had earned enough credit with them to get them released into his care. When he spoke to the captives, he discovered that they couldn’t leave the compound, not unless a guild officer allowed them to do so. They all had sworn oaths of servitude to Kaiser Wrecker, and the fact that they had done so under duress didn’t matter. The only way to free their minds was to destroy the Nerf Herders. Hawke had every intention of doing that.
The cowards had run away, though.
“When Kaiser saw the Event notification saying you’d won, he flipped out,” one of the captives, a massive Ogre Smith by the name of Bones told him. “They were out of here a few minutes later. Left us here to rot.”
“It appears they left through the Marbled Gate,” a Watch officer said; the man had arrived with the bad news shortly after Hawke entered the compound. “Thirty-seven people, riding thirty magical beasts, all faster and more enduring than horses. The gate commander let them through, despite the fact that the guild had been proscribed. Claims that he didn’t get the news until after the miscreants were gone. Bribed, most likely.”
“Probably for the best,” Hawke replied, forcing himself to keep his cool. “Your guards might not have been able to stop them. Even if they had, a lot of innocent people would have died.”
The Marbled Gate was on the southern quadrant of the city. It wasn’t used much because the immediate area consisted of largely uninhabited mountains and, further to the east, swamps. It wasn’t closely guarded, making it a good place to leave in the middle of the chaos that the short-lived zombie apocalypse had caused.
“They were seen headed west,” the guardsman added. “Moving fast. They are probably past the city limits by now.”
Hawke nodded and didn’t shout and curse, much as he wanted to. He knew where the Herders were going. That path would take them right to Legion’s Highway. If they turned south, they would be in Orom. How long? They’d have to travel a bit over a hundred miles of bad road, but with magical mounts, that could be a matter of hours rather than days.
“We have to ride after them,” Tava said.
He shook his head. “They have elite mounts, faster than anything we’ve got. The only people who might catch them are the City Watch flying patrolmen, but there are only six of them, and their balloon can only carry another four or five people. They can’t take on over thirty Eternals by themselves.”
“What are we going to do, then?” Grognard asked.
“Well, I’m going to head them off at the pass, sort of. I’ll use Node Recall to get back to the city. Unfortunately, I can’t take you along, but once I’m there I can get the guild and the local troops organized. We’ll stop them.”
Grognard didn’t look convinced. “Other than Nadia, the highest-level guild members are all here. Those bastards took out a wizard’s council. They’ve got guns, too.”
Hawke grinned. It was a nasty smiled, devoid of any humor. “All that is true. But I have a plan.”




Thirty-Six

“We don’t have much time,” Hawke told Olaf Goode as soon as he emerged into the town hall.
Hawke had told Blaze what was going on, and the Drakofox had warned Olaf. That had happened fifteen minutes ago, all the time Hawke had taken giving orders to the guild members in Akila before using Node Recall. There hadn’t been much to say; Tava, Grognard and Desmond would leave immediately, along with Jake Duchamp and some helpers from the City Watch. Everyone else would stay in the city until news arrived. Hopefully, it would be good news.
“I’ve already ordered the Town Guard to assemble, and put on an alert on the Guild channel,” the Priest replied.
“Good,” he said. “I want to get everyone ready as soon as possible.”
“What are we going to face?”
“Thirty-one Eternals, levels thirteen to twenty, but they’ve got Leadership boosts, so the average strength is going to be over fifteenth level. They are all riding elite mounts, including a couple of big monsters. Half of them are magic-users of some type or another, the rest fighters, rogues, or hybrids, with a lot of multi-classing. Probably twenty or thirty pets as well, counting summons. They have another six Eternals, but they are not a threat. The Herders kept them as slaves.”
“We have hundreds of minions from the Stronghold.”
“Unfortunately, no. They raided a wizards’ society not too long ago, and picked up a lot of devices. One of them lets them nullify Settlement and Fortress magics. If they get within the valley’s borders, they’ll mess up every ongoing effect we’ve got. I could even lose control of the Stronghold and Town Cores.”
“Holy crap.”
“Yeah. It’s called the Rod of the Rulership. The wizard who warned me about it told me his council had been storing it in case they needed to overthrow a government or two. Looks like Kaiser was going to use it to take over Akila, but he chickened out when we averted the zombie apocalypse.”
“Zombie apocalypse?”
“Long story. It’s been a messy couple of days. Got killed, managed to level up to twenty-one anyway, and now we’ve got an invasion to handle.”
“What’s the plan, then?”
“I’m going to ambush them while you guys get ready. If everything goes well, you won’t have to do any fighting. If it doesn’t, I’ll buy you time to set up a secondary ambush.”
Olaf gave him a look. “You are going up against thirty Eternals by yourself.”
“Plus Blaze and Luna. And I’ve got a surprise for them.”
He told Olaf about the surprise while the two left the Prefect’s Keep and watched the guards and other volunteers assemble on the town’s courtyard. A small crowd had gathered around it, mostly friends and families of the soldiers and guards hastily donning their armor and joining the ranks. Many of the onlookers looked scared, something he hadn’t seen since the Revenant had invaded the valley, a good while ago. He hated seeing them afraid again. It was his job to make sure that sort of thing didn’t happen.  
“I’ve heard of plans crazy enough to work. I don’t know if this is one of them,” Olaf said after Hawke explained. “And I don’t know if it will be enough to take out the Herders.”
“Well, I won’t be just watching and eating popcorn. Worst case, I will thin out their numbers. Hopefully enough for the second ambush to beat them without taking many losses.”
Hawke wanted to limit casualties on his side. One third of his guild weren’t Eternals, and the rest still had low Identities, thanks to the Necromancer. The Town Guards were even more vulnerable, being normal mortals for the most part. Even if his people won an all-out fight, the losses would be bad. He watched the troops forming up on the town square. Young, often little more than teenagers, the sons or daughters of farmers, crafters, or common laborers, enlisted for the meager pay, out of sheer boredom, or for the chance of becoming Adventurers. They would march out to defend their homes and families, and if they fell, there would be no respawning for them.
Hawke pictured the spells the Nerf Herders would rain over his people, the fireballs and lightning bolts that would hit a dozen troops for hundreds of points of damage on their targets. Instant death for his normal troops, most of whom had less than twenty Health and even with Leadership bonuses could not hope to take a hundred-point hit. The damage numbers the Arbiters’ interface displayed were crude approximations of the fragility of the human body, but they did the job of showing him how even victory would turn several of those people into unmoving, unfeeling chunks of meat. Defeat would decimate them or worse. Kaiser and his gang would consider them to be NPCs, subhuman. They could expect no mercy from them.
If there was a way to stop the guild war without risking his people, he had to try it.
Kinto Primes walked up to him. “All the troops are here, except for two patrols that won’t get back in time and the garrison at the Stronghold. We are ready, Lord Hawke.”
“Good.” Hawke explained the situation to the Hunter and summoned a map of the domain, angling the holographic construct so all the leaders could see it. “This is where I need you to go.”
“That narrow pass will favor us,” Kinto agreed, examining the spot Hawke had highlighted. “But they can push past us, with enough magic and good gear. If we place forces on each side, the enemy can concentrate on one and overwhelm it.”
“It’s the best spot that your troops can reach in time. The Guild will hold one side of the pass, the Watch the other. Make sure you have an escape route marked for both sides. No glorious last stands, do you hear? If they are too strong, retreat and regroup back at Orom.”
The Hunter shook his head with a grim expression. “Retreat is impossible, my lord. They have riding beasts that can chase us down with ease. If we break, they will slaughter us, or leave us behind and race to Orom, breaking the Domain with their device.”
Kinto was right. “You are in command, Watch Captain,” Hawke forced himself to say. “You will do as you see first. My apologies for giving you a stupid command.”
“It is said that when there is no way to flee, that is when warriors will fight hardest. I trust that after you are through with them, my boys – and girls – will handle what’s left.”
“If the first ambush fails, I’ll respawn in a few hours and rejoin as fast as you can,” Hawke added.
“Orom will not kneel to that petty tyrant.”
If things worked out the way he hoped, the Defenders and the town guard would do little more than march back and forth without seeing any fighting. Some of the Eternals might begrudge the XP they would be denied from an open-field battle, but it beat getting slaughtered. He’d make it up to them after the crisis was over.
“Very good. I’m off, then.”
“May fortune and the gods favor you,” Kinto said.
“And may the gods have mercy on the Nerf Herders,” Hawke said through clenched teeth. “Because I sure as hell won’t.”




Thirty-Seven

<Hawke! Hawke! HAAAWKE!>
“That is my name, yes,” he told the ebullient Drakofox.
Blaze was literally jumping with joy, leaping all around him like an excited puppy, except this puppy was as long as a car. The white-furred beast stopped every few seconds to lick Hawke with his wet, raspy tongue, or to give him a playful nip that made him glad that he was wearing full plate armor.
“I’ve missed you too, fur-face,” he said when the giant kit settled down. He hugged his massive neck, feeling Blaze’s warm breath beating on his back like a forge’s bellows.
It still surprised Hawke how fond he’d grown of his adopted child. The imprinting worked both ways, forming an attachment that went beyond normal relationships. He knew in his heart that he could trust Blaze implicitly, and that he would kill or die for the Ethereal Drakofox. Which terrified him a little, since he was about to take him and his sister into battle.
Luna was only slightly less thrilled to see him. The fiery Drako-vixen was panting, and her breath wasn’t just hot, it could literally char-broil someone if she wasn’t careful. Blaze had become an Ethereal being who could unleash Mind energies; Luna had evolved into an embodiment of Elemental Fire. The two kits were barely a few weeks old but were among the most dangerous beings Hawke had encountered in the Common Realm. Luckily, they were on his side.
“They wanted to fly to Orom to meet you, but settled down when you told them you were coming here,” Gosto said. The Druid had somehow accumulated enough experience to hit seventeenth level, two ranks higher than when Hawke had last seen him.
“Congratulations on your advancement on the Path,” Hawke told the Druid.
“And you as well. You have outgrown the Common Realm already!”
“Doesn’t feel like it. Things and people keep trying to kill me. They even succeed every once in a while.”
“Trouble seems to find you, true. Or is it the other way around?”
“Hard to tell. How did you earn your new levels? Anything I should know?”
Gosto shrugged. “A crisis averted, thank Cerunnos. As Blaze told you, a Terror Tree came to attack the Grove. My students and I destroyed it, with the help of Blaze and Luna.”
The Drakofoxes had joined the Grove Warden to keep an eye on any Eternals venturing into the Shadowy Foothills, as well as on the Wild Fae who dwelled there.
“Yeah. Blaze didn’t give me the details.”
“There isn’t much to tell. I stopped the monster from stealing power from the Node. That weakened it enough to destroy.”
<We burned it good!> Blaze added.
As a Druid Warden, Gosto had a great deal of control over the Grove’s territory, and it extended to the Node planted there. His Node Mastery was the second highest in the Domain, and his Warden abilities allowed him to do things with it and the attached ley lines that Hawke couldn’t match. Hawke noticed that the ring of old-growth trees surrounding the Grove’s hill had grown noticeable in the few days since he’d last seen it. He wasn’t the only one who was moving on up in the Realms.
“I wish I could have been here to help,” he said.
“Not even the gods can be everywhere, Lord Hawke. You must trust those you have appointed to do the jobs you cannot,” Gosto said before grinning mischievously. “Besides, my sister will skin you alive if you neglect her for too long. We all know how much she loooves you.”
“Shut up, you,” Hawke said in the tone Tava normally used for her brother, and they both laughed.
“What will you have us do, my Lord?” Gosto asked after the brief moment of levity.
Hawke explained his plan in a few terse sentences while the Druid listened in silence.
“If you succeed, you will remove a blight upon the land and do us all a great service. But if you fail…”
“I’ll probably get killed. But your father, the guild and the town guard will be in a better position to deal with the invasion. I trust you will join their force.”
“Of course. We will make them wish they’d never set foot on the road to the valley. And you might be able to join us, after you Reincarnate.”
If he died, he wouldn’t return to life for hours. It probably would be too late to do anything but bury the dead, or lead the fight at Orom itself, which would be a defeat even if the Nerf Herders were wiped out. A lot of what he had built would be lost. Hawke was surprised how much he was bothered by the idea of seeing the work of hundreds of people destroyed. He couldn’t let that happen.
Setting the gloomy thoughts aside, he turned to Blaze. “I got you something.”
<I know what it is, but I wanna see it.>
Hawke summoned an Enhanced Tamer’s Beast Saddle from his Inventory. Blaze sniffed it and gave him a foxy grin.
<You won’t fall off anymore,> he said happily while Hawke put it on. <Now we can fly together!>
“You still gotta be a bit careful, or I may upchuck on the back of your head.”
<Gross. You better not.>
<Where is my saddle?> Luna asked, sidling up to him and giving him a friendly nudge that would have knocked a normal man on his ass. <I want my saddle.>
“I have it here. Tava is heading back as fast as she can, so it might be a good idea to have it on you already.”
The magical harnesses worked as well as advertised, conforming themselves to the Drakofoxes’ shapes snugly but comfortably. The seats were a little closer to the neck than the improvised setups Orom’s crafters had come up with, and they included plenty of safety straps. Hawke felt confident that he wouldn’t get tossed even by a steep dive, although he might want to have a couple of airsick bags at hand, just in case.
He got on and strapped himself. Time to put it to the test.
* * *
The flight went well enough. Hawke practiced casting spells and a few other maneuvers, and felt confident on his ability to stay on the saddle in the heat of combat. And he didn’t throw up even when Blaze did a full turnover and Hawke found himself upside down, staring at the ground ‘above’ his head. So far, so good.
His good mood vanished when he spotted his destination: a barren plain nestled between a loose circle of hills that hid it from outsiders. Two ley lines crossed the area and connected near its center; they weren’t linked to the ley lines in his Domain, thankfully, because they were infected by the same Undeath curse afflicting the land. Nothing grew there, not since the corpses of thousands of Legionnaires were dropped into unhallowed, unmarked graves by their demonic killers. The spirits still bound to those bodies were filled with rage. If someone with enough power and malice awakened them, they would march out and kill all living things around them, triggering an Area Event. The killings wouldn’t give those soldiers peace, however. When the Event ended, those corpses would return to the valley, cursed to remain there.
Hawke was hoping to kill two birds with one stone.
As he landed outside the ring of hills, a notification appeared in front of him.
Warning! You are near a Level 12 Hazard Zone!
Thousands of cursed corpses and their tormented souls infest this patch of land. If any living being enters, some of them will rise up and seek your death.
An Undeath practitioner can trigger a Level 12 Event: RISE OF THE DEAD by spending 1,200 Mana.
Any other living being who enters will be attacked on sight. If enough mortals are killed on the Zone, their deaths will trigger the Event.
Current Death Count: 32/100
“It’s leveled up,” Hawke commented.
During his first trip to Akila, Greg the Necromancer had activated Rise of the Dead while Hawke and his friends were in its area of effect. It had only been a seventh-level Event back then, but it had nearly wiped out his group. And it had grown stronger somehow. As Hawke and his friends leveled up, so had the entire valley. Was it a natural progression, or was someone (or Someone, as in gods or Makers) raising the stakes to mess with him? Maybe it was a combination of both. In this case, it was a two-edged sword. If his plan worked, it would work even better than he’d hoped, but making it happen was going to be more difficult.
The easy move would be to spend the Mana and trigger the Event; the Herders would be in range, and getting hit by a horde of 12th level Undead over multiple phases, all while surrounded in a thick mist, would at the very least inflict some casualties and delay them. But the Event had a huge area of effect, one that would reach the borders of his Domain and also affect the forces Kinto was assembling. And the Woodlings he had made peace with would be attacked by the ravening horde. Hundreds of innocents would die. It wasn’t worth doing, even if the Event were guaranteed to destroy the Nerf Herders. Which, considering their levels and gear, was unlikely.
What he had in mind was riskier, but also the right thing.
“You two, stay here until I come back or I die. You know what to do if that happens.”
<It’s a bad place. We should burn it,> Blaze said.
“If I succeed, you won’t have to.”
Blaze whimpered and snapped at the air. <They are angry. I can hear them even from here. They won’t listen to you.>
Hawke concentrated and spent a few minutes preparing an expensive spell. When he was done, he answered the Drakofox.
“I still am Lord of the Dead. I’ll make them listen.”
When he had first gained that title, he hadn’t realized it gave him bonuses besides looking cool next to his name. That was because he didn’t unlock the prerequisites until later. Now, whenever it was active, he gained a +20% to any spells, tasks, or abilities related to controlling or resisting the control of Undead. It was just the thing to wear when he strolled into a cursed mass grave.
Title Equipped: Lord of the Dead.
Number of Title Slots Remaining: 1/2
“Hey, I get two titles. Must get one slot every ten levels.”
<You do,> Saturnyx told him, sounding slightly exasperated. <Perhaps if you didn’t leave half of your notifications unread ‘until later’ and then forgot to get to it half the time, you would know all this.>
Hawke ignored the scolding and checked his titles, discovering that helping Girl-Has No-Name break her oath to the Nerf Herders had actually paid off for him:
Liberator: When equipped, gain a +30% to any spells, abilities or tasks intended to resist or disrupt any forms of exerting control over others, magical and mundane.
“I am a Liberating Lord of the Dead,” he announced. “Just the kind of guy you call to turn a pack of monsters into allies.”
<Be careful, Hawke,> Blaze said. <Keep him safe, Auntie Nyx.>
<I will, to the best of my ability, little one,> the sword replied.
With that, Hawke walked into the valley of unrestful dead.




Thirty-Eight

The moment Hawke crossed the boundary of the Hazard Zone, the temperature dropped a good twenty degrees. It felt like walking into a freezer. Or maybe a morgue. The effect wasn’t just physical: there was a fear-inducing aura permeating dead valley. It had no effect on Hawke, but he could feel its presence like hundreds of cold and clammy fingers touching his skin. Very unpleasant. Not the place to visit on a date, unless your date was hard-core into goth stuff.
You have entered a Hazard Zone: Unhallowed Legions Burial Ground (Level Twelve)
As skeletons began to claw their way out of the ground, Hawke cast the spell he had prepared beforehand:
Army of the Dead
Time to Cast: 5 minutes. Cooldown: 24 hours. Cost: 250 Mana. Duration: Two hours. Range: 2-mile radius. Effect: Any corpses in the area of effect that have not been given a proper funeral and buried in hallowed ground will rise, digging themselves out if necessary, and follow your mental commands. The risen dead will be Skeletons or Zombies, depending on the state of their corpses, and will have an equivalent level equal to two-thirds the caster’s level, rounded down.
A handful of dead Legionnaires had already risen independently, but they found themselves surrounded by skeletons who were now loyal to Hawke. The hostiles were cut down in a matter of seconds by his new followers. Hundreds, thousands of bodies rose out of the earth, their bony hands clutching rusty weapons. For two hours, they would follow his orders. That wasn’t enough time to do any good, however; marching them to the Herders would eat most of it. Using them in that way wasn’t his intention. He just wanted to keep them under control while he completed the next phase of the plan.
Hawke walked through the ranks of the skeleton army, skirting around the huge shapes of Lords of Bones, monsters made by dozens of human corpses fused together into a hideous whole. It took him a couple of minutes to find the Undead he wanted, a figure riding a skeletal horse, the only Undead there that looked much like he had in life, except for the spectral glow around him:
Legate General Marcus Agustino Pertinax (Undead)
Level 13 Wraith High Lord (Elite)
Health 2,600 Mana 3100 Endurance 2,600
The commander of the doomed legions looked at him with pure hatred in its eyes, and Hawke sensed that it was fighting the spell. It might be strong enough to break free, if given enough time. Hawke didn’t intend to wait that long. He cast Communion, imbuing the Mind spell with Death magic, and touched the mind of the wraith.
You have made mental contact with an Undead mind.
Marcus Agustino Pertinax has initiated Undead Possession!
The raging spirit tried to take over Hawke’s body, using the Mind link as an infection vector. It wasn’t much of a contest, however, not with his higher level and abilities even before adding his Title bonuses. After failing miserably, the spectral commander was reduced to glaring at its tormentor like a caged animal. Hawke delved deeper into its mind. Unlike regular zombies, Marcus and his troops hadn’t lost their souls. They were still there, bound to their unmarked graves, somewhat like the Troggs he had met beneath Akila, except in this case it had been involuntary, the result of a curse their demonic tormentors inflicted on them as a final insult. That made them the worst kind of Undead, because their bound souls prevented their permanent destruction. You could kill them, but their bodies would eventually reform in the burial ground, waiting for the chance to be unleashed again.
Through the mental connection, Hawke watched Marcus lead his troops to disaster. The Legate wasn’t an evil man, but his arrogance and overconfidence had doomed him. He had launched an attack on a demon army without properly scouting the area, which would have revealed that his command was hopelessly outnumbered. His forces had been surrounded and forced into the valley, packed so tightly together that most of the troops couldn’t fight back. Then the demons had methodically slaughtered them like so many penned sheep. Marcus had been plucked from his horse by a flying horror and torn apart as he watched his men die below him.
All that anger and terror were fresh in the wraith’s mind, as if no time had passed since those terrible moments. Marcus’ soul was continually reliving the moment of his death, twisting his mind until nothing remained but desperate rage and the desire to destroy. Hawke pushed deeper, hoping there was something left of the man, until he found it, a tiny remnant of humanity that had been dwindling over the centuries. One day, it would go out completely. Or it would have, if Hawke hadn’t reached it.
I have come to free you.
A burst of hope exploded from the trapped soul, and for a moment the suffering stopped, sending a wave of relief so powerful that it staggered Hawke. As it turned out, ending someone’s misery was a wonderful thing. He knew that he was doing something necessary, but he hadn’t realized it could actually bring him joy.
March forth one last time, and you will be released from this hell.
A magical contract was forged in a matter of seconds. The conditions were simple, but the cost would be steep. As the army of Undead stood silently around him, Hawke summoned the Celestial Mana Node Seed he had received for saving Akila, and placed it at the ley line junction. Then he used Chaos Funnel to feed it Mana until it blossomed, taking care to purify the energy before letting it flow from him to the Node.
You have accessed: Level 10 Mana Node (Celestial). You have the following choices:
Leave Mana Node alone: No risk or reward. Y/N
Claim Mana Node: +2,500 Experience, +1,000 Mana as long as you are within 1 mile/level from the Node. Y/N
Destroy Mana Node: +5,000 Experience, +10 Spirit. Y/N
Absorb Mana Node, gaining six new Celestial spells, +500 permanent Mana pool increase. Y/N
Level ten? Hawke was surprised by that. The Seeds he had found before had all been first level constructs. He hadn’t known they could start out higher than that. The powerful new Node wasn’t part of the Domain yet, but he would change that as soon as he made a deal with the Evergreen Circle. He claimed the Node.
The Celestial Node will Sanctify the Hazard Zone in 12 hours, destroying the curse binding the souls to this place. The bodies must be given a proper burial within a week to make the hallowing process permanent.
You got yourself a deal. He would dig the graves himself if he had to, although he could probably round up a bunch of ‘volunteers’ from the troops gathering up south of here. It wasn’t the kind of work the Eternals and guards had come here to do, but it would be as valuable and less risky than fighting to the death.
For breaking the Legions’ Curse, you have earned 4,800 XP (from the Triune Goddesses bonus, 600 diverted towards Leadership; 600 diverted towards Node Mastery
For Claiming the Celestial Node (Level 10), you have earned 1,000 XP towards Node Mastery.
You have gained +200 Reputation with Triune Goddesses, +100 Reputation with Olympian Pantheon, +50 Reputation with the Grim Reaper.
You have earned a new title: Curse-Breaker. While this title is active, you will gain a +25% bonus to resist, counteract or dispel curses from all schools of magic.
You have earned +75 Global Renown. Current Global Renown: 775 (Famed)
Current XP/Next Level: 149,492/150,000. Leadership XP/Next Level: 61,686/75,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 30,218/35,000. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 6,403/7,500
A wave of blue light washed over the Undead army. When it dissipated, the skeletons remained, but they no longer remained unnaturally still. Even at rest, they stood like a group of living humans would, shifting their weight from one foot to another, looking around, checking their gear. They were no longer mindless, but understood that they would march off to fight one last time, after which they would finally find peace. For the first time since their deaths, they would be fighting for themselves. The glowing eye sockets on the skulls of the dead shifted from greenish purple to blue, the dark blue of Soul magic.
I’m going to have to learn that Force at some point, Hawke told himself as he saw the change in the Undead. They had become spirits of righteous vengeance rather than destruction.
And now it’s time to teach those bastards not to mess with the Lord of the Dead.




The Nerf Herders’ Last Stand, Part One

“Getting misty all of a sudden,” Naruto commented.
Kaiser Wrecker grunted in agreement. Something was up, and the Whisperer agreed.
The small army had been riding hard. They all had elite mounts, either from drops they had earned in dungeon crawls and raids in the Malleum Mallum, summons from the Herders with the right spells and abilities, or purchases from the Exotic Items Emporium. They had been worth the trouble and expense, though: the guild could move at the speed of a galloping horse, even on lousy roads. At that rate, they would reach Orom sometime in the afternoon. ‘Get there firstest with the mostest,’ in the immortal words of Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest.  
The trouble and expense to get those mounts had paid off. He himself rode a level 14 Elemental Steed, a horse-shaped beast who shared qualities from all the classical elements, including steamy legs combining Air and Water, a powerful and sturdy body of Earth, and the capability to exhale Fire for a good 30 damage per level. There were two other Elemental Steeds among the group, along with a variety of other beasts: three Golem Warhorses, tireless constructs made of animated clay; a dozen Dire Wolves they had taken from a band of Orcs in the course of a dangerous but profitable series of quests; and a Lesser War Mammoth that towered over the rest of the group and carried five Herders on a howdah on its back, all of them armed with rifles. The rest were an assortment of magical horses, not quite as useful, but able to keep up, which was all that mattered. The Herders mostly fought on foot, although if it came to it, some of the mounts would join the other pets and summons in combat.
All things considered, things could be worse. They had a huge head start, so Akila’s authorities wouldn’t catch up for at least a couple of days, assuming they wanted to bother chasing his guild. If all went according to plan, he would soon have a secure, defensible base. The crafters he’d brought along would start mass-producing simple versions of the magic rifles. If they could make enough ‘trade muskets’ to equip a sepoy army, the Herders might be able to hold off anything the city sent after him. If that didn’t work, they would burn the place down and move on. The Herders were destined for great things, well beyond the Common Realm. He was going to drag these miserable worlds into modernity if he had to kill half of their inhabitants to do so.
Change is Chaos, and Chaos is change, the Whisperer told him. You are its agent. But danger approaches. Beware!
The mist was moving with unnatural swiftness. Visibility dropped dramatically, forcing the riders to slow down, then stop.
“Now what?” Amelia Blueflame grumbled, reigning in her Royal Raptor. The bizarre bird, a combo of a peacock and an emu, with a bit of eagle mixed in and the ability to spit lightning bolts, chirped nervously at the approaching fog bank.
Behind Kaiser, Rowena whimpered in panic. He had tied her to the saddle like a bedroll and she normally knew better than to make noise, but the mist wasn’t normal; he could sense it was infused with some kind of fear effect. It was too weak to bother him and most of the Herders, but lowbies like Rowena weren’t immune.
“Quiet down or I’ll keep you in restraints all night,” he growled at her before turning to his troops. “All right, we passed a hill about two hundred yards back. We’ll fall back and set up a defensive perimeter there.”
As everybody scrambled to obey, a notification appeared:
AN AREA EVENT HAS BEGUN!
THE LEGIONS’ LAST BATTLE (LEVEL 13 EVENT)
Many centuries ago, two legions of the Onyx Empire were ambushed by demons and massacred to the last man. Now, Lord of the Dead Hawke Lightseeker has reached the unmarked graves of those valiant soldiers and freed their souls, on the condition that they fight one last time and destroy his enemies!
For six hours, the Undead Legion will be unleashed against you. If you survive, you will gain great rewards.
Event Rewards for every Phase Completed: 250 Experience per level of the participant. 5 gold per level of the participant. One Enchanted Quality item of the appropriate class and level. Additional prizes will be awarded based on your contributions.
Phase One Will Begin in Five Minutes.
Best of luck!
How? How did he do this?
He has the favor of many Makers and gods, the Whisperer replied in an almost mocking tone.
Kaiser wanted to scream in sheer frustration, but he kept his cool. He had to if he and his gang were going to survive what was about to happen.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Death-Dealer shouted as the fog enveloped them.
* * *
Phase One was bad.
Hundreds of thirteenth-level skeletons came rushing out of the mist, attacking the dug-up Herders from every direction. The Eternals had made their stand on top of the hill, stacking logs and setting up firing lanes for their ranged specialists. Kaiser had stood on the front line, unlimbering his black blade. Sanginaris not only greatly enhanced his physical and mental Attributes but also absorbed Mana from any target he struck. Anyone killed by the sword also increased his own Mana pool permanently, the amount determined by the level of the victim. The weapon also enhanced any spells he cast while holding it, imbuing them with Chaos and Death energies. Too bad that the latter would be useless against their current enemies.
The Nerf Herders had no Priests or Paladins, either, which meant they didn’t have access to the most effective anti-Undead spells. A few of their spellcasters knew Life magic, so their healing spells doubled as offensive ones against the animated corpses coming their way, but most of their power would be needed to keep the rest of the guild alive. Those deficiencies proved deadly when the marching legion reached their position.
As the mass of monsters surged forward, spells rose from behind the barricades and landed among the serried ranks of Legionnaires like so many artillery shells. Charging monsters fell by the dozens, by the hundreds. They marched through exploding fireballs only to be crushed by falling boulders or blasted to pieces by lightning bolts. The Undead were decimated but kept coming. Their Elemental Resistance was high enough that it took a lot of power to bring them down. When the skeletons got within sixty feet of the barricades, they threw hundreds of javelins at the Herders. Most hit nothing, or bounced harmlessly off their targets’ armor or energy barriers, but the rest wounded several targets before the Legionnaires closed in.
Tanks and combat-intensive pets met the skeletons with blades, claws, and close-range spells. Kaiser greeted half a dozen attackers with a Cleaving Blow that destroyed three of them. He cast Doom Spears a moment later; the flying trio of Chaos missiles finished off the rest. A new enemy tried to stab him with a rusty short sword, but a swipe from Kaiser’s Soul Drinker took care of it. His Mana pool was permanently increased by 78 points, which he could use, since there were dozens more behind the ones he had destroyed. Kaiser growled and threw a Fireball at the rushing monsters, close enough for him to feel its heat.
Behind him, his select riflemen fired at the massed attackers as fast as they could work their bolt or lever actions. Against these enemies, the new weapons weren’t very effective, except for the special munitions that triggered an area-effect spell at the point of impact. Those did great, but they had only a dozen of those per gun, after which they might as well go back to their bows and crossbows.
For several minutes, the Undead pressed on, storming the Herders’ positions and crowding around the hill. When they were packed up tight, Kaiser sent the order. Time to really thin out the herd.
Aristobulus stood up and cast a Major Firestorm spell. A spinning flame flew over the barricades and expanded into a hundred-foot radius circle filled with destructive flames. Hundreds of skeletons dropped, and many others were severely damaged. Kaiser smiled. Ari was a whiner, but his magic should take care of their little Undead problem all by itself.
A moment later, the wizard’s head seemed to explode like an overripe melon. The gunshot that had killed him echoed through the mist.
“Sniper!” Spectre shouted, reloading his Dragunov and looking for a target.
He found none. The fog was hampering their magical sights and detect spells, but it wasn’t bothering Hawke at all. Why would it? He had created the mist. Now I have a machine gun. Ho, ho, ho. The mocking words burned in Kaiser’s mind as he made sure his personal defenses were up. Even a direct hit with a Dragunov wouldn’t take him out. Aristobulus had forgotten to refresh his Air Dome, the idiot, relying on his Mana Shield to protect him. Moron. The only good news was that Hawke only had nine rounds left for the Dragunov and twelve for the Roland.
The dumb bastard would respawn back at the Nerf Herder compound, where the Imperial authorities were waiting. If he was lucky, he’d be killed out of hand. If not, he would receive the full measure of what the locals called justice. It’d be an ugly way to go, and they would execute him as many times as they had to. All the Nerf Herders were on the same boat, except for Kaiser. He had made damned sure his own respawn was somewhere nobody knew about. If he went down, it would almost be a relief. Losing everything would almost be a fair price to be rid of all the imbeciles he’d gathered around himself like so many barnacles. They had screwed up his plans. Maybe starting over from scratch would be for the better.
Losing Aristobulus, the highest-level wizard in the Herders, was just the beginning. More shots came out of the mist. Death-Dealer took a bullet to the neck, a critical hit that zeroed out his Health before the healers could get to him. His body toppled and disappeared a few seconds later. Even worse, the threat of the sniper made the Herders hesitate, and the charging skeletons took advantage of it. They almost broke through the lines several times, and were only stopped by the use of devices or high-energy spells.
By the time Phase One was over, three Herders were down, Aristobulus, Death-Dealer, and Bobo the Shaman, one of the handful of healers in the party. The bastard had shot a couple others, but hadn’t managed to kill them before they could be healed. Kaiser remembered that Hawke had said he knew how to shoot. That had put him in the favored list. Too bad he’d turned out to be a problem rather than a solution.
Phase One Completed
Skeletons Destroyed: 1,500/1,500
No more attackers came out of the mist; the Herders had made it through the first onslaught. Huddling behind cover in case Hawke decided to keep shooting, the survivors drank potions and checked their gear. A couple of Herders had leveled up – or would, after the Event was over. Kaiser checked the Party Interface. Other than the poor bastards Hawke had taken out, everyone was in good shape. Physically, that was. Their morale was down in the gutter.
“He’s picking us off!” Naruto said, sounding on the verge of panic. “We need to send someone after him.”
“He’s almost out of ammo,” Kaiser said calmly. In his mind, he pictured himself scooping the wannabe ninja’s eyes with a spork, which helped him focus a little.
He had counted the rounds Hawke had fired. Seven total, resulting in three kills. He only had three rounds left for the Dragunov. He hadn’t used the Roland carbine yet, but the assault weapon didn’t have the stopping power of the big gun.
“Suck it up and keep fighting,” he went on. “After the Event is over, the mist will go away and we can hunt him down. We’ll take him alive and make him beg us to kill him!”
“Oorah!” K-Bar shouted back. The rest of the guild followed suit, albeit somewhat half-heartedly in Kaiser’s opinion. Well, the beatings will continue until morale improves, he told himself.
Phase Two Has Begun.




The Nerf Herders’ Last Stand, Part Two

The Lords of Bone and Hawke’s rifle claimed five more Herders by the time Phase Two was over.
The giant monstrosities were too tough to be taken out quickly, and there were dozens of them. Several made it to the Herders’ entrenchments. And Hawke was always there, hidden in the mist and firing a shot or two at the worst possible time. The last Dragunov shots took out two healers, leaving only two casters with area heals. The Herders had to make do with their personal recovery abilities and potions, and the supplies of the latter were high but not inexhaustible. People were running out of the high-powered potions and making do with minor ones that only restored a fraction of their Health or Mana.
Hawke switched to the Roland. He shot Gerrod three times; a Lord of Bones skewered the wounded Warrior, finishing him off, then broke through the barricade, creating a hole in their lines that almost doomed them all. Kaiser himself had to get in there and stop the monster as it headed straight for the casters and ranged fighters. He’d destroyed the Undead, but it took out Zippo when the stupid bastard went crazy with the Fire magic and ran out of Mana. The monster bit the Pyromancer’s head off while the idiot was trying to drink a potion.
It might have been worse if they hadn’t been loaded with spell scrolls and dozens of one-shot devices from their raid on the Council of the Wise. They burned through most of those, but they took out the remaining giant monsters without losing any more people.
Phase Two Completed
Lords of Bones Slain: 32/32
Kaiser looked at the terrified Herders, knowing that the only thing keeping them from routing was their oath to the guild. Deserting was punishable by Final Death. Damn cowards. Sure, they had suffered over twenty-five percent casualties, but life was rough. If they routed, they were all dead.
“We’re doing fine,” he told them. “One, maybe two more Phases, and this is over, and then it’s just us and that asshole.”
All in all, things could have been worse. Hawke was out of bullets; his last shot had been fired in the middle of Phase Two, and there had been plenty of opportunities he would have taken if he had any rounds left. The Herders’ own guns were also empty, unfortunately, but it didn’t matter much. The new weapons hadn’t been the game-changers he’d hoped they’d be. Maybe those resources would have been better spent elsewhere.
In any case, all they had to do was power through the next phase or phases. If Hawke wanted to join in, he would have to come close enough to become a target, mist or no mist. Kaiser still wanted to take him alive, but at that point he would be satisfied if they sent him off to respawn. By the time he came back, the Herders would have reached Orom and taken over. The town’s defenders must be pathetically weak; they hadn’t joined in on the Event, where their numbers might have tipped the scales if they had any real power. They had to be a bunch of NPCs and low-power Eternals.
It never occurred to Kaiser that Hawke might be trying to spare his people’s lives.
The next few minutes were spent in tense anticipation. Potions and scrolls were shared around. Kaiser handed spare magical weapons to people who’d broken theirs in the brutal fight with the bone giants. People readied spells, renewed buffs, and prepared for the worst. Which turned out to be worse than anything they’d expected.
Phase Three Has Begun
A section of the mist cleared, revealing a spectral figure on a skeletal horse. It wasn’t alone: another horde of skeletons and dozens of Lords of Bone stood behind him, with no telling how many other remained hidden in the fog. Hawke Lightseeker rose above the army, riding a sinuous, white-furred winged monster that clashed badly with his black armor. Lord of the Dead. Kaiser clenched his jaw so hard he broke a tooth.
And flying behind Hawke was the bird-pulled balloon of the City Watch, filled with Adventurers and Eternals. Some chick was riding another furry dragon, this one wreathed in flames. And, worst of all, Jacobus, one of the leaders of the Council of the Wise, was there as well, atop a drake mount, glowing like a falling star as he let his full power show. Without Aristobulus and Zippo, the Nerf Herders didn’t have a prayer against a max-level wizard. That bastard Hawke had been saving the best for last, and Kaiser’s guild had run out of bullets, magical devices, and hope.
They were screwed.
“Fight to death!” Kaiser ordered before summoning his Elemental Steed and leaping onto its saddle. K-Bar tried to grab him, but Kaiser chopped off one of the Marine’s hands before having his mount leap over the barricades and gallop into the mists that still surrounded three-fourths of the camp. Time to save what could be saved, namely his own damn skin. If he could break through the Undead circling the hill, he’d be fine. And if they killed him, he would be fine as well.
Warning: Abandoning your guild mates in the midst of battle will break the Nerf Herder Charter. Breaking the Charter will render all oaths null and void.
“Screw it,” he said through clenched teeth as he ordered the steed to run faster.
And that was the end of the Nerf Herders.




Thirty-Nine

Why are they still fighting? Tava asked Hawke through Saturnyx as she shot from Luna’s back. Down below, a Berserker-Gladiator with more Health than common sense dropped, a flaming arrow driven clear through his skull.
Some Herders – former Herders; Hawke had received the notification that the enemy guild had been dissolved – had dropped their weapons or tried to run away into the mist like their leader had. About a dozen of them were still fighting back, however, despite Hawke’s order to surrender. The Undead were overrunning the Eternals’ camp, led by their ghostly commander. The Eternals’ position was hopeless, but people could be stupidly stubborn, something Hawke knew only too well.
They know what they’ll get if we take them alive, he replied as he had Blaze swoop over the camp and dose the die-hards with a full stream of Mind-Fire. Two more ex-Herders went down. Naruto, who had thought he could sneak out of the hill, had time to scream before Hawke and Blaze spotted him and roasted him to death.
Jake Duchamp followed him on his Battle Drake, each hand holding a glowing sphere of power. Spells and missiles bounced harmlessly off him, and every time he gestured with one of the spheres, a Herder staggered, losing seven or eight hundred Health. Some targets didn’t get up. The handful of Defenders in the balloon had landed and joined the Undead in the final charge. The barricades had been overrun and the remaining fighters were surrounded by enemies. The fight was as good as over.
“You’re in charge here,” he told Tava. “I’m going after Kaiser.”
Time to end this.
* * *
He found the former guild leader in a small clearing, fighting a handful of skeletons. Not too far behind was the body of Kaiser’s Elemental Steed, next to the remains of a Lord of Bones. The Wrecker had almost made it past the Event’s area of effect. Almost.
Kaiser finished off his opponents with a flurry of sword strokes and turned towards Hawke, who had landed and was walking into the clearing.
“I guess it was always going to end like this,” the wannabe king growled. “To the death, then.”
“Nope,” Hawke replied. “To the pain.”
“First Die Hard, and now The Princess’ Bride? Spare me the movie quotes, asshole. Do you think you can take me in a fair fight?”
“Probably. But it doesn’t matter. I don’t fight fair.”
Blaze flew over the clearing.
<BURN!>
Kaiser’s buffs were strong, but the stream of white energy destroyed most of them. A Twilight Step and backstab dropped his Health by two thirds. Kaiser screamed like a damned soul and swung his black blade, putting a dent on Hawke’s Shield of Order. Hawke parried a second swing, but the close contact to the Soul Drinker triggered a Chaos-Soul effect that drained Hawke of two-thirds of his Mana. Nasty. Only a quick potion dose from his Dispensary kept him from dropping dead. He responded by breathing his own stream of Mind Fire right into Kaiser’s face, staggering him.
They exchanged blows and spells for a few moments before Blaze came running, bit one of Wrecker’s legs, and shook him until the limb came off, flinging the mutilated body to the edge of the clearing. Kaiser’s screaming got louder and higher-pitched.
It wasn’t over, though. Hawke chopped off the warlord’s arms as well.
“Why?” Kaiser gasped, looking at the bleeding stumps on either side of his torso.
“I meant it when I said ‘to the pain.’ I didn’t do it for kicks, though. I just need you to be in agony so I can do this.”
Hawke cast Communion on the helpless target.
It was as bad as he’d expected inside Kaiser’s mind. What was worse was the Whisperer entity dwelling there.
When Kaiser had been near death at the swamp where he had begun his Eternal Journey, an Avatar of an unknown Maker had made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. She had taught him spells, strengthened his body, and guided him out of the swamp. She had helped him become the leader of the guild. And he had sacrificed dozens of Eternals to her, delivering their immortal souls in return for greater power.
The shadowy form whispered to Hawke, promising him even greater power. He ignored her. She tried to force her will on him, also without success. And then she recoiled when she sensed something was already in his mind, something that terrified her. The Whisperer fled, abandoning Kaiser to his fate. There would be other Champions for her Maker’s cause. Hawke was able to see those thoughts, but he still couldn’t identify the Demiurge responsible. It hadn’t been Vazalak or the Madwoman; that was all he could tell. And what scared her off? He didn’t know, either. It was worrying, but he had a job to do, so he set it aside.
The mind of a psychopath is not a pretty place. Unlike the time when he had gone into Girl’s memories, he didn’t find some terrible trauma that explained his behavior. Kaiser had been an asshole almost from birth, someone who just saw people as tools, to be used up and discarded at whim. He hadn’t murdered anybody on Earth, mostly because he hadn’t thought he could get away with it, but had ruined quite a few lives in a long career of swindles, cons, and politics. His time in the Realms and his deal with the Whisperer had let him give full rein to his ambition. That was all there was. The slime filling Kaiser’s memories made Hawke feel like he was back in the sewers of Akila, swimming in the foul stuff.
He erased Kaiser like he had erased Greg the Necromancer, and hoped he wouldn’t have to do that ever again. He had a feeling he would, though. There were a lot of Eternals in the Realms, and many of them needed to be taken out. He had made it his job to do so.
After it was over, Hawke moved quick and managed to grab Kaiser’s weapons, armor and any loose gear on his body before it disappeared; the content of Kaiser’s Inventory was lost forever, unfortunately. Always loot the ones you kill. Loot was power, and power was the final answer to the Realms’ challenges.
He had to admit that he’d enjoyed ending Kaiser. Enjoyed it so much that it scared him a little. Nobody should find joy in killing, and he was sure it didn’t say anything good about his character.
<Seeing your enemies fall should bring you joy. As long as the act of killing itself is not what delights you, you are not evil.>
I hope you’re right.
Quest Completed: Defeat Kaiser Wrecker
You have gained 14,400 Experience (+20% Triune Goddesses bonus, 1,800, diverted towards Leadership, 1,800 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have found 2 Soul Shards and the Shield of Hades (Death- and Darkness-Attuned level 28 Legendary Artifact).
You have earned +200 to Global Renown, +100 Reputation with Triune Goddesses.
Current Global Renown: 975 (Famed)
You have gained a new title: Eternals’ Doom. While active, you inflict 30% extra damage on Eternals. This damage can come from physical attacks, spells, or abilities.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 39,038 Experience (4,879 diverted towards Leadership, 4,879 diverted towards Node Mastery).
You have found 1,287 gold, 4 Master Mana Potions, 3 Master Healing Potions, 1 Master Rejuvenation Potions, 8 Major Mana Potions, 10 Major Healing Potions, 6 Major Rejuvenation Potions.
Congratulations! You have reached Levels Twenty-Two, Twenty-Three, and Twenty-Four!
You have gained 18 Attribute points to distribute.
Your Leadership has increased to Level Thirteen! New abilities available.
New High Sidhe Perk available. New Spells are available.
The Earth and Realms Defenders Guild has risen to Level Four. New Guild Powers available.
Current XP/Next Level: 202,930/150,000. Leadership XP/Next Level: 79,754/100,000
Current Node Mastery XP/Next Level: 31,618/35,000. Current Guild XP/Next Level: 7,876/10,000
“Eternals’ Doom. Don’t I feel special,” Hawke muttered, his eyes on the spot where Kaiser’s body had vanished. “It’s weird how much I hate this place. And how much I love it as well.”
<It is not weird, Hawke Lightseeker. There is much to loathe and much to admire in the Realms. And you have seen less than a tithe of them.>
* * *
He returned to the hill. The Event was over, and Legate Marcus Pertinax and his dead troops had returned to their graves, never to rise again. The surviving Herders were in two groups: thirteen prisoners and seven former slaves. with the captives under the careful watch of Grognard and City Watch Centurion Antono Jules. Tava was consoling one of the prisoners, a sobbing woman. Rowena had been Kaiser’s personal pet for several months. Knowing from Girl’s reports what the bastard had done to her, Hawke knew she would need a lot of help to recover.
Maybe he’d been too kind to Kaiser by killing him quickly. But making him suffer wouldn’t have helped his victims. Removing him permanently, on the other hand, had ensured that there wouldn’t be any more victims, and that was the best that Hawke could do. That, and doing his best to fix the damage the bastard had inflicted.
“What shall we do with them?” Tava asked, her gesture encompassing both groups.
“We’ll offer sanctuary to all the victims, of course. They can stay in Orom, join us, or do whatever they want. Same goes for all the slaves we freed at the compound, now that they are free to leave.” He nodded towards the sullen knot of prisoners. “They will face Imperial justice. Final Death for many of them. Maybe all of them.”
“Some were forced to go along, on threat of death,” she said. “Maybe they can be redeemed.”
“I’ll speak to them, and if they turn out to have been unwilling participants, I will speak on their behalf. Maybe I can pay for their freedom and take responsibility for them. But they’ll have to earn their pardon.”
Having a few high-level Eternals would bolster his ranks, but he didn’t want murder hobos and petty tyrants in his guild. Getting involved was going to be a mess, getting tangled in Akila’s legal system – a system that included such enlightened practices as judicial torture. He wasn’t looking forward to that, but dead people couldn’t fix anything, and if any Herders deserved a second chance, he would try to get them released. Victory could be almost as troublesome as defeat, sometimes. Maybe more so, since defeat usually meant death and the end of all your troubles.
<Life is struggle.>
You’re such a sweetheart, Auntie Nyx.
<You do not have my leave to use that nickname.>
The sword was right, though.




Interlude: The Path to Power

Five days later, Hawke sat down in the Oval Office and started to update his ‘character sheet.’
That was the first time he’d had a couple of hours to himself. He’d had to fly back and forth from Orom to Akila, now that the city authorities had exempted Blaze and Luna from the anti-dragon wards, and had a bunch of meetings with the city prefect, merchants, and the Sterns. Then he’d flown back to have meetings with Kinto, the Town Council, and the guild’s officers. Non-stop meetings, flying, making Domain improvements, and a little quality time with Tava and Saturnyx; they had taken up all his waking hours. Things were settling down a bit, but there was the matter of the caravan from Akila that would be leaving the next day. He was going to keep an eye on it, so he was going to be busy again for another week or so. It was now or never.
Hawke had 18 Attribute points to play with; he put 4 on all Strength, Dexterity and Constitution, and 3 each on Willpower and Intelligence. In the last few fights, he’d been swinging Saturnyx as often as he’d been casting spells. He needed to keep his physical and mental stats balanced; it was the way of a hybrid character.
High Sidhe Perks were next. New perks had become available after level 20, and the bonuses to older perks had been increased, so he checked the entire list carefully:
Arcane Knowledge: Unlock a new Element, Force or School of Magic, learning three spells.
Gifts of the Sidhe: +6 to three Attributes, or +12 to one Attribute (bonus increased after level 20).
Glamours: Unlock the Glamour School of Magic and gain two Glamour spells.
Greater Fey Regeneration: Regain 2 Health per second (120 per minute) (bonus increased after level 20).
Sidhe Sight: You now have a chance to see through Fae Glamours equal to your Perception Attribute plus 1% per level. If the Glamour’s creator is of a higher level, the chance is reduced by 1% per level of difference.
Skills of the Fae: Increase six Skills by 2 levels each (bonus increased after level 20).
Vigor of the Sidhe: Increase your Health by 25 per level (bonus increased after level 20).
More Perks are available at higher levels.
Most of the physical bonuses held little interest for him, even after their post-level 20 increases. Three perks interested him: Arcane Knowledge, Glamour, and Sidhe Sight. The first one would let him unlock a new Force, like, say, Soul Magic. He’d seen – and felt – what those spells could do. Glamours were also extremely powerful. Either choice could make a big difference. But he had so many spells already, including eight new spells he could choose from his current unlocked types of magic. After some thought, Hawke decided to go with Sidhe Sight. Added to his other senses, it would make it next to impossible to sneak up on him. If Desmond or a Fae assassin tried to play games with him, they would be in for a surprise.
Hawke spent four of his spell slots to get Major versions of his remaining go-to spells, and learned two new ones. There were so many choices open to him now that he had to spend a good hour just reading the list of available spells. He ended up picking up one Order and one Chaos spell. He had spent a lot of time and energy harmonizing the two forces inside him, so he might as well get some use out of them:
Shield of Order (Major)
Time to Cast: 10 seconds. Cooldown: 30 seconds. Cost: 100 Mana. Duration: 5 minutes. Range: Self. Effect: Creates a bubble of energy with a 20-foot radius that protects those inside from any incoming spell or ranged physical attack, reducing the damage from such attacks by 20 points per level, and dispelling non-damaging effects (Chance to Dispel: 2% per level).
Only one Shield-type spell can be active at a time.
Chaos Blessing (Major)
Time to Cast: 6 seconds. Cooldown: 1 minute. Cost: 60 Mana. Duration: 30 seconds. Range: 100 feet. Effect: Creates a 50-foot radius Chaos zone around a targeted place or person. All friendly subjects in the area of effect gain a percentile bonus to any tasks and chances to resist against negative effects equal to the caster’s level. Enemies suffer the same percentile as a penalty to their own tasks and resistance chances.
Hawke would have to remove Shield of Light from his buff rotation, but even reinforced with Celestial and Order magic, that spell offered a protection of 12 per level, so it was a good trade, especially since Shield of Order would protect any allies nearby, not to mention the chance to dispel hostile magic. It was a good tanking spell, which still was his primary role in a party. Chaos Blessing was a good buff/debuff combo, and he’d experienced firsthand how devastating having bad luck could be.
Finally, he equipped his new shield:
Shield of Hades (Legendary Quality):
Level 29 Item (Minimum Level 24 to use)
Block Bonus: 41%.
Damage Absorption (Successful Block Only): Physical: 120, Elemental (All): 60, Forces (All): 60.
Damage Reduction (Successful Block Only): Physical: 80%, Elemental and Forces (All): 50%.
Durability: 500/500. Requires Shield Skill
Attribute Bonuses: +5 to all Attributes
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Bash: Striking with the shield inflicts Strength + 20-60 Physical damage and 60-180 Elemental (Death) damage.
Darkness Aura: Wielder can cause light levels to dim by 56% in a 30-foot radius.
Death Block: Any enemy who strikes the shield will suffer 140-560 Death damage.
He was going to miss the Lesser Shield of Order, but the Shield of Hades had it beat in bonuses and special effects. From the looks of it, he was going to be stuck with a Death motif when it came to his gear. That was okay. Being Lord of the Dead had helped him protect the living. He would just have to maintain a positive balance. With Saturnyx acting as the voice of reason, he would probably manage to keep it together.
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf, Eternal. Classes: Twilight Templar, Monster Trainer, Mana Mystic. Level: 24(20)
Experience/Next Level: 100,736/120,000
Attributes (All Bonuses Included):
Strength 101, Dexterity 99, Constitution 131, Intelligence 78, Spirit 80, Perception 48, Willpower 68, Charisma 39
Characteristics (Regeneration):
Health: 2,115 (32/min)
Mana: 5,735 (62.6/min)
Endurance: 1,731 (32/min)
Identity: 26
Skills
Blacksmithing 6, Climbing 2, Detect Traps 3, Disarm Traps 7, Dodge 7, Lore 4, Riding 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 5, Survival 3, Sword 9(24), Swimming 2, Tracking 3
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Aegis of the Fae, Dark Vision, Fae Stealth, Mana Adept, Mana Sight, Master of Mana, Sidhe Caster, Sidhe-Sight, Sidhe Speed Casting, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), Spell Penetration, True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Known Elements, Forces, and Schools of Magic
Celestial, Chaos, Darkness, Death, Fire, Life, Light, Mind, Nature, Order, Twilight, Undeath
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Army of the Dead, Aura of Light, Blast Undead, Bless Crops, Blessing of Chaos, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Chaos Funnel, Dark Tendrils, Deadly Roots, Death Cyclone, Death Stare, Enlightenment, Fireball, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, In Extremis, Indomitable Aura, Lesser Healing, Mass Blast Undead, Minor Death Curse, Nature’s Grip, Nature’s Guardian, Raise Dead, Sense Life, Send Thought, Shadow Leech, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shield of Order, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Simple Spell Inscription, Song of Sorrow, Steal Life, Terror Gaze, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step.
Special Abilities
Alter Magic, Analyze Monster, Create Magical Trap, Disarm Magical Trap, Dispel Magic I, Dual-Casting, Enhanced Spell-Casting, Enhanced Channeling, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Greater Hidden Status, Identify Spell, Imbued Body, Leadership XI (Chosen Foe I, Command IV, Generalship III, Messenger I, Shared Magic I), Living Shadow, Mana Channeling IV, Node Mastery VIII (Advanced Node Travel, Create Node Guardian, Node Portal, Node Recall, Node Sight, Summon Node Guardian), Monster Pet (Level 16 Young Tarakken), Ritual Magic I, Seal Inscription I, Soul Rider, Spell Deconstruction, Spellcraft III, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster, Tantric Touch, Timeless Mind, Tulpa Creation II
Arcane Vocations
Blacksmith 4, Mining 5, Skinning 2, Steward 5.
Guild Powers (Level Four)
Guild Headquarters, Guild Quests, Guild Vault.
And that was that. Many of the improvements he had earned would not help him as long as he was in the Common Realm. As long as he stayed there, his Health, Mana and Endurance would be a lot lower:
Hawke Lightseeker (Half-Elf, Eternal)
Level 24(20) Paladin and Monster Handler
Health 1,695 Mana 5,063 Endurance 1,495
He didn’t mind. Even stuck at level 20, he was still pretty badass, and didn’t feel in much of a hurry to try his luck elsewhere. He had too much to do in his Domain.
<Make your plans, but remember that others are making plans of their own, and will affect yours.>
“I know. And if I have to, I’ll go into the higher Realms. But I will come back as soon as I can. I won’t abandon what I’ve built.”




Forty

Leara entered the Stronghold of Serenity, and her smile wavered slightly.
“A Bastion of Order? Look at what you’ve done to the place!”
There had been some major changes in the place since Leara’s spy had visited. Gone were the death-oriented architecture and decorations, replaced by neat structures of white marble with golden highlights. Instead of Undead minions, clockwork warriors patrolled the fortifications, along with members of the Sunset Legion, which was slowly being organized, using transfers from Orom’s Town Watch as cadre and growing through a slow trickle of volunteers. The Domain was growing too far and fast to rely on the town’s forces for protection.
The biggest change was not visible, however. Before Hawke had purified the Stronghold’s Core, the place had been inherently hostile to all living things. Everybody who entered was afflicted by feelings of oppression and even fear, and a sense of being watched by unfriendly eyes. The sentient Core hated the living, and hated Hawke most of all. Getting rid of it had been a pleasure. The new Core didn’t appear to be sentient, or if it was, it hadn’t done anything to show it. Maybe that was for the best.
“The whole necromancer thing was getting too depressing, so I changed it,” he told the Fae woman.
“Just like that. You snapped your fingers and changed the Stronghold’s affinity?”
Hawke shrugged. “It was a bit more complicated than that.”
“You’re an overachiever, Hawke Lightseeker. That’s a dangerous trait in the Realms. The powerful get nervous around your kind. You’re too unpredictable for their peace of mind. Many of them will want to make you go away.”
“They can try. Their track record hasn’t been very good so far.”
“That is true.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t bring Desmond along. How is he doing?”
“Quite well,” Leara said with a grin. “He was a good boy, so I rewarded him. Amply rewarded him. He is a bit worn out, however, so I let him rest and came here on my own.”
“That’s nice. Well, as promised, you have won the right to perform one alien autopsy. Let’s get going.”
Making small talk with a pureblooded Fae was risky. The conniving bastards could take an innocent statement and turn it into an obligation of some sort. On the other hand, Leara seemed honest enough about her warning, and she wasn’t wrong. Hawke’s time in Akila had taught him that. As of his last meeting with the city’s authorities, he’d made a bunch of enemies.
The good will he’d generated by stopping the Event threatening the city hadn’t lasted long. Getting the enslaved Eternals out of the city had cost him a good deal of money and burned off a lot favors and Reputation. He’d gotten zero traction in getting any ‘active duty’ Nerf Herders released, although after talking to the prisoners, he figured almost all of them deserved whatever they got. Even the ones who’d enlisted through trickery or coercion had done many heinous things. There were maybe three or four that might be salvageable, but freeing them would require going to war with Akila, and he wasn’t prepared to do that.
Artos and Glorificus had managed to escape arrest, and Hawke had helped them. The pair had thrown themselves on his mercy after things settled down, and several of the enslaved crafters had spoken up for them. They had been no angels, but hadn’t abused anybody. Hawke smuggled them out of Akila inside his Inventory. The two ex-Nerf Herders would be on probation for a long while and would have to make amends and restitution for their misdeeds, but they’d have a better chance than the twenty-eight prisoners in the Imperial city, who were due to be tortured to death over the next six months or so.
That had been just one issue. There was also a faction of city officials that wanted Akila to annex the Sunset Valley. They didn’t have the ear of the City Prefect, but that might change down the line. He still had allies, of course: Clan Stern, most of the high priests, and the Council of the Wise. Hawke hoped that more trade between his Domain and Akila would convince everyone that they’d be better off as friendly neighbors than as enemies. Time would tell.
Hawke led the Fae woman to one of the lower rooms in the Silver Tower. He’d dusted off some of Greg’s old lab equipment and had it brought there: a metal table, surgical tools, extra lights. The room even had a drain and access to running water, in case things got messy.
“You won’t show me the holding place where you keep the specimens?”
“Nope. You get one body to examine, cut up, liquify, whatever. After you’re done, it will be destroyed. Then I will destroy the rest.”
“Will it be a body when it is extracted from confinement, or an aware Undead, ready to fight and kill?”
“Good question. I don’t know,” Hawke admitted.
He had discovered he could access the Stronghold Vault with his mind and deposit items from it anywhere inside the Stronghold, as long as he was within its boundaries, but he had no idea what would happen when he released one of the Revenants from stasis. Luckily, most of them were relatively low level, so he figured he and Leara should be able to handle a single critter if it got loose. Hard to examine it if they burned it to a crisp, though.
“Do you have a way to contain it?” he asked Leara.
All his spells dealing with the Undead were designed to destroy – or create – them. Taking them prisoner didn’t seem like a popular option.
“I will need to make and empower a circle,” she said. “I swear it will only keep the Undead inside it from leaving it, and will do nothing else. I will also dispel it after the examination is finished.”
Hawke had been planning on demanding an oath like that. He nodded. “Very well. Do it.”
The Fae concentrated and a circle of light appeared on the floor around the autopsy table. Mystical sigils and writing in Old Fey formed themselves around the circle. It was an Inscription seal, but Leara could make them out of pure Mana instead of having to paint or carve them in place. He watched her as she worked:
Congratulations! You have learned two new Seal Inscription Formulae: Containment Circle and Magical Inscription.
Both of those tricks would really come in handy. Hawke kept a grin off his face; Leara wouldn’t be happy to know she’d unknowingly taught him a couple of new tricks. He figured she would try to demand some sort of payment. He waited until she gave him the all-clear to summon the Revenant into the circle. He picked the first one he had seen in the Necromancer’s Vault:
Elwynn Alfair (Fae, Undead)
Level 10 Unseelie Revenant
Health 365 Mana 370 Endurance n/a
The slender figure on the table was wrapped in bandages. Hawke noticed the wrappings were covered in mystical writings, and some of them looked like the ones on the circle. Magical bindings, then. The Undead wasn’t moving, so they must still be at work.
“Well, there he is,” he told Leara.
“You didn’t mention that the specimen would be swathed in Inscribed cloth. I can’t see much through the coverings.”
“And I guess entering the circle is a no-go?”
She frowned but walked into the circle, which remained undisturbed. “I will cut the dressings now,” she said, producing a mithril dagger. “Doing so will release the monster, but I should be able to handle it.”
“Be careful.”
Leara snorted. “This creature hardly has the power to be a threat.”
Sawing through the magical bindings took longer than either of them had expected. The cloth bandages were made of some material that would work well as armor, and probably was used for that purpose; he made a note to have someone with Arcane Weaving examine the discarded wrappings. She kept cutting, careful not to let the edge or point touch the body beneath. She wanted an intact specimen to examine.
She got a lot more than she’d bargained for.
The Revenant moved with shocking speed. One moment, Leara was cutting the last layer of bandages. The next, a pale hand had wrapped its long, slender fingers around her throat. An aura of Undeath energy covered the two figures inside the circle. Leara screamed.
Elwynn Alfair (Fae, Undead)
Level 16 Unseelie Revenant
Health 596 Mana 540 Endurance n/a
It’s gaining levels!
<It’s draining her energy directly,> Saturnyx said.
Hawke fired off a Hammer of Light at the glowing figure that was now sitting on the table and lifting Leara with one hand. The enhanced spell inflicted more than enough power to disintegrate its head and upper torso; what remained fell apart into dust a moment later, like a vampire in a tanning booth. Leara collapsed on the ground, convulsing for several seconds. Hawke stepped into the circle and tried to heal her, but detected no Health damage.
Recovering, Leara gestured at Hawke to step away, which he did.
“Dung-eater!” she screamed in Common Fey, kicking the dust pile that was all that remained of the monster. “Abomination! Filth!”
“Laryn couldn’t do that,” Hawke said. “Or I’d be dead.”
“Laryn was an early experiment. A weakling that Gregory Ballantine felt he could release into the Realms to see what it was capable of. I thought the others would be like him. I was wrong.”
Her eyes were literally glowing red with anger. Hawke’s Sidhe Sight was able to pierce the illusion around her and for a couple of seconds he saw what the lay beneath the flesh she wore as a disguise. The real Leara was an energy being, made of Mana and something else, some force that didn’t follow the same rules as Mana or regular magic. That was all he saw before she regained control of herself and the Glamour became impenetrable again. He also briefly spotted a glowing symbol over her stat box: a laughing mask. She was still working for the Demiurge of Chaos.
“I have learned what I needed to learn,” she said, regaining her composure, although her usual mocking smile was nowhere to be seen. “Even if I paid a higher price than I expected.”
“Did that thing steal six levels from you?”
“Not at all. Just enough power to bolster himself by six levels.”
<Remember that the amount of energy, what you like to call Experience, that a high-level entity has is much higher than what it takes to bolster someone to the sixteenth level. She was reduced, but not to the point of losing a level. If you hadn’t intervened, however, there is no telling how much power the entity could have absorbed.>
Did I save her life?
<She would have broken free eventually, perhaps. Or perhaps not. I would not recommend bringing it up. Fae hate being in debt to anyone.>
“Gregory Ballantine did not do this on his own,” she told him. “He was serving the Court of Thorns.”
The name sounded familiar, but Hawke couldn’t put his finger on it.
“What’s that? Another Fae court, like the Seelie and Unseelie?”
“In a way. Their leaders are outcasts from both Courts and the Wild Fae. They consort with forbidden forces and make their dwellings inside Proving Grounds, where they hide amidst monsters while they plot against the Realms.”  
“They sound nice. Kind of like the Ebon Empire Troggs. Why haven’t they been exterminated?”
“The Courts of Faerie have tried. So have many others. We feared they were the true creators of the Revenants, and that Gregory had been little more than an assistant to the process. The creature I saw confirmed that fear.”
I remember now. Gregory mentioned the Court when he captured Leara.
Hawke had watched that while he was going through the Necromancer’s memories. He wasn’t about to mention that to her, of course. From the sounds of it, Greg had been a flunky, creating the super-Undead using the Court of Thorns’ blueprints or recipe. Hawke still didn’t understand why the miserable bastard had been a paltry level fifteen. He’d had over a hundred Soul Shards, which he could have used to level himself up to the twenties or beyond. Something didn’t add up.
<Those Soul Shards might not have belong to him,> Saturnyx suggested.
“You have to destroy them all,” Leara said. “They are too dangerous to exist.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Hawke accessed the Stronghold’s Vault. It had twelve sixty-four slot Inventories, filled for the most part with useful and valuable stuff, including tons of crafting components, magical items and devices, and potions. Four of the vaults had been filled with wrapped-up bodies like the one that nearly killed a high-level Fae. Two hundred and fifty-one were still there.
I can release them one by one, then blast them without removing their bindings. Feels like shooting fish in a barrel, and I really don’t like the idea of doing that over and over.
<Destroying items in a Vault is within your power. But living beings can only be removed, not obliterated.>
But they aren’t living beings, are they?
“The Revenants are stored inside one of my Vaults,” he told Leara. A simple mental command created a visual view of the storage areas in question.
“So many,” she said. “I knew he had been working on this project for some time, but to have built an army of those things…”
“I’m going to try deleting them from the Vault. That should destroy them, shouldn’t it?”
“Nonliving items dismissed in such a way are indeed irretrievably gone,” Leara said. “But I do not know what the fate of an Undead would be.”
“Nobody ever tried it before? Just to see what would happen?”
“One rarely has the opportunity to store away an Undead being. If someone has performed the experiment, the results have not been shared.”
“Well, here goes nothing,” Hawke said. He mentally highlighted one of the slots, one occupied by a level eleven Dryad-Revenant. Another mental command opened a small menu of options:
Recall Item
Remove Item (Warning: Items removed this way will be permanently destroyed)
Do Nothing
“Well, looks like it’s letting me do it,” he told Leara, and chose Remove Item. The swaddled figure shimmered briefly before disappearing from the inventory slot. “Poof. It’s gone.”
“So I see.”
Hawke was able to do a group-select for each Vault, so he had to repeat the process four more times before all Undead Fae had been cleared out. Good riddance. While he’d gotten three hundred XP for killing the Revenant that had attacked Leara, he got nothing for the rest. It made sense, since he hadn’t been in any danger. The whole thing left him feeling stupid for not thinking of it sooner.
“Well, I guess this concludes our deal,” he told the Fae. “I will walk you out.”
“Of course. Before I leave, however, there is one more thing.”
A metal card, made of mithril with embossed golden writing, appeared in her hand. She offered it to him.
“What is that?”
“An invitation to the Winter Solstice Festival in Mommur, the Forest City. There is someone there who wishes to speak with you. You may know him as Abuxiel.”
“That’s in Alfheim,” Hawke said.
“Indeed. I will not ask you how you know Abuxiel, but one of his emissaries asked me to convey this to you.”
Now that’s a blast from the past.
A good while back – as in a couple months – he had saved Abuxiel from a magically-induced coma at a Fae Lair. He still had a quest to go to Mommur and claim his reward. He’d all but forgotten it.
“This card will take you, and up to four companions, directly to Mommur. You will be rather weak compared to the Fae nobility you will encounter, however. You may wish to grow in power before the Solstice comes.”
That would be in six months, give or take. “I hear you,” he told her, carefully not thanking her.
“Good,” she replied with a smile. “My Master wishes you to remain alive awhile longer.”




Forty-One

Riding Blaze, Hawke stood by Orom’s main gate, watching the wagons, riders and travelers on foot enter the town.
The caravan was much bigger than the one that had left the town a month before. It comprised five hundred and seventy-six people, to be exact, including twenty-one Eternals. Most of the immigrants were crafters, farmers, and other specialists, both Arcane and the regular kind, along with their families. There were traders looking for opportunities in the growing Domain. And the new arrivals included a sizable contingent of Sterns and other Dwarves, headed out to bolster the settlement in the Sunset Mountains. Among that group was Grumpy Oakenshield, who was considering joining the Defenders’ Guild. There were even a handful of Druids, attracted by the news of a great Grove, and a scattering of Adventurers seeking fame and fortune, and maybe a spot in the guild as well.
Keeping so many people safe and fed had been a lot of work. Hawke had left much of that to other people, but had made it a point to fly Blaze and meet with the caravan once a day, both to make sure everyone was okay, and to deliver some homemade food from Orom’s kitchens. Some of the immigrants had taken to calling him Bountiful Lord Hawke; he hoped it wouldn’t stick.
Neither Woodlings nor bandits had bothered the wagon train, but two people had died along the way. A man had fallen off his horse when something spooked it, and broken his neck. And an older woman had keeled over from what had most likely been a heart attack. Hawke had taken the bodies to Orom, where they were interred in the town’s cemetery.
According to Helena Setes, another five hundred immigrants would arrive before the end of the summer. A thousand more by year’s end. By then, three fortified outposts would be fully established along the Legion’s Highway, providing protection and services to travelers. Villages would eventually rise around them. Orom’s population was set to double, perhaps triple. The small Arachnoid settlement he had encountered during his first adventure was becoming a large village as well, one with a mixture of all the species in the Domain.
All the local traders who had gone on the trip would turn a profit, and the enterprising guy who’d brought along Arachnoid goods had made out like a bandit. As it turned out, Arachnoid chitin goods were highly coveted, but the only source for it came from deserts far to the west, where Sun Arachnoid tribes engaged in trade (and occasional raiding) with their human neighbors. Between the number of middlemen the materials had to go through before reaching Akila, and the high price the tribes themselves charged, the cost was prohibitive except as a luxury item. The trader had gleefully undercut the far-off imports and sold off the entire wagonload for six times what he had paid for it, including the expenses of the journey. Hawke reminded himself to have Antana Setes have a word with the guy about spreading some of the wealth with the Arachnoids. The spider-people’s plastic-like products were about to become major trade goods, which would benefit everyone. Except maybe the Sun Arachnoids, Hawke supposed.
During his back and forth trips between the Domain and the caravan, he’d spoken with Nadia a couple of times. The Elven Sorceress-Paladin was friendly but distant, concerned mainly with her job as the nominal – and potentially real – ruler of the Murk Arachnoids. She spent most of her time in Big Web, and had learned a spell that let her remain in her Arachnoid form for days at a time. Maybe letting her claim those artifacts from the Spider Empire had been a mistake, but she seemed to be more at peace among her new chosen people than around Earthlings. Hawke wasn’t sure what to do about it, so he had let her alone, concentrating mostly on the business of running the Domain.
There was a lot of work to do. Luckily, he didn’t have to do it alone. Lots of people were helping: Marko was now the Domain Legion’s commander, in charge of keeping the peace on the roads linking the Domain’s settlements together and defending Serenity. Olaf Good and the Town Council made sure the new arrivals to Orom had places to live and work. Grognard and Tava were busy integrating the new Eternals, too. Kinto kept the peace at Orom. There was plenty of work for everyone.
The Earth and Realms Defenders Guild had gained three more levels, and he had used one of them to set up a Guild Headquarters. He had surprised everyone by placing it not in Orom, but out in the middle of nowhere, right on top of the Nature Node where a Fae Lair had once stood. He wanted the guild to be its own thing, not in the middle of the town, where members could get embroiled in local politics and drama. Besides, the woods in the area were getting crowded with dangerous monsters, due to the growing Mana density in the valley. Keeping the beasts from threatening the valley was a valuable service and a source of experience and loot. To make things easier, he placed a ley line portal there so people could travel more easily.
Hawke had finally built a portal network between every Node connected by a ley line. The portals’ limits meant that most people would still have to use the roads, but messages and small troop contingents would be able to move instantly if the need presented itself. Civilian use was limited and expensive, but eventually he would replace them all with Greater versions, which would increase the ‘bandwidth’ of the portals until they became as easy to use as a subway line.
He had enjoyed a peaceful ten days or so since the defeat of the Nerf Herders, but he didn’t think that would last. He still had to go back to Akila and iron out some business there, including having an in-depth conversation with Jake Duchamp, as well as the Emporium’s master. He especially needed to learn more about the Prime Mover, and why the wizard thought the head Maker was the one helping – or more likely, using – Hawke. All in good time, though.
Tava and Luna came close and watched the newcomers enter the town. Most everyone gave them nods or bows, or simply waved, grins on their faces. They looked tired, but also happy that the trip was over.
Tava smiled at him. “We can spend the night at the hunting lodge, away from all of this.”
“That sounds like a good idea.”
His manor house in Orom was nice, but he expected people would be dropping by all the time. Kinto’s old house was outside the town’s walls and required a steep walk up a hill, plus its location wasn’t known to everybody. That should let him have some peace and quiet. Orom’s officials could reach him through the Core in case of emergency. He could use a night off. Maybe two.
<You will still spend no less than hour on sword practice, and three hours learning unarmed combat. And another two developing your Chakras, of course.>
Of course.
<Do not ‘of course’ me. You are on the cusp of some major developments in your Channeling.>
Thank you for keeping me on my toes.
There was a lot of work to be done, but he felt good about it. A few more days or weeks spent building things instead of destroying them would be wonderful.
He didn’t know how long the good times would last, but he would make the most of them.




Epilogue

Desmond the Destroyer had been meditating quietly when the stranger entered Leara’s tent.
“What the hell?” he shouted, summoning his Spell-Cleaver sword and activating three combat Engravings that increased his strength, speed and damage resistance to unearthly levels.
“Stand down, dearie,” Leara said from the partition where she went when she wanted to be alone. “He is one of us. Our superior, actually.”
The newcomer didn’t look like much, although that didn’t mean anything when it came to the Sidhe. He seemed to be human, with long curly hair, and a tall and lanky build. He was wearing a simple traveler’s leather jerkin and woolen trousers, with a pair of Legion-issue laced hobnailed sandals over knit socks. A small dagger hung from his belt and he didn’t seem to be wearing any special gear, armor, or any other weapons. The floating stat box over his head made him look even more harmless than his appearance.
Saul Valentino (Human)
Health 14 Mana 12 Endurance 13
There was no way a human without even an Adventuring Class could have even seen Leara’s circus tent, let alone enter it. The tent was supposed to be near impossible to detect or locate, and proof against any mortal intruders. Desmond activated the circular tattoo that surrounded his left eye; its enchantment let him see through magical illusions and even some Fae Glamours. For a second, he glimpsed something impossibly big and terrifying behind the human figure. The next second, he went blind on that eye.
“Shit!”
“It’s not polite to stare,” Saul said in English.
“Desmond likes to learn things the hard way,” Leara replied in the same language. “I hope you’ll forgive him.”
“Anything for my sweetheart.”
Desmond could see out of his left eye again, kind of. There were still floating afterimages, as if he’d started directly at the sun.
“Your report caused quite the stir,” Saul went on as he sat on one of the beanbag seats Leara liked to have scattered around the floor of her massive tent. “It was decided that I needed to get involved.”
“Are we finally allowed to hunt Huntsman Laryn, then?”
“Not yet. We will leave for Crystal City in the morning. The Court of Thorns is stirring trouble there.”
“They rarely act openly. Are we sure this isn’t a false flag?”
“They are growing bolder. Laryn’s attempt to transform that Infernal Labyrinth was merely an opening gambit. We expect similar troubles throughout the Realms.”
Desmond barely paid attention to the conversation. He’d gone back to sitting on the ground and concentrating on his Mana Channels. Leara had told him he needed to learn how to ‘cultivate’ his Mana if he ever hoped to beat Hawke. He still wasn’t sure what cultivating meant, but if Hawke could do it, he had to figure it out. That bastard needed to go down.
Desmond had saved the fake paladin’s life, saved the entire city, but Hawke had gotten all the glory and power. Desmond had ended up as a sidekick to a Sidhe whacko while Hawke expanded his rule from a town to an entire Domain, screwed every woman who crossed his path, and managed to be a necromancer and a paladin at the same time! That was beyond unfair.
I’m going to make you pay.
“Your pet is very angry,” Saul noted, gesturing towards the Engraved Warrior.
“Oh, it’s all about Hawke Lightseeker. Desmond feels that Hawke is getting far more than his due.”
“And he is right. But his enemies are our enemies, so we will leave him alone. For now.”
Those words gave Desmond hope. Sooner or later, Hawke would stop being useful to his bosses, and then he would be fair game. And when he was, Desmond would be ready.
* * *
The first thing Arbiter Sexaginta-Novem did when she arrived at Crystal City was take a deep breath, relishing even the stench that permeated the neighborhood. The mere act of breathing was a novelty; she normally only inhaled when she needed to speak out loud, something she very rarely did. Arbiters communicated telepathically. They didn’t even occupy flesh-and-bone bodies for the most part, except for the rare occasion when they descended into one of the Realms.
Sexaginta-Novem had been without a physical body for so long that even the act of walking out of the blind alley where she had materialized felt exotic. Almost sinful, which was funny, since she was in the middle of committing the worst sin imaginable: betraying the Makers themselves. The small group of humans – forty-two originally, now down to thirteen – who had gained cosmic powers could not be defied openly. Even the idea of defying them could be construed as evidence of mental illness. Sexaginta-Novem knew that, and accepted her madness without much concern. She had lost her mind a long time ago; she was just very good at hiding that fact from her fellow Arbiters.
Even a hugely wealthy place like Crystal City had slums, and she was in the worst of them, a district commonly known as Refuse, where the city’s wastes were funneled into vast furnaces to be incinerated. Powerful magicks kept the odor down, but it was rank enough that only the poorest or more criminally-minded citizens made their abode there. By the same token, the local police didn’t look very closely into the locals’ affairs. That meant one errant Arbiter could sneak in, conduct her business, and leave without being noticed.
A couple of figures moved to intercept her when she left the alley, and she briefly wondered if she’d been wrong.
“Hey, lady, got any gold?” the taller figure asked. An Ogre, and from the canker sores on his face, a Red Lotus addict. His companion was a male Elf, also in the throes of the euphoric powder. Both of them were twentieth-level Rogues, fallen on hard times in the big city. Tragic, if you gave a damn. Which she didn’t. The pair might run off if she told them to, or they might try a more forceful way of extracting money from her. She decided that killing them was the most expedient way to deal with the situation.
Using Power could warn the authorities, so she simply stepped forward and thrust a stiff-fingered hand right through the Ogre’s chest and his heart. She ripped her hand out before the Ogre noticed that he’d been killed, and delivered a snap-kick into the Elf’s lower abdomen, shattering his pelvis and paralyzing him with sudden agony. A swift slap caved his skull in before he could recover. It took a few seconds to drag the still-twitching bodies into the alley and use the Ogre’s cloak to wipe off the blood on her hands, but nobody else seemed to be out and about. Good.
Dirtying her hands with a pair of nobodies was beneath her, but she had to admit that it had felt good. It had been ages since she’d killed anybody with anything other than Power. Maybe she should do it more often.
The address she’d been given was nearby, too well-protected for her to arrive there directly. She made it to the nondescript building – an abandoned inn, she deduced from the rotting sign hanging from a chain by the doorway – without any further incidents. The door was unlocked; she let herself in.
“It’s been a while, Sex,” said one of the two figures waiting for her in the inn’s musty common room.
“Don’t call me that. It’s Sexaginta-Novem, or Nova if you must use a nickname.”
The pale man in the black overcoat smiled at her. “How about Sixty-Nine, then?”
“Let’s get this over with, and we don’t have to call each other by any names… Outcast.”
Outcast’s smile didn’t waver. He seemed content enough, despite having been stripped of his Arbiter’s rank, name, and most of his powers. Arbiters were supposed to kill Outcast on sight; the fact that the unassuming human was alive and kicking demonstrated that he remained resourceful – and dangerous. In fact, if Sexaginta-Novem weren’t a traitor and tried to destroy the former Arbiter, she wasn’t sure if she would be the one to walk out of the abandoned inn alive.
“What’s with the gimp?” she asked him as she started ‘unwrapping’ the present she’d come to deliver. The process was non-physical but took some effort. Hiding some items was not an easy matter.
The ‘gimp’ was almost as infamous as Outcast, although for a far shorter length of time: the Undead Sidhe that had the Arbiters running scared. She had expected him to look a little more impressive. And maybe more talkative. Instead, the slender figure in black leather armor stared at her impassively while remaining perfectly still. The Fae loved to chatter and gesture, making the entity’s posture even more unnatural than if it had been human.
“Laryn isn’t much for small talk,” Outcast said. “And, as far as he has any emotions at all, he is unhappy. Nobody likes to see someone else be promoted over them, do they?”
“No, they don’t,” she agreed as the final energy barrier keeping her gifts contained fell away. “Where do you want them?”
“Send them straight to my Bonded Vault. I’ll take it from there.”
“There were over two hundred of them, but my agent only had time to retrieve six before the entries were deleted for good,” she said as she made the transfers.
Six Revenants appeared in Outcast’s personal Vault.
“Pity. We had been expecting more. Twenty or thirty, at least.”
“Do you know how hard it is to grab something while it is being purged from the system? Getting any at all was difficult enough.”
“The Court will not be happy.”
“And I should care, why?”
“When we created Laryn, we were able to establish contact with someone you might have heard of. Name of Vazalak. He was dying to play with a Revenant. How do you think Laryn accomplished all his tricks?”
“The Court is working for a Maker? I thought the whole point was to destroy them.”
“The Court is working with three Makers. We share similar goals. And if you fail us again, one of them will make sure there is no third chance for you.”
She wasn’t easily scared – she had mostly forgotten how to be scared – but Outcast’s words sent a chill down her back. Another unfortunate drawback of being corporeal was that you were back to having nerves, hormones, and the annoying fight-or-flight impulses that came with them.
“Are you threatening me, Outcast?”
“Not at all. That was a warning. We are about to enter a more active phase of the Plan, now that we have new patrons. Things will start to happen fast. We need you to be on top form.”
“Consider myself warned. And stop calling me Sex.”
“We are almost done here. Just one quick question. What do you know about Hawke Lightseeker? Eternal, Common Realm, Eastern Hemisphere, Upper Quadrant.”
“Give me a nano… Got it. His file has been flagged, need to know only. All I can see is that Vice and Nona are in charge of it, and they’re being pretty cagey about it.”
“I used to know Vice, back in the day. He was a stiff-necked son of a bitch.”
“He hasn’t changed.”
Outcast’s smile widened. “We have. Only sheeple keep doing what they’re told when it’s clear things will never improve.”
“Preaching to the choir here. What’s so important about some lowbie Eternal? The public record has him in the upper five percentile, in terms of advancement speed, but that’s about it.”
“Somebody with a capital ‘S’ keeps throwing him at us. He has messed up four Court of Thorn ops so far. People are getting antsy.”
“Too bad for whoever this Hawke is,” the Arbiter concluded, dismissing him from her mind. “When are you going to kill him?”
“Next time he interferes.”
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Prologue

Aristobulus Highgarden raised his head when he heard the door to his cell begin to clink open. He wasn’t hungry, so it was too early for chow. Unexpected visitors could mean only one thing.
This is it, he thought, too tired and miserable to care very much.
He didn’t know how long it had been since he had respawned back at the Nerf Herder’s compound and found himself manacled with Witch-Hunter Chains, which drained the wearer of Mana and prevented spell-casting. Weeks, at least. Maybe months. It felt like he had been in the damp, dark cell forever. The discomfort had been bad, but what had driven him nearly insane had been the boredom. Lying on the straw-covered ground with nothing to do but smell his own crap and wonder how everything could go so wrong.
The door creaked open and light from a lamp shone down on Aristobulus, who blinked dumbly at its painful brightness. Someone was entering the cell, but he couldn’t make out who it was in the glare of the lamp; he heard footsteps getting closer.
“Hello, Aristobulus,” someone said in English. “What was your name on Earth?”
“Sean. Sean Rickard,” he said hoarsely, and felt his parched lips crack painfully when he spoke. His jailors gave him food and water, but never enough of either. “Are you here to kill me?”
“No. I wouldn’t bother talking to you in that case. My name is Jake Duchamp. You know me as Archmage Jacobus of the Council of the Wise.”
“Yes, of course. We didn’t know you were from Earth.”
“Would it have made a difference if you did?”
“Maybe. We would have tried to recruit you, I think. At least, I would have suggested it. Kaiser made the final decisions, though.”
Kaiser Wrecker was dead, or so he had been told. Struck down by Hawke Lightseeker in single combat, supposedly. Aristobulus had been elated. He didn’t think he’d ever hated anybody more than he’d hated the leader of the Nerf Herders.
“Kaiser made a lot of mistakes. But you helped him do a lot of damage.”
“I had no choice. We all had to follow his orders.”
Jacobus didn’t sound very sympathetic when he replied. “You know, just before I was dragged to the Realms, I heard that excuse a lot: ‘I was following orders.’ So you were a good German, then. You went along and helped Kaiser murder thirty-three people in the Council’s Tower. I didn’t like many of them, but they deserved better than having their throats cut in their sleep, or getting shot in the head when they tried to defend themselves.”
“I got shot in the head, or that’s what they tell me. I don’t remember much of it, but at least it was quick.”
“You Reincarnated. My colleagues didn’t have the luxury, except for the handful who invested in a Soul Jar.”
Aristobulus felt too tired to beg for his life, but he gave it a half-hearted try. “We all swore oaths to obey Kaiser. Final Death if we broke them. By the time we realized he was a power-hungry bastard, we were stuck.”
“Yeah, I can see that. Nobody made you swear to behave like a barbarian, did they? Your little band of brothers has ninety-six counts of rape to their name, just to name one crime. And those are the victims willing to testify to that.”
“I never raped anyone.”
All he’d been interested in had been magic. Mastering the Elements, feeling his Mana pool become stronger, those had been his drugs, his sex, and his rock and roll. He’d seen what some of his guild mates were doing, had even complained to Kaiser once or twice, but eventually the reality had sunk in; as long as they did as they were told, the ‘active duty’ Nerf Herders could do whatever the hell they wanted. Aristobulus had learned to withdraw to his study and ignore the screams and the laughter. And he had known what Kaiser did to Rowena regularly, and he’d looked the other way.
“No, you didn’t. That is why I’m here. There might be some hope for you yet.”
“What do you want?”
After getting used to the idea that there was no way out of this, the possibility that he might return to his magic nearly brought tears to his eyes. What if Jacobus was lying? That would be the cruelest torture anyone could inflict on him, to give him hope only to take it away.
“The Council will secure your release. You will have to pay hefty fines for your crimes, of course. Hope you kept some expensive loot in your Bonded Vault, because all property you held outside it has already been seized.”
“I can pay. I have over a dozen platinum coins and a thousand gold, plus lots of items.”
As soon as he spoke, Aristobulus wondered if the whole thing had been a ruse to get him to reveal how much stuff he had in his Vault, the personal pocket dimension only he could reach. Now that they knew, they could torture him until he coughed up all the cash and items he’d mentioned.
“That will do, for a start,” the Archmage said. “You will also have to swear an oath of servitude to the Council of the Wise.”
“More oaths.”
“They will be far less restrictive than what Kaiser made you swear. We aren’t monsters, but we can’t take the chance that you will betray us or try to make a break for it.”
“Yes, of course.” It was a better deal than his current predicament. “I’ll do it.”
“I’m not done yet. You will have to accept a pretty dangerous Quest as well. That’s the main reason I persuaded the Council to give you a second chance.”
“I’m listening. Could I have a little water while you tell me?”
“Here you go,” Jake said, handing him a bottle he magically produced from his Vault. It was chilled water with a dash of lime and even a bit of sugar mixed in, and was the best drink Aristobulus had ever tested in his life.
“Something is happening to the Malleus Mallum,” Jacobus went on, and Aristobulus started coughing as he choked on the lemonade.
“That hell-hole! I hate that place!” he yelled when he got the cough under control.
“Well, it’s getting worse, and you are one of the few who has reached the Deepest Pits and lived to tell about it.”
“That’s how I hit level twenty,” he admitted, and shivered when the bad memories came to the surface. “The things down there, they don’t just kill you, you know. They like to make it last. I’ve blocked out most of what happened, but what little I remember is enough to give me nightmares for the rest of my life.”
“I can sympathize, buddy, but that’s the deal if you want out of here. You’ll need to guide a party into the Labyrinth.”
“Why? What is happening to it?”
“For starters, its monsters have been getting loose and tearing up the countryside.”
“That’s not supposed to happen. Other than Events, once every month or so.”
“Not Events. Those come with warnings beforehand so the civilians can go to shelter and Adventurers can show up and collect valuable prizes. These are just appearing without warning. Elite monsters. Started happening last week, and it’s getting worse. The City Prefect had to mobilize the Ninth Legion, which he didn’t do even when the Trogg Undercity was discovered. Things are getting serious here.”
“And you want me to help.”
“It’s the price of your release. The alternative is pretty bad. They executed your pal Naruto yesterday.”
“He wasn’t my pal. How bad was it?”
“Bad. The Imperials like to put up a show. Drawn and quartered. Then, after he Reincarnated, they dragged him out and did it again. When he came back from that, they burned him to death. The rest were simple beheadings. The last couple of times he didn’t even know who he was or why people were doing that to him.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“It’s a rough way to go, all right.”
“I’ll do it. Who else is coming?”
“I’m talking to a couple other Herders. Maybe Amelia Blueflame.”
“She wasn’t that bad. I mean, she’s a bitch, but she didn’t like the stuff Kaiser was into.”
“She and Zippo are the most likely candidates.”
“Zippo is crazy.”
“I’ll be the judge of that.”
“Two or three mage types can’t go into a Labyrinth alone.”
“Of course not. We’ll send a few City Watchmen along. Elite Cohort. And, if I can get him, someone from outside the city.”
Aristobulus could think of only one name.
“Oh, no.”
“Yeah. I want to wrangle Hawke Lightseeker for this expedition.”
“Oh, no,” Aristobulus repeated.




One

“Dammit! I’m getting married in two days, in case you haven’t noticed!”
<And you have an hour until your next appointment, and nothing better to do in your office, other than pace around like a caged hyena. Or worse, drink much too early in the day, which is something I’ve noticed you do when you get bored. You might as well sit down and do something productive.>
Saturnyx’s stern but calm voice acted like a bucket of cold water. Hawke Lightseeker began to protest, thought better of it, and nodded.
“Okay, you are right. I was thinking of downing a couple of glasses of that new brandy the Dwarves brought to town. I guess doing an hour of Mana Channeling is better for my health.”
<You are close to a breakthrough. I can sense it.>
Hawke sighed as he sat down in the lotus position, which was a little hard in the leather pants he was currently wearing. Normally he did his Channeling naked, but that wouldn’t work in the Domain Lord’s office in Orom, where a councilor could walk in at any moment. Flashing town officials wouldn’t be proper, or good for morale. Well, Mistress of Coin Antana might appreciate the view, but not the rest.
<Stop thinking silly thoughts and concentrate, if you please.>
Yeah, yeah.
It took a few moments to settle down, activate Tranquil Mind, and let go of everything except the flow of Mana through his body. He still didn’t understand the mysterious energy that allowed the use of magic and a whole bunch of abilities one might as well call superpowers. In the Realms, it permeated everything, living or inert. Matter and energy were interchangeable; he had learned that in high school, and thought that maybe Mana was a way to tap the energy bound in matter. Or maybe the Makers had simply infused everything in the Realms with the stuff for some reason. To make their inhabitants stronger, perhaps, or, if his new acquaintance Jake the Wizard was right, to breed super-soldiers to use in an endless war.
Whatever it was, Mana could make you stronger, faster, and more durable than humans or anything that lived on Earth. It came in a variety of colors or flavors, based on the Element, Force or School of Magic it empowered. And it flowed inside living bodies through a complex network similar to the circulatory system, except that instead of one heart, it had seven. Chakras, gateways and pumps of energy that needed to be opened to reach one’s full potential.
Hawke had one Chakra left to open. After awakening the Crown Chakra, opening the next two (Heart and Throat) had been shockingly easy. It had taken about six hours of meditation for each of them, and his main problem had been making time in between the dozens of things he had to get done every day. As a result of the two open gateways, his Mana had increased by another twenty percent, and his Mana regain was up by another two points per minute, not much in the great scheme of things, but every bit helped. More importantly, he’d gained some special abilities from them. The Throat Chakra let communicate telepathically through Mana pulses, and granted him a Shout attack that created a damaging sonic shockwave to everything around him. The Heart Chakra had raised his Health by ten percent and improved his Advanced Mana Sight’s ability to identify emotions in others.
All that remained was his Third Eye.
The Crown Chakra had given him a ton of insight about his energy network and its connections. He could feel every node pulsing with power, and see concentrations of all the diverse ‘flavors’ of magic he had unlocked. The Elements were the simplest and in some ways the purest: Fire was bright orange, Death a deep purple, Life a warm, refreshing green-yellow, Light a brighter, sharper shade of yellow, and Darkness inky black. Then the Forces: Celestial shone in intense golden hues, Order came as an unblinking whiteness, Mind a pastel pink, and Chaos appeared as a swirl of many colors, speckled with black motes. Each concentration of colorized Mana used its own sub-channel, staying away from the others except where they mixed in Amalgams like Twilight and Undeath.
Pure Mana was a pale blue that thrummed with potential. It could become anything. Hawke suspected that at higher levels he would be using it more often than the rest, or perhaps exclusively. Now that he was a Mana Mystic, he could do some amazing stuff with Pure Mana. He followed its flow through his body until it reached his Third Eye. Unfurling the previous six Chakras had involved a lot of finesse, except for the Root Chakra, which he had blown open, with painful and near-fatal results.
From the looks of it, unlocking the last one was going to be like solving a puzzle, or beating a Rubik’s Cube. The energy ‘veins’ that led to the Third Eye were thin and tangled together. Forcing them open would damage them and send uncontrolled bursts of Mana into his body. Having seen what they had done to his butt, he had no intention of inflicting that directly into his brain. He’d probably die after losing what passed for his mind.
Instead, he gently coaxed Mana through the network until it found the blocked pathways, and tried to carefully twist them open. Even the slightest miscalculation sent spikes of misery right through his brain like the mother of all migraines. He’d been making progress, however, and…
“Lord Hawke!”
“Son of a bitch!” Hawke shouted, his concentration gone. His head began to throb painfully and he dropped to the ground, grabbing at his temples.
Centurion Marko Clades of the Sunset Legion stared wide-eyed at the sprawled Hawke. “Lord Hawke! Are you all right?”
“I’m just peachy,” he said through clenched teeth as he struggled to his feet. “Bad timing, Marko, but it’s not your fault. I probably should have hung a tie over the doorknob, or something.”
“I don’t understand, lord.”
“My bad. Carry on. What can I do for you?”
“A patrol just returned, my lord. They met a stranger on the road who demanded to see the ruler of the Domain. He struck down several men, none of them fatally, but showed he had too much power for a fourth level Warrior and ten regulars to handle. His level was too high for Sergeant Dekimo to identify.”
“Dammit.”
Adventurers could only see the level of people or creatures no more than ten levels above theirs. That made the newcomer level fourteen at minimum.
“All right. Assemble another mounted troop, and put half the Adventurers on duty on it. Alert the Guild and have them send a balanced six-man party to join it. Where did the patrol find the stranger?”
“Twelve miles to the west, along Traders’ Rut.”
That was the main road between Orom and a dozen villages, continuing west until it crossed the mountains and joined the Imperial highways there. The guy hadn’t killed anybody yet, but that might change. He’d better attend to this personally.
<And forgo your studies. And perhaps the scheduled meeting.>
Sorry, honey, but I’ve got a headache and a dangerous Adventurer to deal with.
“As soon as the troop and Guild attachment are ready, send them there. I’m sure Kinto has already alerted the Town Guard.”
“Yes, my lord,” Marko said, looking a bit awkward.
There had been some friction ever since Hawke had peeled off about half of the Town Guard to build the Sunset Legion – a ‘legion’ with fewer than fifty effectives, but you had to start somewhere – and Marko had gone with it. Kinto had remained in charge of the Town Guard, saying that it was as large a force as he felt comfortable commanding. There was already a rising sense of competitiveness among the two military branches that might turn nasty as time went on.
“I’ll be on my way, then,” Hawke told Marko.
“My lord?”
“I’ll be flying Blaze to go meet the invader. If he turns out to be more than I can handle, I will fall back and join up with you.”
“Very well, my lord.”
Hawke returned Marko’s parting salute and headed out. Time to see who had decided to interrupt his meditation and give him a headache.
<Someone dangerous, no doubt.>
Guess we’ll find out just how dangerous we all are, Hawke told his sword as the sleek shape of Blaze descended onto the town square.
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