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Dedication

To my Friends.
Thank you for not being the Scourge.


Join my Newsletter

Get a FREE book and keep up to date on all things The Realms!


Prologue

The words of rejection, of rebuke were barely out of Gryph’s mouth when the High God Aluran waved his hand, dismissing the player. Gryph blinked out of existence, banished back to whatever haven shielded him from the High God’s gaze.
The pop of air rushing to fill the hole in space held all the potency of a bolt of the High God’s lightning. None of the other gods of the Pantheon spoke and few dared to even breathe as they silently begged the aether to turn their wrathful father’s gaze elsewhere.
Several moments passed, tension hanging in the air like a storm about to break. A bank of dark clouds rolled in from the Shining Sea blocking the light of the sun and leached what little warmth still flowed through the gods’ bodies. The world itself seemed moved by the High God’s anger.
A dozen pair of eyes followed the subtle rise and fall of the High God’s breath, each one thrummed with the possibility of imminent violence. None of them would say it, fewer would even let themselves think it, but each of them knew deep in their souls what drove his anger.
The High God Aluran, Arche of the Pantheon, Prime Mover of the Realms, Father to All, was terrified.
The other gods of the Pantheon watched as Aluran’s will slowly eased control back into his body. His breathing calmed, and he gazed down upon the city. The storm clouds retreated, and the sun once again poked warm fingers down upon them all. Across the city, a million souls felt a pressure they could not understand release. Smiles returned to faces, laughter flowed from their mouths and life continued, as though the tension-filled pause had been but a figment.
The common folk of Avernia were the lucky ones. They could return to their pleasant, normal lives. The Pantheon knew no such comforts. The High God had not dismissed them from the Quorum as was tradition. One and all, the Pantheon knew fear.
As it should be, the High God thought. I can already hear your unspoken whispers, read the desire for challenge on your faces. This whelp godling Gryph has challenged me, made me look weak. I will show all of you true fear. I will show you the cost of betrayal.
He sent a mental summons. A moment later the air of the Agora grew chill.
“How may I serve you, Your Eminence?” came the resonant voice of the Hooded Man as he flowed from the shadows.
The High God turned, purposely ignoring his Pantheon.
His gaze fell upon the tall figure clad in a robe of dark muslin. The man, if one was generous with the term, wore a cavernous hood that shielded his eyes. His clasped hands lay forever unseen within the sleeves of his voluminous robe. There was something unnatural about the man.
“What news of the Maker?”
“I fear there has been no sign of him, Your Eminence.” The Hooded Man hesitated for the merest of moments, adding another layer to the theater of fear the High God was directing. “I have also been, as yet, unable to determine how he escaped. I offer my most humble apologies for my failure. If you wish to end my life, I will gladly submit to your justice.”
Everyone knew the Hooded Man was the High God’s most loyal servant. The creature had served him longer than any of the Pantheon had been alive. If the High God was willing to punish the Hooded Man for failure, then none of them were safe from his wrath.
The High God let the silence hang heavy for several long heartbeats, adding further apprehension to the moment. Finally, he waved a hand almost casually. “That will not be necessary, at this time.” He paused letting the last three words sink in. “We must assume that the Maker has completed his weapon?” Aluran turned and let his gaze flow across the lesser gods.
“Yes, Your Eminence.”
“What weapon?” Kharmaxun, the God of War, blurted, unable to hide his greed.
The High God smiled to himself and turned on the brutish god. Of course the mention of a weapon draws your attention Kharmaxun. You are nothing if not predictable. Thank you for playing your role to perfection. His words descended on the war god like a hammer. “The player killing kind. The permanent player killing kind.”
Unease surged through the Pantheon as the gods exchanged looks of panic. They were all natives of Earth, players who had gained entry to the Realms via the High God’s game. Because players could respawn, death was but a setback, a momentary blip in their otherwise immortal lives. Until now. The Maker’s weapon could fundamentally shift the balance of power on Korynn. Aluran would ensure that balance tipped in his favor.
“If this man can kill players, he is a threat to us all,” Zeckoth, the God of Knowledge said.
“Not all of us,” Aluran corrected, a finger raised in the air. “Never forget that you are players first and gods only by my consent.” He passed his eyes over the rest of the Pantheon. “Whereas I am a true God. The Maker’s weapon cannot harm me.”
If only I knew that for sure.
The High God turned and walked to the edge of the Agora, staring out over the Shining Sea. A moment later he turned back to the gods. “Do not fear my children. I will let no man, no mere mortal harm any of you. I will find this weapon and I will keep it safe.”
The undercurrent of threat was obvious to them all and Aluran let the smallest of smiles curl the edges of his lips. Time for the final reveal. He turned to the Hooded Man.
“Summon the Scourge,” Aluran said in a cold, calm voice. A wave of dread rippled through the Pantheon and a desperate gasp of shock squeaked from Qylena, the Goddess of Nature and Harvests. You are right to fear daughter.
“As you command Your Eminence,” the Hooded Man said with a bow. A moment later a rush of air pulsed across the Agora drawing with it a palpable darkness. Silence hung heavy for mere moments before the sound of a cane tapping lightly on the stone tiles made all the gods flinch.
Tap, tap step. Tap, tap, step. Tap, tap, step. A tall, lithe form stepped onto the balcony and walked to the High God and bowed. To the eye, it was just a man, but every one of the Pantheon knew it was something much more terrible.
The man was rail thin. He wore a dark silver suit and a wide-brimmed circular hat. To all outward appearances, he looked to be a well-respected gentleman. He carried a black cane, which produced a melodic tapping with each of the man’s fluid motions.
The brim of the man’s hat rose, exposing a pair of deep black eyes flecked with star-like points of silver. His face was lean and bore a healthy tan and had it not been for the alien-ness of his eyes he would have been considered handsome. He looked at the High God and bowed ever so slightly.
“How may we serve you master?”
“I have a task for you dread Scourge,” Aluran said in a firm, calm voice. “Find the Maker, add him to your quintessence and bring his weapon to me.”
“As the High God commands.”
“Before you go, I have a gift for you.”
Without turning the Hooded Man called over his shoulder. “Bring her.”
Two armed sentries, garbed in intricate silver plate mail strode into the room, dragging a small elf woman. Blood covered her face, and she was in obvious pain. The guards dropped her to the ground and left. 
The shaking woman raised her head and a beatific smile of utter joy crossed her face on seeing Aluran gazing down upon her. Her joy quickly faded to fear and regret as a cracked voice came from her parched throat.
“Your Eminence, my God, I have failed you.”
“Evidently so, Anveryn.” Aluran knelt and moved a strand of the woman’s hair from her eyes. He had sent her after Gryph’s NPC and what should have been a simple fetch and retrieve mission had turned to disaster. Anveryn was once his best agent. Now she was broken.
Anveryn leaned into the High God’s hand, seeking solace. Tears flowed from the slight wood elf’s startling violet eyes. They were not tears brought on by fear though that emotion was surely present. They were tears of regret, of disappointment, tears of apology. “I am sorry. I … I will never fail you again.”
“I know Anveryn.” He paused for a heartbeat. “Unfortunately, you are unfit to continue in my service, but in my mercy, I offer you a choice.” Aluran yanked his hand back, tearing away Anveryn’s last vestige of hope. He stood and without turning his gaze he spoke. “It is time for you to feed my Scourge.”
Tears flowed down Anveryn’s face and her mouth opened to beg, but no words pushed past her anguish. Her eyes were wide, desperate and a wail of terror tore at her throat. Aluran turned his back on her and with that final dismissal, her mind fractured.
The Scourge came closer. Tap, tap step. Tap, tap, step. Tap, tap, step.
Tendrils of silver laced darkness seeped from inside the Scourge, leaching through the skin of his back. They stretched upwards from the man and solidified into four serpentine tentacles. Reptilian mouths opened with a hiss and every man and woman of the Pantheon shivered, for they all knew the Scourge was no singular man, but a creature that contained multitudes.
Glints of silver energy flowed up and down the shadowy scales of the reptilian beasts and it gazed upon Anveryn through eyes that matched their master. “We offer you a choice. Continue to serve the High God as part of us or die and face the truth of your soul’s burden.”
Anveryn blubbered, fear and anguish battling within her. She tried to speak, but her words failed her. Finally she pushed a final word through her lips. “… serve…”
The Scourge smiled, and the serpents struck.
Aluran turned to face the rest of the Pantheon, high on their thrones. It took a moment for the lesser gods to pull their gaze away from the horror of the Scourge, but the High God’s gaze bore all the gravity of a star, and soon all had turned to him.
“Each one of you will leave here and scour your lands for this wretch who falsely claims the mantle of godhood. When you do, bring him to me, and earn my reward.” His gaze flowed over them, daring any to defy his commands. None did. With a casual wave of his hand, he dismissed all but one of the Pantheon, ending the Quorum.
Only Ferrancia, the Messenger Goddess, remained. Her eyes went to the Scourge and a look of ill ease painted her face for the merest of moments before she composed herself. But the High God saw. “Be at ease daughter. I am not angry with you.” Her sigh of relief was palpable even among the gentle breeze and the sound of birds. “I wish to keep you close. It is likely that I will need you in the coming days.”
“I am here to serve you in any way I can father,” she said walking up to the High God.
“Good, you will take up residence in the Crag.”
The remote location bewildered Ferrancia. The Crag was a last resort fortress built before the time of the Pantheon, hewn from a spire of bare rock. It looked down upon the city from high in the mountains. It was impossible to reach, accessible only through a heavily guarded mountain road or by a restricted port circle.
“The Crag?” Ferrancia asked, her voice tinged with uncontrolled shock. “Are you expecting trouble? Surely this Gryph is but a mere annoyance.”
“I always expect trouble, daughter.” The High God took the goddess’ face in a gentle hand and smiled down upon her. “Please, do as I ask. The reasons will become clear in the fullness of time.”
Ferrancia bowed, an adroit enough politician to know when questions should go unasked. “Of course, father.” With that, she turned on her heels and walked off the balcony. The High God watched her leave, and a knot in his stomach released its tension.
“Leave me and see to your duties,” the High God said, and both the Hooded Man and the Scourge bowed and departed.
Aluran waited until he was alone before turning towards the bay. The sun glinted off the up and down motion of the waves, sparkling like diamonds. He gripped the railing with hands stronger than iron and forced the tension to drain from his shoulders. His ease did not last and his fear, his anger became strength. Beneath his hands, thin cracks began to spider through the marble of the railing. The cracks became fissures and the snap of breaking stone flowed over the balcony. Throughout the keep a rumble like the tremor of a distant earthquake caused servants and soldiers to glance around nervously. All felt the High God’s wrath.
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Gryph tightened his grip on the ichor slathered dagger as he sawed into one of the Denizen of the Deep’s tentacles. He’d been near the bottom of the Deep Water for over an hour harvesting the epic creature’s corpse, and finally, he was nearing the end of the profitable, if disgusting, venture. 
He paused as a red warning blared in his vision and recast Halo of Air. The magical sphere of breathable air expanded from his head as it pushed the remnants of his previous casting into the dark water. He estimated that he was 700 feet beneath the surface but due to his Racial Ability Dark Vision, he saw as clearly as if he stood under a moonlit sky. 
He found it oddly peaceful under so much crushing water and thanked providence again for giving him the Ring of Minor Air Shield. Without it, this little dive would surely end with the bends and most likely a case of nitrogen narcosis with all its insanity-inducing glory. 
The thick skin of the beast’s tentacle parted and Gryph pushed his arm into the cut up to his elbow. The effort brought his face far too close to the thing’s body and despite the Halo of Air’s siphoning ability, he swore as the smell of week-old seafood wafted over him. He grunted, whether in disgust or from the effort he was not sure. Finally, his fingers wrapped around his prize. 
Gryph pulled and felt the rubbery flesh tear and rend. He tugged and a small pop and a sickening wet slurp announced his success. He held a fist size sphere the color and shape of a pearl. It was the sixth one he’d cut from the monster and like the other five, it shimmered with an internal glow the color of a blue moon. His Identify talent triggered.
 
	You have Harvested Concentrated Water Elemental Remnant. (x6)



	This rare and valuable ingredient has many uses in both Alchemy and Crafting. 
You believe it could make a potion that will temporarily allow the drinker to transform their body into liquid water, increase the Skill Water Magic and other unidentified effects. 
You also sense that it could be used to craft an item that could increase the Skill Water Magic, Increase Resistance to Water Damage, Cause Water Damage and other unidentified effects.




In the height of battle versus the Denizen of the Deep, he’d learned the beast originated from some crazed experiment that bonded a water elemental to an ordinary, if creepy, crustacean. Apparently, the animal’s brain had been far too small to contain the intellect of the elemental, so the leftover fragments of its consciousness were concentrated in pearl-like stones of pure elemental magic. The monster had been a mishmash hybrid, perpetually at war with itself. No wonder it was so angry. Gryph shivered at the thought of the original water animal isolating the elemental remnants and then growing the pearl around them like they were irritating grains of sand. 
What the hell is it with weirdos in the Realms experimenting on creatures to make monsters? Gryph thought. In his head he imagined Lex making some dumbass Frankenstein comment, but found he agreed with his missing friend’s imaginary jest. Maybe I do have nitrogen narcosis. 
A mental twinge drew his gaze up towards the distant light of the surface where a snakelike form shimmered towards him. He reached out with his thoughts and directed the length of Empyrean Spider Silk Rope to drag another of the net bags he’d brought with him, to the surface. The animated rope twined around the closest bag, one filled with a hundred pounds of the chitinous shell he’d hacked off the Denizen. He hoped to craft an amazing set of armor from the chiton. Once I learn how to craft that is. Gryph commanded the rope to take his prize to the surface.
Since entering the Realms he had been under such constant threat, he’d not been able to learn or develop any of the numerous crafting skills that existed in the Realms. He knew enough about the power of proper armaments from his days back on Earth, and from the time he’d spent rebuilding Errat’s arachnid friends, to know crafting would be a permanent part of his life in the Realms. When, if, I get the time. 
That isn’t why you’re here, a part of his mind chirped in. 
Brynn, he thought, and an odd assortment of contradictory feelings filled him. Brynn was his younger sister, a sister he’d pushed out of his life, perhaps when she’d needed him the most. A desperate message from her, begging for his help, was the reason he was in this strange world, the reason he’d come to the Realms. He closed his eyes and saw her face, heard the fear in her voice as he replayed her desperate call for help.
“The Realms is not what we thought,” Brynn had said. “Alistair is not who he claims to be. My God, Finn, it’s bad. I need you to find me. Not here, but in the Realms. Saving my body in this world won’t do me any good if you cannot rescue my mind.”
Alistair Bechard was the CEO of Sacrosanct Integrative Networks, an innovative virtual reality game company. He was also the High God Aluran, a man, who like Gryph, possessed a powerful artifact known as a Prime Godhead.  It was a remnant left over from this universe’s formation, a mote of possibility that granted its bearer unlimited potential. 
In theory, Gryph could one day become a god himself, assuming he lived long enough to unravel the mysteries of the Godhead. It wasn’t like the thing came with an instruction manual, and his only real source of information, Lex the banner NPC turned grumpy priest of a dead god, was missing. 
And don’t forget that Aluran has had fifty years to level his Godhead, Lex’s sarcastic voice taunted from the depths of Gryph’s mind. “Yeah, wouldn’t wanna forget that,” Gryph grumbled and watched the excess carbon dioxide from his breath bubble through his air shield.
“Where are you, Brynn?” He’d wanted nothing more than to rush into the breach to find and save his sister, but he was enough of a soldier to know that patience and knowledge always defeated an ill-prepared action.
So, is that why you’re standing on the bottom of a lake hacking bits off a giant octopus conch? Lex’s snark-filled tone asked.
“Shut up, I’m looting. You of all people should love that.” Gryph frowned to himself. “It’s official, too much nitrogen in my blood has driven me nuts. I’m talking to my imaginary friend.”
The word friend caused his mind to rocket to thoughts of Wick. Is that why I’m down here, hacking into this dead crustacean, avoiding a hundred responsibilities that wait for me on the surface? He was aware that seeking solace for one’s grief through vivisection was not the sign of a healthy mind, but he kept on hacking, trying, and failing to push thoughts of his dead friend from his mind.
The fun-loving gnome warlock had been the first sentient being he’d met in the Realms, and despite his character flaws, namely that he spent his days summoning demonic entities, he’d proven a stalwart friend. A friend who’d died to save Gryph, murdered by the hand of the woman he’d loved. It hadn’t been her fault. She’d been under the mental sway of the onetime Prince Regent of Sylvan Aenor, a high elf named Myrthendir, a zealot so hateful that Gryph’s own Decree had scrubbed his true name from the memory of the Realms. Soon Myrthendir’s name would become dust to history, but the actions of the man, now known only as the Aberrant, would forever stand as a warning.
Gryph had wanted to comfort Wick’s mate Tifala, but she had isolated herself from everyone as she sat the traditional week long period of mourning that was the custom of her people. That isolation would end today, when she said her final goodbyes to the jovial gnome.
A red blaring in Gryph’s vision brought him back to the present and he re-cast Halo of Air with an irritated flick of his hand. Then he noticed the cloud of viscous ichor spreading over and around his air shield, the result of shoddy, distracted work. Gryph scowled in irritation and thrust the dagger into the carcass a half dozen more times, howling in hopeless rage. A moment later he stopped, his heart pounding and his breathing ragged.  
As if mocking him, the tentacle he’d been hacking into swayed back and forth, dangling by the barest of calamari like strands, before it fell onto his feet with a wet flop, oozing muck onto his already waterlogged boots. 
His first instinct was to stomp on the rubbery appendage, show the beast who was boss, but he thought of another use for it. Ancient warriors were known to eat the flesh of their enemies. It was a tradition Gryph would bring back tonight in honor of his fallen friend. 
It looks like calamari. Hopefully it tastes as good. Gryph stashed the tentacle in his satchel with an evil grin. The bag was soul bound and much larger on the inside than the out. It also had a snazzy feature that auto sorted and preserved anything he put into it, which meant it wouldn’t cover his other belongings in fish guts.
Curious, he checked his prompt log to see if his efforts had garnered him any new levels.
 
	Skill Level Alert.



	You have reached level 17 in Air Magic.
You have reached level 14 in Harvest.




 
	You have completed the Quest Harvest the Denizen of the Deep.



	You have earned 25,000 XP.
You have Harvested items from the corpse of a legendary beast. 
Reward: Extremely rare Crafting and Alchemy ingredients.




Not too shabby, Gryph thought. Then his rope returned and Gryph cast Animate Rope again and ordered it to drag the last of his harvested loot towards the surface. He took one last moment to enjoy the quiet solitude of the depths. He had one more mission before he returned to the surface, a mission he’d spent the last several days training for under Ovrym’s strenuous teachings.
It was time to talk with the Prime ship. 
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Gryph flexed his forearm muscles and a small buckler expanded from the bracer on his left forearm. If he was to risk dealing with the damaged mind that occupied the ancient Prime ship then he would do so fully armed, armored and ensorcelled.
The shield was a gift from Barrendiel, a small token of the man’s esteem after Gryph defeated the new Regent’s power mad cousin and saved all of Korynn from mental enslavement. He looked with appreciation on the silver metal shield. It was circular, save for a half moon groove cut into the top to brace his spear. He triggered his Identify talent.
 
	You have been awarded an Expanding Buckler of Absorption (Block).



	(Light Armor) (Life Magic)
Item Class: Major - Item Category: Active/Passive.
AC Bonus: +17 (12+5 Major Item Bonus).
Passive Powers.
Power (1): Damage Absorption. Absorbs 0.5% per level of Block mastery of the damage of any blocked physical attack and converts it into mana. It can store a maximum of 100 mana + 5 per level of Life Magic Mastery.
Active Powers:
Power (1): Spell Storage. The user can preload one spell (from any sphere of magic) per tier of Life Magic mastery into the buckler. These spells can then be cast on command using the mana stored by the buckler. Spell effectiveness is determined by the user’s current level in the applicable skill.
Current Absorption Rate: 3.5% - Max. Stored Mana: 135 - Current Mana: 135 - Spell Store Max: 1 - Current Spell: Flying Stalactite - Cool Down: 5 seconds.
This expanding buckler appears to be a small half-moon sphere that can attach to any bracer. With a flick of the forearm the user can expand the sphere into a full-sized buckler. It is a rare item given in gratitude by the El’Edryn of Sylvan Aenor for heroic service to the people of Sylvan Aenor.




Gryph was humbled by the gift, but the feeling dimmed upon seeing the sly smirk on the Regent’s face. Barrendiel insisted on training Gryph in the buckler’s use himself. Their first sparring session awarded the player with a new skill and a dozen bruises and small cuts. But at least the buckler’s storage capacity was maxed.
 
	You have learned the skill BLOCK.



	Level: 1 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have shown proficiency in using shields. These include bucklers, small shields, kite shields, large shields and tower shields.
Reduces damage from martial attacks by 1% per skill level.




Barrendiel demanded that Gryph train with the new shield at least an hour a day. Gryph was unsure if it was becoming for the leader of an entire people to get such joy from thoroughly beating an opponent, but the Regent only grinned when he mentioned it. The Steward Gartheniel, however, had not refrained from comment.
“A good leader does not sit on his laurels but endeavors to keep his skills in top shape, by all means available to him.”
“Including kicking some poor sap’s ass every morning?” Gryph had asked.
“Including said ass-kicking,” Gartheniel agreed, somehow making the word ass sound regal.
Barrendiel had laughed at that, and even Gryph welcomed the subtle humor from the Steward. Plus, if he was honest, he was seeing significant benefits from the beatings. In the week since he’d defeated the Aberrant, Gryph had leveled several of his martial skills, while slightly reducing the number of cuts and bruises inflicted upon him by the onetime ranger captain.
 
	Skill Level(s) Alert.



	You have reached level 7 in Block.
You have reached level 16 in Dodge.
You have reached level 21 in Staves/Spears.
You have reached level 21 in Light Armor.
You have reached level 7 in Life Magic.




As a bonus, his Life Magic had also shot up due to his frequent self-treatment via Minor Healing. Plus, the physical exertion helped take his mind off Wick, at least for an hour each day.
Gryph’s vision filled with another red warning, bringing him back to the present. He cast Halo of Air and extracted his spear from the sheath at his back. With a mental command, it extended to its full length. He'd been ignorant of that feature until Barrendiel revealed the trick to him during a sparring session. Gryph had not only felt the humiliation of being disarmed, but of having his own weapon turned on him.
The spear’s ability to retract made storage much easier, it also allowed him to use the weapon in close quarters combat, or in a cramped space, like say, one of the two underground dungeons he’d spent significant time in since arriving in the Realms.
He did a quick check to reassure himself that the spear’s mana storage was at its maximum capacity of 200. He’d put a standing order into the weapon’s interface to refill the mana battery with his own mana whenever he was not in a combat situation. That foresight had frequently proven invaluable.
Gryph reached down to his ankles, removed the weights that kept him submerged and stored them in his satchel. The bag’s weight reducing properties overcame the mass and Gryph let himself float into a horizontal position, buckler and spear at the ready. He sent a mental command to the Ring of Minor Air Shield and the field of solid air surrounding Gryph morphed into a sleek delta wing shape.
He cast Water Blast, but instead of expelling the water from his hands like a firehose, he redirected the jet to flow outwards from the bottom of his feet like a hydro jet. It pushed him through the water at a much greater speed than he'd ever reach on his own.
As he rocketed through the water, Gryph prepped for the encounter. He cast Mind Shield on himself, which enabled his Wisdom to temporarily borrow his highest attribute. Wisdom was the attribute that measured his ability to resist mental attacks, and while his was a respectable 27, his 65 points of Dexterity borrowed by Mind Shield boosted both his defenses and his confidence.
Confidence? You’re approaching an ancient living ship once piloted by the worst species in all the Realms during an invasion of enslavement, and you feel confident? A voice full of doubt said from deep inside him. The voice sounded a lot like Ovrym. It was not the first time the adjudicator had lectured him.
“It is too dangerous. You are arrogant if you think it is not,” Ovrym had told Gryph when he explained his intention to the adjudicator. Ovrym was a xydai, a race of stoic warriors once enslaved by the Prime. Gryph understood his friend’s feelings, but he needed the ship. Once he found Brynn he would need to get to her quickly and get out even quicker. His military service had taught him that few things were more beautiful than a perfectly timed evac helo. He hoped the ship would be that for him and his friends.
“It served the Prime,” Ovrym argued.
“It was a slave to the Prime, just as your ancestors were. I would think you, of all people, would have sympathy, or are you too clouded by hate to see your own bias?” That last comment caused cracks in the xydai’s normally reserved visage, and deadly intensity leaked through.
“You know not of what you speak player. You do not know what my people had to do to break free, nor what we did to those who could not.”
Gryph sighed. “You are right, I do not know, but I do know this; the Prime ship deserves the same chance to be free as the xydai.”
Ovrym’s anger faded, calmed by the warrior monk’s powerful will. “And what if you fail? I don’t mean if you die. We all know what happens then.”
The what happens then was that he would respawn in the Nexus of Dar Thoriim. Gryph was a player, and if he died, he would be reborn at his last respawn point. After defeating Myrthendir, Gryph's had set his respawn point to the Nexus, the control room of the ancient Thalmiir city.
“What if it takes control of you? What if it takes control of what is in you?” Ovrym said the last in hushed tones and looked around to ensure nobody was intruding on their conversation.
“Then you’ll be there to kill me … for a third time,” Gryph responded staring into the xydai’s yellow eyes. After a moment Ovrym agreed but insisted Gryph train to hone his mental defenses before making the attempt.
“Sounds fun,” Gryph said with an amused grumble and extended his right hand.
After a moment the xydai grabbed him by the forearm and an evil grin turned up his lip. “Yes, yes it does.”
Ovrym’s training of his mental defenses bore striking similarities to Barrendiel’s training of his martial skills, leaving Gryph with a massive headache each evening. But, as with the Regent’s training, Ovrym’s pummeling had concrete results.
 
	Skill Level Alert.



	You have reached level 12 in Thought Magic.




Gryph banished the memories of his training to a dark corner of his mind as he dove deeper into the lake. He spun his body and piloted his air shield submersible around a large outcropping of rock. He felt the alien ship a split second before its psychic assault jabbed at his mind, but this time he was ready for it and his defenses held. Thank you Ovrym.
He slowed and drifted to a halt. He could not see the massive ship beneath the layer of silt, but he felt it and waited until the creature tired of assaulting him. Eventually it went silent and after a moment’s hesitation Gryph cast Telepathic Bond.
Telepathic Bond allowed mental communication between two sentient minds. He'd made it the Boon granted to everyone in his Adventure Party, allowing instant communication akin to the radio and lattice network connections used by his unit back on Earth. The ability to coordinate the actions silently, over large distances had proved invaluable.
Ovrym had assured him that the access level of the communication was limited to the surface and could be cut at any time. It was no more capable of controlling his mind than a telephone back on Earth. But Gryph was not the most trusting sort, so instead of just opening his mind, he focused the line of communication into a thin beam and projected it at the ship.
Hello, can you hear me? Gryph sent.
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YOU ARE NOT PRIME? came the reply, but this time Gryph was ready for the skull spitting intensity of the communication. It still hurt, but it was tolerable.
No, I am not Prime, and neither are you. Could you please not shout? It causes me pain. An odd, crackling filled the sudden silence of the link.
I Am Prime, the creature said in anger tinged with uncertainty, but Gryph counted the creature’s reduction in volume as progress.
No, you are not. The Prime enslaved you, as they tried to enslave me. But I fought to stay free. I can help you be free.
Free? What Is Free? I Must Await Return Of Prime.
The Prime will not return, Gryph sent, hoping the lie did not pass through the bond. You can be free, be an individual. I can help you.
You Are … Individual? You Do Not Hear Prime? You Are Alone?
I do not hear the Prime, but I am not alone, and you no longer need to be alone either. Gryph sent images of his friends through the link to show the ship that he was not alone.
Ovrym and his training. Tifala healing him. Errat showing Gryph the proper way to craft an arachnid automaton. Wick flipping him the bird. The last image was accompanied by an unintended feeling of grief, and Gryph almost cut the emotional current out of the bond. But a surge of want came from the ship.
These Are … Friends?
Yes, did you ever have any friends?
I … Long Ago.
An image came to Gryph of a watery world orbiting a massive gas giant. He was moving through the water at incredible speed. To his left and his right he felt more than saw two more like him. Whale sized aquatic creatures that resembled manta rays. They leapt from the water and soared through the air of their world. The sun was distant and dim, but the light reflecting off the massive gas giant reminded Gryph of twilight over the ocean. Black scales shimmered in the light as the wondrous creatures sailed through the air, before diving back down into the water, casting the smallest of sprays despite their massive size.
This is where you are from? These were your friends?
Friends, Yes. But Also More.
Family, Gryph sent, his mind drifting to thoughts of Brynn, though he made sure not to send that to the ship.
Family. Yes.
Where are your family now?
Another image filled Gryph’s mind. The creatures swam and spun, this time one smaller than the others spun alongside two of the larger ones. This is its young, Gryph realized. He felt joy emanating from the creatures and Gryph’s heart grew heavy, for he was sure he knew what was coming.
Ahead of the school a pulsating point of dull gray light formed. Gryph had only moments to realize he was seeing aetherial magic, when the point exploded outward.
Shockwaves exploded from the fissure as it expanded into a rift in reality, something akin to the port gate he and the others had used to escape the Barrow. Through the shimmering hole in reality there was only black, but then something moved from that darkness and into the watery world.
Arboleth? Gryph sent, feeling intense fear and shock, despite already suspecting what would happen next.
Prime, the ship sent, almost by way of correction.
Pulses of light flickered across the surface of the aquatic daemon’s massive singular eye and then expanded outwards, cascading over the manta ray like creatures. They ceased all voluntary motion and drifted aimlessly as the arboleth approached. One by one the arboleth implanted the gentle aquatic creatures with one of its eggs, and one by one all three became …
Prime, the ship finished for him. We Were Made Whole.
The image changed to the same school as they left the oceans of their home world for the last time and sped into the deep darkness of space. There, they joined hundreds of others of their kind. They were all now ships of the Prime.
They enslaved you. Took away what you were.
A surge of anger pushed through the link, but Gryph’s mental defenses shunted it aside. We Are Prime, the ship sent, but it was tinged with just the briefest feeling of uncertainty.
You were much more and could be again.
Silence thrummed through the link, pregnant with anticipation. Finally the ship sent a single, quiet word. How?
I will be your friend. Come with me to the surface. Fly again.
Gryph felt a deep desire pulse through the link, but then a deep sadness.
I Cannot. I Am No Longer Prime.
You do not need the Prime to be whole. In fact you can only be whole without them. Be what you were meant to be.
I Am … Changed. I Can No Longer Fly Without A Prime To Pilot.
Another image brought realization to Gryph, one that gave him hope and made him fear. The arboleth had infected the ship with one of its eggs, but unlike the other species the Prime enslaved, the ship somehow retained a semi-separate identity. 
Can someone else be your pilot? Something that is not Prime?
The link felt heavy as the ship silently contemplated this idea. Finally, a thought flowed to Gryph. Yes, I Could Meld With Another. Two Would Become One And We Could Fly Again.
Information filled Gryph’s brain, not images or words, but a deeper understanding. Gryph knew what needed to happen to free the ship from its watery prison. It would need to bond with another sentient being, one willing to give up their body, their mind, perhaps their very soul to become something else. Every fiber of Gryph’s being recoiled at the idea. Who would possibly agree to that? Gryph thought to himself, making sure that it was not passed through the link.
His thoughts may not have reached the ship, but the emotional context was hard to hide. To Gryph it felt as if the ship sighed through the link, knowing the gravity of the request. There Is No Other Way, it sent.
Gryph exhaled deeply, letting his breath take his stress away and help clear his mind. I will try to help you, but it may take some time.
I Have Been Here For Many Rotations. I Can Wait.
 
	You have been offered the quest Right an Ancient Wrong.



	You have the opportunity to help an ancient and majestic race reclaim a bit of what they once were. You have been tasked with finding a sentient being willing to bond with the damaged Prime ship, so that they can both become more, and the ship can fly again.
Quest Giver: Xarian Leviathan Difficulty: Incredible - Reward: Improved relationship with the Xarian Leviathan. - XP: Unknown.




Gryph swam closer to the ship’s resting spot. As the ship’s glistening scales came into view, he returned his spear to the sheath at his back. He hovered over the ship’s wing, the one that had been damaged when it crashed but was now whole and unscarred. It healed itself, he thought in amazement. The water shimmered and Gryph could feel the thrum of energy pulsing off the ship. With only the slightest hesitation he reached out to touch the creature’s hide. It was warm and felt both organic yet somehow metallic. A purr of contentment moved through the link, and the silt that covered most of the creature drifted upwards in the water.
May I Analyze you?
The creature only hesitated for the briefest of moments before a single word came through the link. Yes.
 
	XARIAN LEVIATHAN (Aberrant) – Level: 48.



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	21,754

	24,678

	21,678

	0


	Xarian Leviathan are native to the mortal realm of Xarias. These massive creatures have a threefold life cycle. They spend their first 1,000 years living in the vast oceans of the moon Xarias, during which time they develop their mana and learn how to use Water Magic. During this phase they grow and breed.
Near the end of this phase they develop the ability to use Air Magic and to take to the skies, initiating the second phase of their life cycle. This second phase lasts somewhere between 1,000 and 1,500 years, during which they begin to develop Aetherial and Thought Magic and hear the call of the aether.
During this last phase they take to the space between the mortal realms exploring and experiencing. This last phase has no inherent time limit, but eventually all Xarian Leviathan feel the call to return to Xarian where they set a course into the atmosphere where their physical forms burn and die as their minds join the soul-mind of Xarias.
This Xarian Leviathan has been corrupted by the Prime and been mutated into a Prime Strike Warship used for exploration and conquest. It is considered an aberrant and is not welcome back on Xarias.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Unknown.

	Unknown.

	Unknown.


	
	
	
	



Gryph’s heart broke reading the prompt. The Prime knew no end to their evil. He did not know what to say to this magnificent creature enslaved to evil. In the end he made it a simple promise. I will return, when I am able, Gryph thought.
Thank You … Friend.
With that, Gryph turned away and cast Water Blast, directing the jet to push him back to the surface. It took him only a few minutes to reach the surface and several more to reach his embarkation point near the newly rebuilt quay.
Ovrym waited for him, his face stoic and his bow drawn.
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Gryph pulled himself onto the quay and watched the xydai calmly draw the bow and take aim. Gryph stood still, hands raised above his head and let his friend ply the edges of his mind. After a moment the adjudicator lowered his weapon.
“Greetings,” the xydai said.
“You are a man of many words,” Gryph said, stifling a laugh.
“Too many people talk too much while saying little.”
“You’ll love my NPC then, if the bastard ever shows up. All he does is talk.”
Ovrym let the tiniest of smiles curl his lip before clasping Gryph by the arm. “I am glad I do not have to kill you again.” Gryph returned the grip, and a moment later, Ovrym released him scowling down at the ichor that clung to his sleeve. Gryph shrugged in apology and then looked around.
“Did you steal all my loot?”
“I had several warborn take your ‘loot’ to storage. They are eager to find a place in this realm, a purpose.” A light wind flowed over Gryph and towards Ovrym. The xydai wrinkled his nose in distaste. “And they seem unaffected by ill odors.” Ovrym wiped the ichor from him as best he could with a small piece of cloth. “Your mission was a success?”
“Partly,” Gryph said and caught Ovrym up on his encounter with the ship.
“Then you were right, this creature was a victim of the Prime.”
“It appears so, but I’m not sure how much it helps us. I cannot imagine anyone will bond with it.”
“The Realms are a strange place.” A dark expression crossed Gryph’s face and Ovrym clapped him on the shoulder. “I am sorry. I know you hoped to enlist the ship’s aid to find your sister, but know this, you will have mine, whenever you need it.”
“Thank you, my friend.”
Ovrym nodded and the two men walked in silence up to the city gates. Now that he was on the surface Gryph felt the weight of exhaustion push down upon him. He’d been a whirlwind of activity this last week and felt pulled in a dozen directions at once. It hadn’t kept his mind off Wick, no matter how many mundane tasks he put himself to. He suspected it would remain so for some time to come.
They passed between the high walls of the entrance to Dar Thoriim. Gryph looked up at the pair of massive stone Thalmiir that guarded the entrance to the once great dwarven city, sentinels from a time long passed. Gryph could see a scattering of figures moving along the hidden battlements that lined the statues.
“Are those…?”
“Warborn,” Ovrym acknowledged.
“I’m not sure I like using them as labor. It seems too close to …”
“Slavery?”
“Yes.”
“All people need a purpose,” Ovrym said. “They were made for a war that ended long ago.”
“War will come. It always does.”
“That is a sad truth my friend. Do not worry yourself over the warborn. They sent representatives to Grimliir to ask how they could help. The artificer organized them into work teams. He was most insistent they be treated the same as the rest of us. He has even granted them an area of the city to call their own.”
“Grimliir is a good man,” Ovrym said, casting a sideways glance at Gryph. One that held that annoying quality people on Earth would call knowing.
“Say what you want to say,” Gryph said, already dreading what he suspected was to come.
“You’ve delayed the quest for too long. It is time for you to claim the city.”
“I am no Thalmiir, and I have more pressing business. Let Grimliir rule.”
“He is no ruler of men. He is a facilitator, and a damn good one. I know this is not what you want, but you are the best man for the job. And if you truly plan to take on the High God, you’ll need a power base, and an army. This city can provide you with both. But you need to claim it, tonight.”
Gryph sighed and then the two men walked in silence until they passed through the main gate. As soon as he stepped over the threshold an odd sensation flowed through him, as if the will of the city itself were manifesting as a physical force, tugging him towards a destiny he did not want. He exhaled and turned to the xydai.
“If I agree to do this, then I need something from you.” Apprehension stiffened Ovrym’s shoulders, and he gave Gryph a look of graceful indignation. “You will take command of our forces when the time comes.”
“I am no general,” Ovrym said with a frown.
“And I am no lord, but here we are.” Gryph thought he heard the xydai harrumph in annoyance, but repair activity all around them absorbed the sound.
As they approached the end of the large entrance gallery, the sound of hundreds of small metallic feet caused the hair on the necks of both men to rise. Too recently, that sound had been a harbinger of danger. The reaction dimmed as Errat, bearing his trademark wide grin, came into view.
“Hello friend Ovrym. Hello friend Gryph,” Errat said in a joyous voice, his childlike tone of glee so at odds with his massive, muscular frame. A metallic screech came from above and a blur of brass and silver flashed by Ovrym’s head, nearly making him dive to the floor.
The blur sped to Errat’s outstretched arm and landed on a thick leather arm bracer. Sharp metal talons dug into the leather and found purchase. It was a large clockwork hawk made from the same materials as the other automatons. It screeched and Errat reached down and caressed the mechanism’s beak with one of his three thick fingers.
“Good boy,” Errat said and a metallic cooing came from the machine.
“Boy?” Ovrym said in a tone more irritated by his wounded pride than any real gender confusion.
“Yes, his name is Flappy,” the warborn said with childlike glee. Errat walked up as proud as an eight-year-old with a new puppy. “Would you like to pet him?”
Gryph grinned as Ovrym reluctantly stroked Flappy’s head. The bird lowered its head and several metallic feather’s parted and flowed like a real bird’s. Despite himself, Ovrym grinned. “You made this?”
“Yes, with Gryph’s help.”
“I was a simple assistant. The heavy lifting was all your doing Errat.” Gryph said, but a twinge of pride filled his voice.
Errat raised his arm up and down, testing Flappy’s weight. “He is very light so that he can fly. There was no heavy lifting.”
“It’s a euphemism … you know, never mind. He looks great.”
Errat beamed with pride, but then Flappy squawked loudly, sparks burst from his head and he powered down. Errat’s joyful expression turned sour and he glanced at the others in embarrassment. “Flappy still needs work. Errat will fix him when I am able.”
Gryph smiled and realized he was proud of the limited role he’d had in the bird’s creation. It had all been a part of fulfilling a promise Gryph had made to Errat. The quirky warborn’s army of arachnid automatons had been essential in the battle against the Aberrant and his enslaved minions the Dwellers in the Dark. He had made a Binding Vow to Errat to help him rebuild his many legged friends. Gryph had spent many an hour over the last week fulfilling that promise. He had always tried to be a man of his word, but here in the Realms promises, especially Binding Vows backed up and enforced by magic, rewarded one for promises kept and punished one for failing to do so.
 
	You have fulfilled the terms of a Binding Vow to Errat.



	You have fulfilled a promise and helped Errat rebuild his friends, the arachnid automatons.
Reward: Increased Reputation by +2 points. XP:  10,000.




 
	You have discovered the Hidden Attribute Reputation.



	Reputation measures your trustworthiness and will aid in negotiations, bartering and alliances. Reputation is measured by a sliding scale from -100 to 100. Each point provides a +/- 0.5% chance to achieve your desired result when dealing with other people. Your actions determine your Reputation.
Current Reputation: +22 (Well Regarded)
Your word is your bond. Nobody likes a liar.




The prompt had stunned Gryph. He’d always thought of karma as a pseudo-scientific mumbo jumbo, but in the Realms, it was an actual measurable force that regulated how others regarded you. He’d have to remember that whenever a lie felt easier than the truth.
The crafting had taken them nearly a week of long days. He’d found the monotonous task a comforting salve and gained a pair of skills from all the hard work.
 
	You have learned the skill RECYCLE.



	Level(s): 1-7 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have learned how to reuse and repurpose materials. This is a skill that compliments all Crafting skills and the skill Harvest. It reduces the amount of materials needed for all other Crafting skills by 0.5% per level, each level in Recycle makes it 2% more likely that you will find useable materials during any Harvesting session.
One man’s junk is another man’s treasure.




As a 21st century Earth man, Gryph loved the idea of recycling and reusing. It would lower the cost and waste of any crafting venture he undertook in the future. If he truly was going to take control of Dar Thoriim, and it was looking like he was running out of plausible reasons to refuse, then small advantages would prove invaluable when scaled to the needs of a city.
 
	You have learned the skill ARTIFICE (SMALL AUTOMATONS).



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have learned how to craft and repair small automatons. Artificers create machines of war and machines of peace and are therefore both feared and loved. Design with care, for like children of flesh and blood, once an automaton leaves your embrace they become their own beings. Create with care.
Each level in Artifice (Small Automatons) gives you a 1% chance to create an automaton with a special ability.




Gryph had found the ominous warning to be jarring, but then he thought of scientists back on Earth and knew potential for abuse was inherent in every new technology. But then, it could also create wonders like Flappy.
The mechanical construct was made of light metals and imbued with magics that made it capable of flight. The mechanical bird had a phenomenal Perception courtesy of the glowing red eyes they’d re-purposed from one of the Large
Imbued Rubies they’d got as loot from a Thalmiir Goliath. It was also smart enough to take directions from Errat thanks to the Level III Thalmiir Dynamo Core they’d used as the creature’s brain. When finished, Flappy would make an excellent scout on future missions. Errat claimed he only needed a few more days to perfect the automaton. Gryph’s experiences on Earth with drones had shown him how powerful a clear view of the battlefield was and Gryph had visions of a variety of automatons fulfilling a similar function.
Gryph left his two friends and went to the port circle just inside the main gates to the city. A moment later, after a gut churning shift in reality, he was in the Nexus, the massive columned room that was the heart and soul of the city. It was the place Myrthendir had taken control of the black fog, a mind control weapon that had nearly given him complete domination of every soul on Korynn. The room gave Gryph the creeps.
I will have to get used to it if I take control of this city, Gryph thought. The room was bustling with activity. The recent victory had stirred deep feelings of comradery among the people of Sylvan Aenor and scores of elves, dwarves and humans all worked together. He noticed that one species involved in the conflict was not represented. There wasn’t a single warborn in sight.
Can you blame them? Most of these people had lost friends and family to the warrior automatons. However, they had been under the control of the black fog, a weapon Gryph was bound by Vow to destroy, and were no more at fault for the blood on their hands than Tifala was for Wick’s. He vowed to himself that he would never allow inequality, racism and bigotry to take root in his city.
People smiled at him as he walked into the Nexus. Several more clapped him on the shoulder or reached out to touch him as he passed. Gryph was growing claustrophobic from the attention when a gruff voice bellowed over the racket.
“Leave the man be ye bunch of parasites,” Grimliir roared. The one-time Chief Artificer was one of the staunchest supporters of Gryph’s bid to be the next Lord of Dar Thoriim. If Gryph had been a suspicious man, he would have suspected that support was at least as much because of the dwarf’s distaste for the mantle of leadership as it was Gryph’s worthiness. But in this case, he was happy that the man had run interference.
The crowd dispersed as if Grimliir’s ire was a cloud of tear gas fired into a crowd of protesters. Gryph nodded his thanks. Grimliir grabbed his arm and forcibly turned him down the hallway towards the suite of rooms the last Stone King had called home. Despite his protests, Grimliir had made Gryph take them as his own. The gruff dwarf's grip was fiercely strong, and Gryph suspected one way or another he’d end up doing what the dwarf wanted.
“Get some rest laddie, you’re going to need it.” He stopped and sniffed before a scowl marred his perfectly groomed beard. “And take a bath, ye smell like an orc latrine baking in the sun.”
Gryph scowled, but a whiff of putridness reached his nose and he couldn’t fault the dwarf for the harsh comment. He reached a door with neither handle nor knob and placed his hand palm out into the center of a silver circle. Pale yellow fire burst from the circle and traced around his fingers. The flames were warm to the touch but did not burn his skin and after a moment they retreated into the magic circle as if by an unfelt vacuum. The first time he’d used the magical lock, he’d yelped in shock, something Grimliir had found most amusing. As it had then, the thung of metal bars retracting announced success and a moment later the door eased open.
As he walked in, Gryph realized that by accepting the last King of Dar Thoriim’s chamber he had subconsciously accepted the leadership role. He scowled to himself at the thought, knowing that too had been a part of Grimliir’s plan.
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Gryph walked into his chambers. Like the rest of Dar Thoriim, the suite of rooms was carved from the very rock of the mountain. In his mind’s eye he imagined the long-lost opulence of the chamber, but millennia of neglect had left the place in disrepair.
He’d protested when Grimliir insisted he take the rooms and outright complained when stonemasons and carpenters made it a priority to return the chamber of kings to a functional state.
“There are too many other things that need attending to,” Gryph had said, only to learn he was an amateur at curmudgeonly stubbornness compared to the dwarf.
“A lord needs tae project a certain arrogance, tae carry themselves as if their shite don’t stink as bad as the rest of us. It is a crap attitude of course, but I’ll see my beard shorn before I allow you tae fail at keeping up that venerable tradition.”
“I’m no lord.”
“But ye will be, soon enough.” He laughed at Gryph’s sudden sour look. “Don’t ye be all aflutter with worry laddie, I’ll instruct ye in the haughty ways of the nobility and that nose of yours will be turned upwards in no time.”
“I think I may hate you,” Gryph grumbled.
The dwarf had laughed and smacked Gryph hard on the back before leaving him to wallow in his opulent misery. Then, as now, it was the sight of the hot spring fed bathtub that chased away some of the sour from Gryph’s mood.
He plopped himself onto the edge of the massive stone slab that served as his bed. The dwarves had looked oddly at him when he’d requested an actual mattress, and though they complied with his request, Gryph was positive he’d heard a few disparaging comments about namby-pamby elves. The soft sheets and the thick mattress provided by the same namby-pamby elves, felt amazing. To his right lay a set of fancy dress clothes someone had set out for him to wear to the night’s ceremony. He scowled at the reminder and tugged off his boots.
He removed the rest of his armor and clothing and placed them in the stone and metal chest at the foot of the bed. The chest would secure any belongings he placed in them, but it also had a bonus ability to launder his clothing. It even repaired small dings and dents in his armor.
He walked over to the steaming bath, eased himself in and let the water scald away the muck and the grime. His mind drifted back to the first time he’d enjoyed this comfort, when the grime he’d scraped off his skin was still flecked with the blood of his friend Wick.
A part of him still couldn’t believe Wick was gone and occasionally, when he was on the breach between the waking world and the dreamlike state of his Soul Reverie, Gryph would hear his friend giving him shit. He’d have given just about anything to make that illusion a reality, but it was beyond his capabilities, even in the Realms, where miracles and magic were so commonplace.
Could there be another way? With a mental flick he opened Lore. Perhaps the skill would send him down a secret path to Wick.
 
	You have learned the skill LORE.



	Level:
21 - Tier: Apprentice - Skill Type: Passive/Active.
Lore allows the user to subconsciously tap into the Sea of Knowledge, an undercurrent of pure information that twines through the aether and uses information in a more efficient manner than others.
Lore enables increases to the speed of skill progression by a tier-based multiplier. Lore also enables adepts to get a more refined level of knowledge from books, spell stones, trainers and other methods of learning.
Lore is different from other skills in the Realms. While it can be levelled through study and research, the primary method of levelling Lore is via the levelling of all other skills. Lore is the literal path to power through knowledge.
Each new skill learned adds 5% to the progression to the next level of Lore. Each new level reached adds 1% to the progression to the next level of Lore.




Every skill in the Realms relied on hidden, secret or specialized knowledge. On the surface, Lore seemed no different. It gave adepts a deeper understanding of all things by granting adepts access to the Sea of Knowledge. He wasn’t sure what ‘an undercurrent of information that twined unseen through the aether’ meant, but he knew Lore was a force multiplier of incredible power.
It wasn’t until he’d been alone with his thoughts, submerged in this bath in a vain attempt to soak away his guilt over Wick’s death, that its true power became clear. 
 
	LORE PERKS.



	Skill Progression Multiplier.



	The user’s subconscious mind taps into the Sea of Knowledge and can increase the speed of their learning. This increases the speed they can level any skill by the percentage listed.


	Re-Engineer.



	The user’s subconscious mind taps into the Sea of Knowledge enabling the examination and study of a spell or item with the intent of repurposing for a similar, but different outcome OR to understand how a spell or item works so that improved versions can be created.
•         Example: It can convert A fireball to do cold damage

•         Example: A healing potion made with ingredients imbued with Life Magic can be repurposed to cause damage to Death Magic creatures

The percentage listed is the chance to succeed. New spells and items must be related to the original source in some concrete and logical way.
The time in hours required to Re-Engineer is 5X - (Int/10) where x is the tier of the
spell or the Item Class Modifier (see below) of the item being repurposed. A minimum of one hour must be spent to Re-Engineer.
Item Class Modifier:
•         Non-Magical: 2

•         Base: 3

•         Major: 4

•         Artifact: 6

•         Divine Artifact: 10

Notes:
•         Spells: The user must possess the spell and the requisite magic skill(s) at a tier at least equal to the tier attempting to be Re-Engineered.

•         Item: The user must possess the item or a ‘recipe’ for the item and the appropriate crafting skill to Re-Engineer an item. The Repurposed item will be destroyed if the attempt fails.



	Osmosis.



	The user can attempt to form a psychic bond with a source of knowledge for the purpose of absorbing said knowledge without destroying the source of the knowledge. This is especially useful for spell stones, Attribute and Stat matrices, skill tomes or other arcane methods of storing and delivering information.
The percentage chance listed is the chance of success and the bonus to the effectiveness of the learned information. Example: A spell stone for a fireball spell will cost 25% less mana OR cause 25% more damage if successful. (User must choose bonus at time of osmosis.). At higher tiers this bonus can be split between effects in blocks of 25%. (Example: A user with the Apprentice Tier in Osmosis who successfully learns a Fireball spell via Osmosis can elect to cast the spell for 25% less mana AND cause 25% more damage).


	Bind Skills.



	By spending Perk Points the user can attempt to combine two (or more) skills with the purpose of expanding the capabilities of both skills. If successful, both skills will attain a new shared perk. Upon successful binding the user is awarded the Base level of the new perk for free. New perks must be paid for with Perk Points and will follow the standard rules of all perks.
The two skills merged must possess a logical link. Example: Dodge and Unarmed Combat can be merged to increase the effectiveness of both skills.
The cost to merge skills is determined by the following formula. Perk Point Cost = 2X - T, where X = the number of skills to be merged and T is equal to the Tier rank. (B: 1; A:2, etc.) of Bind Skills.
X is limited by the Tier the user possesses in Bind Skills.
Each additional skill added to the attempt beyond 2 reduces the chance of success by 5%. Perk Points are lost if attempt fails. If three or more skills are successfully bound, the user is awarded the Base perk of the newly created perk branch for free. There is no victory without risk.
Perk Point Cost cannot be reduced below 1.
NOTE: A powerful will can affect the binding of skills in unexpected ways.




Gryph had dumped two of his four Perk Points into the first two tiers of Skill Progression Multiplier. It was costly, but he knew the return on investment would be staggering and that it would be the first perk he’d spend points on when he reached the next tier.
The Re-Engineer perk fascinated him, even though it would take a lot of time to repurpose even the simplest spell or item the payoffs would be game changers. Osmosis was nearly as badass, both for its potential to preserve sources of knowledge, but also to increase the potency of any learned information.
It was Bind Skills that had Gryph drooling though. Creating new perks by combining skills was incredible and he could not wait to try it out. Then the cost sobered him. Even if he spent one of his last two Perk Points, he’d need to wait several levels to earn enough to use Bind Skills, and even then, the attempt might fail.
Gryph had never been a materialistic guy, but as he looked over the potential of Lore, he felt like a bratty rich kid pouting because his parents refused to buy him every toy in the store.
 
	Lore Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Skill Progression Multiplier


	Re-Engineer


	Osmosis


	Bind Skills



	B

	+25%

	25%

	25%

	25% (Max: 2)


	A

	+50%

	40%

	40%

	50% (Max: 3)


	J

	+75%

	50%

	50%

	75% (Max: 4)


	M

	+100%

	75%

	75%

	100% (Max: 5)


	GM

	+200%

	90%

	90%

	125% (Max: 6)


	D

	+300%

	99%

	99%

	150% (Max: 8)


	
	
	
	
	



Lore was the road to incredible power. Not only did it boost the progression of every other skill, he could, through pure study and the expenditure of Perk Points, deconstruct and repurpose knowledge. The possibilities were limited only by his imagination.
Gryph now understood why Lore was one of the most guarded skills in all the Realms. Only a consecrated Loremaster at one of the three Lore Guilds on Korynn could teach the skill, and such institutions were by invitation only. The powerful hoarded power in the Realms just as much as on Earth.
Maybe I’ll start my own school, Gryph thought wryly. Break the system. Stick it to the man.
Gryph had proven that system could be broken. Instead of training with a consecrated Loremaster, Gryph had looted the skill using Assimilation, a divine perk that allowed him to take one skill per week from those he defeated. He’d assimilated Lore from the Aberrant and done so at skill level 21. It had allowed him to reach Apprentice Tier and that meant a new Tier Ability. His mouth had hung open in awe when the prompt filled his vision.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Lore.



	With that tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Tier Ability Perk Point Market.
Perk Points are the currency of specialized knowledge. As an Apprentice of Lore, who has proven your dedication to acquiring knowledge, you can now access the Perk Point Market. Once a week an Apprentice in Lore can journey to the Market where they can sell items, skills, spells, Attribute Points, secrets, knowledge, memories and other valuables for Perk Points. The Merchant can also give unique quests.
Entrance to the Perk Place Market costs one Perk Point. Each successive tier in Lore provides a better exchange rate in the Market and access to greater quests.




The one Perk Point cost to enter the market made him cringe considering he only earned one point per level, and he had no idea what the Perk Place Market actually was. The prompt said he could sell a wide variety of things, including memories. That one was odd. Would someone give him Perk Points for the memory of losing his virginity? Cuz that was a disappointment he would pay to forget.
Gryph inhaled deeply and let the warmth of the water ease into his tired muscles. He closed his eyes and saw a new icon shaped like a merchant’s stall blinking in the corner of his vision. He tapped it was rewarded with a prompt.
 
	You have requested access to the Perk Point Market.



	Cost: 1 Perk Point. Do you wish to pay the toll? YES?/NO?




“This had better be worth it,” Gryph grumbled to himself and tapped YES.
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Gryph never felt his body move, but the next thing he knew he was standing in a modest shop. It would have been at home in any medieval town, except that it had neither walls nor ceiling and its floor was nothing more than a raft floating on an endless sea of goopy gray liquid.
“Welcome to the Perk Point Marketplace,” came an oddly calm and ordinary voice. “I must inform you sir, that we are not purveyors of clothing, raiment or apparel.”
Gryph spun, his wet feet slipping on a wooden floor polished to smoothness by eons of shopper’s feet. He was dripping and naked and he berated himself for his stupidity. His embarrassment took a nosedive into the land of the disturbing as he saw the being that had spoken to him.
The man, and it had the barest of similarities to a man, stood nine feet tall and was rail thin. He was hairless and had no eyes. Skin stretched taught over empty eye sockets. Where a nose should have been, was a blank spot, and below that was a mouth filled with a dual row of needle-sharp teeth.
“I’m not here for clothing,” Gryph said attempting to reassert a modicum of control.
The merchant gave him an assessing up and down look, and despite his lack of eyes Gryph knew he could see him. The creature’s sightless gaze was not admiring him with a ‘you’re hot let’s do it ogle’ but more suggestive of a black-market harvester assessing the value of Gryph’s organs. What little confidence Gryph’s witty retort had earned him disappeared.
“Good, then let us begin, shall we?”
“Um… okay. Well I’m kinda new here, so how does all this work?” Gryph waved his hand around, encompassing not only the store, but the seething aetherial sea. A cresting wave drew his eyes and for a moment Gryph saw something akin to a mathematical formula roiling in the froth but written in characters he did not understand. It flowed and morphed as the wave crested.
His head began to pound, and the sound of the sea crashed louder not only in his ears, but in his bones. Another wave crested, bringing with it another incomprehensible packet of knowledge. He felt both nothing and everything and his mind started to fray and unravel.
Gryph heard himself scream as his mind stretched like a rubber band about to snap. A distant part of him knew he should pull away, but he did not, could not. Then he felt a slight wetness on his face and the connection to the Sea of Knowledge snapped.
The tall humanoid was there, hand cupped under Gryph’s chin. From the edge of his vision Gryph saw a sucker like mouth open and close hungrily on the creature’s hand.
“Do not stare too long into the waters of the Sea of Knowledge. Your mortal mind is too fragile to handle a direct interface. That is why I am here. I am called the Merchant, and I am an assessor and purveyor of knowledge.”
Gryph backed away from the creature, shivering at what might have been the lap of a tongue from the creature’s hand mouth. If Gryph’s reaction offended the Merchant, he did not show it. After a few seconds Gryph regained enough composure to continue.
“So, you sell Perk Points?”
“Among other things, but for now you only have access to that exchange.”
“How does it work?”
“You offer something of value and I determine what that value is. I deal with a wide variety of knowledge. One or more levels of a skill, Attribute Points, a rare item, even a treasured memory. All can have value.”
Buying and selling skills, Attributes and items made sense to Gryph, but what would anyone want with one of his memories. He looked for reassurance from the Merchant and got nothing of the kind.
“There are beings in the Realms who do not experience existence as mortals do. They desire these experiences and will pay handsomely for them.”
“Who are these clients?” Gryph asked, imagining the terrifying idea of a Lord of the Abyss sampling the emotional resonances of Finn Caldwell’s first kiss like it was some kind of special desert.
“My client list is confidential.”
“Of course it is,” Gryph said with a sigh. “Well I paid the price of entry, so I might as well take a look.”
“Very good sir,” the Merchant said and raised his right hand. Where his left bore a mouth, this one bore an unblinking eye. “If you’d be so kind as to stand still, I will assess the value of your current inventory.”
A shiver ran through Gryph.
“I assure you sir, it is harmless.”
After a moment, Gryph nodded and a beam of gray energy expanded from the eye and scanned up and down Gryph’s body. Gryph cringed as it began, but the beam took little more than a second to scan his body and, apart from feeling mildly violated, he was unharmed when it finished.
“Thank you, sir. Based upon my evaluations, this is the current exchange rate in Perk Points for your detectable resources.”
A virtual menu filled Gryph’s vision and his mouth dropped.
 
	RESOURCE: Skills (Sold)


	RATE


	NOTES



	Skill Levels: 1 - 10

	2

	Removes levels 1-10 of skill. Skill must be relearned. Any perks lost due to skill loss are refunded at the rate of Perk Points –1.


	Skill Levels: 11 - 20

	3

	Removes levels 11-20 of skill. Loss of Tier Ability.


	Skill Levels: 21 - 30

	3

	Removes levels 21-30 of skill.


	Skill Levels: 31 - 40

	4

	Removes levels 31-40 of skill.


	Skill Levels: 41 - 50

	6

	Removes levels 41-50 of skill. Loss of Tier Ability.


	Skill Levels: 51 - 60

	6

	Removes levels 51-60 of skill.


	Skill Levels: 61 - 70

	7

	Removes levels 61-70 of skill.


	Skill Levels: 71 - 80

	9

	Removes levels 71-80 of skill. Loss of Tier Ability.


	Skill Levels: 81 - 90

	10

	Removes levels 81-90 of skill. Loss of Tier Ability.


	Skill Levels: 91 - 100

	11

	Removes levels 91-100 of skill. Loss of Tier Ability.


	Skill Levels: 1 - 100

	65

	Removes levels 1-100 of skill. Loss of Tier Abilities.




 
	RESOURCE: Skills (Purchases)


	RATE (per Level)


	NOTES



	Skill Levels: 2 - 10

	1

	Adds one level of skill. User must already know the skill to purchase additional levels.
Skill levels acquired will possess a bit of the essence of the entirety from which it is sourced.
EXP: Two levels of a short blade skill sourced from an assassin may impart a more bloodthirsty form of combat upon the user. The more levels purchased from the same may increase the intensity of this essence.


	Skill Levels: 11 - 20

	2


	Skill Levels: 21 - 30

	3


	Skill Levels: 31 - 40

	4


	Skill Levels: 41 - 50

	5


	Skill Levels: 51 - 60

	6


	Skill Levels: 61 - 70

	7


	Skill Levels: 71 - 80

	8


	Skill Levels: 81 - 90

	9


	Skill Levels: 91 - 100

	10


	Skill Levels: 1 - 100

	90




 
	RESOURCE: Experience


	RATE


	NOTES



	Experience: 200,000 XP

	1

	Level(s) lost if experience dips below required experience for that level(s). User retains Attribute Points, Perk Points and Stat Increases acquired and will not gain new Attribute Points, Perk Points or Stat Increases when lost level(s) are regained. Beware: Loss of levels can result in loss of Specialty, Calling or other level dependent traits.




 
	RESOURCE: Attributes


	RATE


	NOTES



	Attribute Points: 10

	1

	Cannot drop any Attribute to 0. If an Attribute drops below 10 the user is considered disabled in that Attribute.


	RESOURCE: Stats


	RATE


	NOTES



	Stat Points: 50

	1

	Cannot drop any Stat to 0. Stats can be regained by levelling as normal. Stats dropped below 50 will incapacitate the user for a 24-hour period.




 
	RESOURCE: Spells


	RATE


	NOTES



	Spell(s): Common

	0.2

	Minimum Spells Exchanged: 5. Spells are lost and must be relearned.


	Spell(s): Uncommon

	0.5

	Minimum Spells Exchanged: 2. Spells are lost and must be relearned.


	Spell(s): Rare

	1

	Spells are lost and must be relearned.


	Spell(s): Extremely Rare

	3

	Spells are lost and must be relearned.


	Spell(s): Master

	5

	Spells are lost and must be relearned.


	Spell(s): Grandmaster

	7

	Spells are lost and must be relearned.


	Spell(s): Unique

	15

	Spells are lost and must be relearned.




 
	RESOURCE: Perk Recycle


	RATE


	NOTES



	Perk Recycle: 5

	4

	Previously purchased Perks can be recycled at a 5/4 exchange rate. Old perks are lost and must be repurchased to use.


	RESOURCE: Divine Perk Points


	RATE


	NOTES



	Divine Perk Point: 1

	20

	Must be in possession of a Godhead.


	Perk Points: 25

	1 Divine Perk Point

	Must be in possession of a Godhead.




 
	RESOURCE: Items


	RATE


	NOTES



	Prime Godhead

	200*

	*The Prime Godhead is currently bonded to your soul and cannot be removed. The method for removing a bonded Prime Godhead was long ago lost to time if it ever existed at all.


	The Black Fog

	100

	The Black Fog will be removed from your control and you will face the consequences of breaking a Binding Vow.


	The Iron Crown

	50

	The Iron Crown will be removed from your control and you will face the consequences of breaking a Binding Vow.


	War Stave of the El’Edryn King

	10

	The War Stave of the El’Edryn King will be removed from your inventory and you will lose 5 Reputation Points.




 
	RESOURCE: Information


	RATE


	NOTES



	Aluran’s True Identity

	10

	You will forget that Aluran was once Morrigan.


	Ferrancia’s True Identity

	10

	You will forget that Brynn is now Ferrancia.


	RESOURCE: Memories

	RATE

	NOTES


	Memories of Brynn.

	40

	You will forget everything about Brynn.


	Memories of Mother.

	30

	You will forget everything about your Mother.


	Memories of Father.

	30

	You will forget everything about your Father.


	NOTE: Repeated and willful sale of your information or memories may warp user’s sense of right and wrong and could damage your soul.


	
	
	



“Holy shit,” Gryph said as the information pushed through his mind.


7

He could sell a whole slew of experience and items, but everything was something he needed. He had few skills he deemed unworthy enough to sell. He could also use Perk Points to buy levels of skills, but the price was astronomical, though he could envision a time when he purchased higher level skill levels, say to bump up and earn a Tier Ability.
Experience was hard earned, through pain and blood. Selling his Attribute Points could literally make him disabled. He imagined selling all his Dexterity points and visions of a man so clumsy that he would end up accidentally killing himself by stumbling off a cliff filled his mind. Selling his Stats also sounded ominous, a bit like donating organs you were still using.
He had a smattering of spells, including a few he didn’t have too much use for, but none were above Common rarity. Perk Recycle was intriguing, but he had never been a fan of bad exchange rates. The idea that he could buy and sell Divine Perk Points was also incredible, but the cost was insane.
The next three options were even more disturbing.
The initial prompt that drew him into the Market had hinted that he could sell items. He had hoped it would include those he didn't want or need, but the four listed were all of artifact level or higher and included his Prime Godhead.
“You’ll give me 200 Perk Points for my Godhead?” Gryph said stunned. He barely understood the divine artifact, but he knew it granted him limitless potential. He envisioned no circumstances where he’d ever part with it, even if removing it were possible. But two fricking hundred Perk Points was a staggering amount.
“Gladly, if you can discover a way to remove it. The last time someone attempted that feat it tore a schism in the fabric of reality and led to the Ruin. Try to do better than that.”
 
	You are offered the quest Lay the Gods Low.



	You have been offered an impossible task. Discover a method of removing a bonded Prime Godhead. This quest has an optional second part. If you succeed the Merchant will also buy your Prime Godhead.
Quest Giver: The Merchant -  Difficulty: Impossibly Otherworldly - Reward: 500 Perk Points - XP: Unknown.




“500 Perk Points,” Gryph sputtered. The things he could achieve with that many was impossible to fathom. “Who in the Realms could afford to pay that price?”
“You misunderstand sir. That is the price I will pay you. The price others will pay me is higher. I am, after all, in the business of making a profit. But, to answer your query, there are beings in the Realms so ancient and powerful, that just laying your gaze upon them would drive you mad. To them such cost is a pittance.”
“Well that is reassuring,” Gryph grumbled. He returned his gaze to the menu. He could sell information or experiences, and while the payouts were staggering, the costs were diabolical. There was no way he could sell The Black Fog or the Iron Crown. Gryph had seen the level of destruction and evil the items working together could accomplish? But what if he sold only one?
Then you’d paint a target on your back so wide nothing in all the Realms would protect you, came a voice, the voice of the Colonel, a man who was both his father and his attempted murderer.
Behave father, or I’ll sell my memories of you to this creepy bastard. While the idea had some appeal, he knew he would never do it. For better or worse he was the man he was because of his father’s influence. You crazed, evil bastard. Even without the warning about selling his memories, Gryph knew they defined him, and if he sold them, he would be selling a bit of himself.
The Information tab intrigued him, not because he was willing to part with either bits of knowledge, as both were essential if he ever hoped to save Brynn, but because of the possibility of selling other privileged information. On Earth, corporate spies, insider traders and other information brokers made millions from that kind of information. Sure, it could be a slippery slope to immoral behavior, but he knew he’d keep a much keener eye on hidden secrets. Just who, or what, would pay for such information? He had no answers, but suspected he’d not like them if he did.
Truth be told he didn’t want to sell anything, but he also did not want to leave empty handed. Once again, he wished Lex had been there to guide him. The quirky banner AI may now be a short, grumpy priest of a dead god, but he still knew far more about the intricacies of the Game Mechanics than Gryph did.
“What would Lex do?” Gryph said aloud without realizing it.
“I do not know who Lex is, but I can offer you … say ten Perk Points for those memories.”
“Tempting,” Gryph said, and a small part of him considered it, but then grew suspicious. “Why would you want those memories?”
“Let’s just say, a client has expressed interest in this Lex.”
“And I don’t suppose you would tell me who this client is?”
“I’m afraid not. My client list is confidential.”
“You said that already,” Gryph said.
“Yet you asked again.”
“Fair enough,” Gryph said casting a suspicious glance at the Merchant. “But, I think I’ll keep my memories where they belong.”
“As is your prerogative, sir.”
Gryph turned away from the creepy Merchant and opened his Character Sheet. It was time to see what kind of deals he was willing to make.
 
	Name: Gryph


	Race: El’Edryn


	Level: 17



	Specialty: None

	Calling: None

	Deity: Gryph


	Experience:
1,762,766

	Next Level:
1,8000,000

	Needed:
37,234




 
	Attributes


	Primary Stats


	Secondary Stats



	Strength: 41 (38)

	Health: 377
Regen: 4.5 every 10 Seconds

	Morale (AP): 9


	Constitution: 50 (47)

	Stamina: 370
Regen: 3.75 every 10 Seconds

	Reputation: 22
 


	Dexterity: 65 (59)

	Mana: 473
Regen: 4.5 every 10 Seconds

	

	Intelligence: 43 (40)

	Spirit: 296
Regen: 3.75 every 10 Seconds

	

	Wisdom: 27 (24)

	
	



 
	Available Points


	Number



	Attribute

	11


	Perk

	1


	Divine Perk

	0




 
	Racial Gifts


	Talents



	Health Regen: +25%

	Identify


	Mana Regen: +25%

	Master of Tongues


	Night Vision: 120ft

	



 
	Buffs


	Debuffs



	20% DMG Reduction

	



He thought back to the significant amount of experience he’d earned from his battle with Myrthendir. It had been enough to bump him up to Level 17. He was also so close to reaching Level 18 that he could practically taste it.
 
	You have slain the Aberrant (Myrthendir).



	You have earned 200,000 XP




 
	You have failed the quest A Beacon in the Dark.



	You have failed to abide by the terms of your agreement with the Aberrant.




 
	You have completed the quest A Beacon in the Dark (Revised).



	You have earned 600,000 XP
The original quest was based upon lies and deceit, but you stayed true and went above and beyond. The quest has been altered and upgraded. +100,000 XP bonus for staying true to the quest ideals.




He knew he would get 1,000,000 XP when he claimed the city and completed the quest Reclaim the Dwarven City he’d received way back in the Barrow. He currently had nearly 1,800,000 XP and needed only 37,234 to reach Level 18.
“Dammit, why didn’t I wait until I earned the measly 37,234 before coming to the Market? I could have had a whole other level and more Perk Points?”
“And another even 200,000 XP to sell to me,” the Merchant said.
“Grumble, I hate making mistakes.”
“Well sir, it is your first time in the Market, so ill judgment is to be expected,” the Merchant said in a tone that was somehow both kind and dickish.  
“Yeah, thanks I guess,” Gryph said and returned his thoughts to the problem at hand.
He had worked damn hard to earn his XP, so the idea of selling them did not thrill him. However, he was even more averse to selling his Attributes or skills. But, he was all about due diligence, so he opened his Skill Sheets.
 
	Magical Skills


	Level


	Perks


	Tier Abilities



	Fire

	0

	
	

	Air

	17

	Mana 80%
Item Power +25%

	

	Water

	3

	
	

	Earth

	7

	
	

	Chthonic

	3

	
	

	Empyrean

	0

	
	

	Chaos

	0

	
	

	Order

	0

	
	

	Life

	7

	
	

	Death

	0

	
	

	Thought

	12

	
	

	Aether

	0

	
	

	Soul

	27

	
	Soul Bind (A)


	NOTE: 100% Affinity in all Magic Skills because of your possession of a Prime Godhead.


	
	
	
	



 
	Martial Skills


	Level


	Perks


	Tier Abilities



	Unarmed

	7

	
	

	Small Blades

	7

	
	

	Staves/Spears

	21

	Impale 30%
Quick Strike 15%
Parry 20%

	Perk Surety (A)


	Thrown

	10

	
	

	Stealth

	13

	
	

	Light Armor

	21

	
	Refraction (A)


	Dodge

	16

	
	

	Block

	7

	
	



 
	Knowledge Skills


	Level


	Perks


	Tier Abilities



	Lore

	21

	
	Perk Point Market


	Harvest

	14

	
	

	Recycle

	7

	
	

	Analyze

	19

	
	

	Perception

	17

	
	

	Traps

	9

	
	

	Leadership

	8

	Adventure Party
Boon 1
XP Bonus +25%

	



 
	Crafting Skills


	Level


	Perks


	Tier Abilities



	Alchemy

	7

	
	

	Small Automatons

	10

	
	



There was only one skill he was willing to part with, and that was Small
Automatons. Sure, crafting killer robots sounded badass, but he’d only achieved the skill because he’d helped Errat rebuild the small army of arachnid automatons. He’d found the whole process surprisingly soothing and suspected it would thrill the warborn to teach him all over again. He might not even ask why Gryph had forgotten everything he’d taught him and was sure he could earn those ten levels back with ease. Assuming I ever have the time again.
Gryph closed out all his sheets. It was time to do some math.
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If he sold none of his XP and added the million XP from Reclaim the Dwarven City to his current total, he’d have a grand total of 2,800,000 which would get him to level 19, and a hair's breadth away from Level 20, where he would be eligible for a Specialty. He’d also gain another 12 Attribute Points and two Perk Points, for a total of three. Man, it is getting harder and harder to level in this world.
Or, he could use 1,600,000 XP to purchase eight shiny new Perk Points, for a total of nine. That XP drain would drop him down to 162,766 XP and a Subjective Level of 11. It had no real-world downsides, except that it would take him that much longer to level again. But, that cool million XP would push his subjective level back up to Level 16.
“This is hurting my brain.”
“I would suggest a good, old-fashioned, cost benefit analysis Sir. Then decide if access to nine Perk Points now would benefit you more than an increase in level and the chance to earn a Specialty. I recommend you decide exactly what you will purchase with the Perk Points and then decide if the benefits are worth the cost.”
It disturbed Gryph just how succinctly the Merchant had defined his options, but also knew his assessment was spot on. What did that scan do?
Perhaps there was another way to get points. Gryph glanced up at the Merchant. “Got any other quests for me? Say some that aren’t Impossibly Otherworldly?”
The Merchant looked down at Gryph with an approving grin. “As a matter of fact, I have several quests, you may aid me with.” He then waved his hand and several prompts filled Gryph’s vision.
 
	You have been offered the quest What Was Lost Is Found (Open Ended).



	The Merchant is a purveyor of information and power. Keep a sharp eye out for long lost knowledge, unique creatures, hidden treasures and long-lost secrets.
Quest Giver: The Merchant Difficulty: Varies - Reward: Varies - XP: Unknown.




 
	You have been offered the quest Power in Thy Name (Open Ended)



	True Names enable a skilled user to control beings from other realms. Uncover the secret names of these entities and the Merchant will pay for this knowledge. Be warned though, while using the true name of a lowly imp will cause few ripples in the aether, the true name of a Prince of the Abyss or a Magister of the Realm of Order can have unforeseeable effects of a wide reaching and catastrophic nature.
Quest Giver: The Merchant Difficulty: Varies - Reward: Varies - XP: Unknown.




 
	You have been offered the quest An Ancient Ballad Lost and Found.



	Long ago the famous bardic musician Jurnerius wrote the ballad A Heart Rent Asunder that is widely considered the greatest love song of all time. It was rumored to compel the listener to fall in love with the performer. Alas, it was long ago lost after a group of jealous husbands and wives confronted Jurnerius, who never sang, nor breathed again. Recover this lost masterpiece and earn your reward.
Quest Giver: The Merchant Difficulty: Epic - Reward: 10 Perk Points - XP: Unknown.




“Well those seem...” Gryph grumbled.
“Difficult?” the Merchant interrupted.
“Dangerous.”
“I would not be involved if they did not embody the potential for both, and much more,” the Merchant retorted. “You may not have realized it, but by earning access to my services you have announced to the Realms that you are a power to be reckoned with, and perhaps to be feared. All actions create ripples in the aether. You will do well to remember that.”
“Cryptic,” Gryph said, and inhaled deeply, pushing his nervous thoughts down. He had too many actual worries to add hypothetical ones into the mix, but he promised he’d do his best to consider what he was selling. He knew what perks he wanted to buy and what it would cost him to do so. With no further hesitation he sold 1,600,000 XP for eight Perk Points and his ten skill levels in Small Automatons for another two.
The Merchant lurched forward with incredible speed and grabbed Gryph’s head in his left hand. Gryph felt the hand-mouth part and a sharp barbed tongue lash out, puncturing his skull. Before he could scream Gryph felt tendrils of energy, of experience, being leached from him. His mind dimmed, like a man struggling to remember what happened during an alcohol fueled blackout, and then it was done.
 
	You have made a Deal with the Merchant.



	You have sold 1,600,000 XP for 8 Perk Points. Your Subjective Level has dropped to 11.
Total Perk Points: 9




 
	You have made a Deal with the Merchant.



	You have sold 10 Levels in Small Automatons for 2 Perk Points. You have lost all knowledge of Small Automatons and must relearn the skill if you wish to use it once more.
Total Perk Points: 11




Gryph fell to his knees as an exhaustion worse than any he’d ever known tugged at his muscles. His hand snapped up to his forehead, expecting to find a bleeding hole, but his skin was smooth and unblemished. “You could have warned a guy,” Gryph grumbled in irritation, but the Merchant showed no sign of sympathy.
“Is there anything else you wish to buy or sell?” the creepy alien shopkeeper asked.
Gryph shook his head no and immediately regretted it as pain thrummed through his skull and his stomach twisted, his last meal threatening to come back up.
“Then I bid you good fortune.” The Merchant brought his hands together and bowed his head ever so slightly.
Reality shifted again and Gryph was back in his bath. He turned his head to the side and his stomach emptied. A thin gruel of bile and partially digested chunks of mountain goat, the remnants of the morning’s breakfast, splattered the stone floor.
“Well that was fucking awful.” His muscles spasmed, and he eased back into the warm water of the tub, letting time and heat ease him. After a few minutes he'd recovered enough to get out of the tub and dress himself. He had no plans to repeat his naked shopping outing any time soon.
Soon he was armed and armored and with a sigh he dumped two of his new points into Bind Skills, bringing him to the Apprentice Tier in the perk and giving him a 50% chance to bind any two skills at the cost of two Perk Points. He could add a third skill into the mix, but it would reduce the success rate to 45% and cost four Perk Points.
And I don’t have any clue what results will come from binding skills, Gryph thought. He knew, on an intellectual level, that it would grant him an extra perk branch, but what that branch was would remain a mystery until after he spent the precious assets to bind them. “What the hell, go big or go home.”
He activated Bind Skills.
A cascade of lights exploded outwards from him and his nausea returned like a punch in the gut. He closed his eyes against the disorientating motion and took a few deep breaths. He opened his eyes again and felt like he was in a planetarium of floating nebulae, galaxies and star clusters. Within them were planet like spheres shrouded in misty gases. He reached out and brought one of the brightest forth and knew it represented his Lore skill. He grabbed the second brightest and discovered it was his Soul Magic skill. So, the greater the illumination the higher the skill. He mentally pushed the two together, and a prompt filled his vision.
 
	Bind Skills Active.



	Do you wish to Bind the skills Lore and Soul Magic?
Cost: 2 Perk Points. Chance of Success: 50%
YES?/NO?




Gryph tapped NO, and both spheres shot back to their place in the sky. He needed to think about what he wanted. Though he couldn’t know what new perk branch would be generated, he could make an educated guess at its potential based upon the skills merged.
His mind sifted through dozens of possible outcomes. For example, if he bound Soul Magic to Staves/Spears would he be able to drain souls through his spear? The idea made him shiver, and he decided that hypothetical perk branch would lead him down the dark road to ruin.
What about Lore and Analyze? He drew both forth. He was close to reaching the Apprentice Tier in Analyze but had not taken a single perk from the skill tree.
 
	Analyze Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Understanding


	Defense


	Learn



	B

	Detect Falsehood

	Block Analyze

	Skill Resistance 1


	A

	Know Desires

	False Report 1

	Skill Resistance 2


	J

	Know Falsehoods

	False Report 2

	Spell Osmosis


	M

	Know Skills

	False Report 3

	Skill Osmosis


	GM

	Know Perks

	False Report 4

	Perk Osmosis


	D

	Know Divine Perks

	False Face

	Divine Osmosis


	
	
	
	



Analyze allowed the user to discover an opponent’s strengths and weaknesses, create defenses against such analysis and block the effectiveness of the skills of others. Lore was all about increasing the efficiency of information and Analyze was all about gathering information. A pairing of the two skills seemed logical.
Then a wondrous thought occurred to him. He had another skill designed to gather information. Perception’s main function was to help the user avoid traps, find hidden doors and spot Stealthed foes, but like Analyze it was a potent information gathering skill.
 
	Perception Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Detect Life


	Detect Magic


	Enhanced Vision



	B

	20 ft

	20 ft

	Infrared


	A

	40 ft

	40 ft

	Binocular


	J

	60 ft

	60 ft

	Microscopic


	M

	80 ft

	80 ft

	X-Ray


	GM

	120 ft

	120 ft

	Shared Sight


	D

	300 ft

	300 ft

	Divine Sight


	
	
	
	



As with Analyze, Gryph had not purchased any of Perception’s perks, but what if he could combine Lore, Analyze and Perception and create a mega perk? The risk and cost were higher, but the potential payout was incredible, especially considering he’d gain a free perk if he succeeded.
He dragged Lore, Analyze and Perception together when a nudge from his subconscious reminded him of the cryptic notation at the bottom of the Bind Skills description. A powerful will can affect the binding of skills in unexpected ways. Almost unbidden, his hands began the motion to cast Mind Shield, and his confidence soared. He had no idea if the temporary increase in Wisdom would affect the outcome of the merging, but he decided it was worth the few points of mana it took to cast. He dragged the three skills together and a new prompt filled his vision.
 
	Bind Skills Active.



	Do you wish to Bind the skills Lore, Analyze and Perception?
Cost: 4 Perk Points. Chance of Success: 45%
YES?/NO?




Gryph blew on a pair of imaginary dice and inhaled deeply. Then on the exhale he hit YES.
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A rush of heat pulsed though Gryph, starting at his extremities and moving up his arms and legs and into his core. There the heat mixed and morphed and combined before rushing up his spine and into his head.
His vision expanded as the three stars he knew to be Lore, Analyze and Perception spun around and towards each other in a complex trinary orbit. A rush of adrenaline spiked though him as the massive streams of cosmic energy arced between the three stellar bodies. Their speed increased and a cold sweat leached heat from every pore of Gryph’s body. His mouth opened in a silent scream as the motes of stellar power smashed into each other and exploded.
For a moment Gryph felt as if he was the entirety of the universe. Swirling vortexes of pure power rushed outwards from him, explosions caused by the merging of knowledge at its most primal level. The strain tugged at his mind, but he forced himself to focus, to remain Gryph.
The three luminescent spheres’ rotation grew tighter and they coalesced into a singularity, three becoming one. The new mega star flared to brightness and then split once more into the individual skills. Each of the original stars trailed a gaseous string of energetic particles behind it, umbilicals feeding a newly birthed star spinning inside the mother stars’ protective shell. This new star was a shining symbol of his success.
Gryph laughed in joy as the vision faded and he fell to his knees. His breathing returned to normal as his heartbeat slowed. A prompt blinked in his vision and he tapped it to bring it forward.
 
	Congratulations, you have succeeded and Bound three skills into a new Sub-Perk Branch.



	You have created the new Sub-Perk Branch Extra Sensory Perception (ESP).
Parent Skills: Lore, Analyze and Perception - Cost: 4 Perk Points.
At least one parent skill must have reached a tier for the corresponding perk to be purchased. Unknown bonuses will become available when all parent skills achieve a tier. (Example: A bonus will become available when Lore, Analyze and Perception all reach Apprentice Tier.)
Since you have successfully combined 3 or more skills, you are awarded the first perk at no additional Perk Point cost. You are also awarded a one-time 5% bonus usable on another Bind Skills attempt of your choice. Bonuses last until used and are stackable.
Use of the Sub-Perk branch will level all three parent skills at the normal rate.
XP: 45,000 Bind Skills Attempt Bonus: +5%




“Fantastic,” Gryph exclaimed, grinning ear to ear. Not only had he rolled the dice and won, he’d gained XP and a nice 5% bonus for the next time he used the Bind Skills perk.
Another prompt told him the experience gained from binding the skills together had earned him one of his lost levels back.
 
	You have Reached Level 11.



	You have regained Level 11. As you have previously reached level 11 and received both Attribute Points and Perk Points for this level, you will not be awarded them now. You will receive no additional Stat bonuses as your Stats increased the first time you reached level 11.




Gryph grumbled a bit at the prompt. Sure he was happy to have regained a level so quickly, but it was a reminder of just how much more XP he would need to earn to gain more of the valuable points. This new sub-perk better be worth the cost. He toggled open the descriptions of his newest set of toys and grinned wider than a kid on Christmas morning.
 
	Extra Sensory Perception Sub-Perk Tree.



	Psychometry.



	Psychometry (Item) is the ability to see images of the past via the psychic residue left on objects by important or traumatic events. The user must be in physical contact with the item and be able to concentrate without interruption for one minute. The resultant images can be jumbled and hard to comprehend, increasing the chances of a false reading or erroneous conclusion. Each level of the three parent skills grants the user a cumulative 1% chance to interpret the images. Cost: 100 spirit.
Psychometry (Animal) is the ability to see images of the past via the psychic residue left on animals by important or traumatic events. See Psychometry (Item) above for rules.
Psychometry (Sentient) is the ability to see images of the past via the psychic residue left on sentient beings by important or traumatic events. See Psychometry (Item) above for rules.


	Clairvoyance.



	Clairvoyance (Item) is the ability to perceive the current location and surroundings of an object that the user has previously Tagged. Tagging is achieved by infusing an object with a psychic tag through physical contact. Tagging takes one minute of uninterrupted concentration. This perk defeats any Anti-Scrying skills that are Journeyman level or below. This perk defeats any Anti-Scrying items tiered Major and below. There is no limit on the distance as long as the object and the user remain in the same realm of existence. Marks are invisible and are detectable only by those who left them. Cost: 200 spirit to Tag. 200 spirit to view.
Clairvoyance (Animal) is the ability to perceive the current location and surroundings of an animal that the user has previously Tagged. This perk defeats any Anti-Scrying skills that are Master level or below. This perk defeats any Anti-Scrying items tiered Artifact and below.  See Clairvoyance (Item) above for other rules.
Clairvoyance (Sentient) is the ability to perceive the current location and surroundings of a sentient being that the user has previously Tagged. This perk defeats any Anti-Scrying skills that are Grand Master level or below. This perk defeats any Anti-Scrying items tiered Elder Artifact and below. See Clairvoyance (Item) above for other rules.




“I have psychic powers,” Gryph said in a stunned voice. He knew his amazement was foolish. This wasn’t Earth where claims to fantastic powers were the province of weirdos, nutbags and secret government experiments. This was the Realms where magic was real and powers akin to the stories of ancient gods or modern-day superheroes were commonplace. But his new ESP abilities, tinged as they were with a sense of realism, somehow made the Realms seem more wondrous.
He also noted that these powers used spirit instead of mana. Spirit was the power of the divine, and though he did not understand it, and the concept made him uncomfortable, Gryph was technically a divine being. He brought his hand up to his forehead, to his third eye, where the Godhead had merged with him. I really need to learn more about this thing.
With a sigh, Gryph turned his attention back to his new sub-perk menu and considered putting another Perk Point into the next tier of Psychometry but he held his hand. He could already see the possible uses for the perk but wanted to wait until he needed to use the ability before spending the capital. He was sure he’d find a hundred uses for each Perk Point and he wanted to spend them for maximum benefit. That meant holding some in reserve.
 
	ESP Sub-Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Perk


	Bonus



	B

	Psychometry (Item)

	N/A


	A

	Psychometry (Animal)

	Unknown


	J

	Psychometry (Sentient)

	Unknown


	M

	Clairvoyance (Item)

	Unknown


	GM

	Clairvoyance (Animal)

	Unknown


	D

	Clairvoyance (Sentient)

	Unknown


	
	
	



He closed down the ESP sub-perk window and reached into his soul bound bag, summoning a small item to him. It was Wick’s Ring of Binding Fellowship. He had been wearing it when he’d died, died saving Gryph. Gryph pulled the ring from his bag and gripped it in his fist, feeling the coolness of the metal as a heavy weight settled into his chest. His mind drifted to Wick’s funeral. Tifala had refused to let them plant him in the ground with the blessed acorn of an oak tree as was the gnomish custom. She was convinced that he had not passed beyond the Gray Veils to the next world, that his soul still lingered, wishing to return.
Nobody had the heart or the will to disagree and they’d interred Wick’s body in the same stasis sarcophagus that had preserved the Thalmiir artificer Grimliir for several thousand years. Grimliir assured Gryph the magical device would preserve Wick’s body from the entropy of decay for as long as Tifala wished. Though he had told Gryph, in private, he doubted her quest would come to a happy resolution.
“Why not?” Gryph had asked.
“Ye know those rings yer group wore, the ones the elves called Rings of Binding Fellowship? Well they be much more than what ye be told. The soldiers of the Alliance wore them, those who’d promised their souls tae the fight. If these heroes died, the rings would store their soul until they could be remade as warborn.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because laddie, I helped craft them. We imbued each gem on the rings with powerful soul magic, designed tae capture souls. The stone on yer wee friend’s ring is cracked and empty.”
“Cracked? Does that mean he is gone?”
“I dinnae know my friend. I dae know Souls need anchors in death if they ever have a chance of being reborn. Most people’s souls are bound tae one of the Higher or Lower Realms dependent upon the manner in they lived. Others, those who are foolish enough tae sell their souls, will see that contract paid upon death and their soul then becomes the property of another.” Grimliir saw Gryph’s distress at the last comment. “Dinnae sell yer soul laddie, ever. The price is far too high.”
Gryph nodded and swallowed hard. “So the ring acts as an anchor for the soul, holding it until it can be reborn in a warborn body.”
Grimliir nodded.
“What happens to the soul when the ring breaks?”
“The soul would have no anchor, and I cannae say with any certainty whether it would latch onto another anchor, continue on its journey tae another realm or even dissipate tae nothingness. Every man and woman of the Alliance who donned one knew the risks.”
Gryph felt an anger burn inside him. “We did not.”
“I know,” Grimliir said and lowered his head for a moment, before grabbing Gryph’s forearm and looking him straight in the eyes. “Dinnae blame the Steward. He seems a good man and likely had no more idea of the true nature of the rings than you dae.”
Gryph had glanced up at the stoic Steward and found that he agreed with the dwarf. “I think you are right.” Then he looked down at Grimliir. “Did the ring break before or after Wick died?”
“I cannae say, which is why I dinnae mention it to sweet Tifala there. I dinnae want tae get her hopes up or dash ‘em.”
Gryph had looked at Tifala in that moment, wishing he’d been able to offer her even the smallest of comforts. “She said she still felt him through the bonding rings they share.”
“I know of such rings, and while some dae provide a heightened connection between lovers, others are baubles, counterfeits that feed intae people’s wants and desires. I’m afraid their rings are more likely the latter, but without imposing upon the wee missy and inspecting them myself I cannae say for sure. And truth be told I dinnae think it would tell me anything, anyway. They only function for those bonded.”
“So, he could have passed on to a Higher Realm, or be stuck somewhere in this realm, or pulled down into the Abyss?”
“Or his soul could have dissipated tae nothingness,” Grimliir said, giving a regretful glance at Tifala who was tidying Wick’s clothing. “I fear we may never know the truth.” Grimliir sighed and placed Wick’s Ring of Binding Fellowship onto Gryph’s palm and closed his fingers around it. “I know you dinnae need the added burden lad, but if anyone is tae tell her, I think it would be best coming from ye.”
Gryph had placed the ring in his bag and had neither looked at it since nor mentioned it to Tifala. He felt cowardly doing so but told himself that he was sparing her further pain. He would talk to her when he had good news. And what if you get bad news?
Now, as he stared down upon the broken ring, knowing he might have the power to answer that question, he feared he would get his answer.
“Stop being such a damn coward.” His voice was bitter, but he knew it was right.
Gryph activated Psychometry and his mind exploded. He was at the center of a tsunami, but instead of wind, rain and flashes of lightning pummeling him, it was a raucous assemblage of raw feelings and disjointed images. He forced himself to breathe and to focus and sent a silent plea into the aether. Where are you Wick?
He felt Wick more than saw him. Flashes of laughter, anger and fear. Hints of surprise, irritation and sacrifice. They came to Gryph without logic or explanation. Wick’s skin burning as he turned purple. His deep regret when Tifala was taken by the black fog and his forgiveness of her as the last of his life bled from him. Wick looked down on his own body as Tifala sneered and spoke hateful words with her own voice but in Myrthendir’s dread tone. Then Gryph floated with Wick above the gnome’s corpse. They were as light as aetherial energy as Wick reached out to touch Tifala’s blank face. Then Gryph felt Wick, felt himself, being pulled in several directions, none of which Wick would accept.
Gryph wanted nothing more than to pull away from the scene, to pull away from the pain and the regret and the anger that crushed his heart and soul as he watched Wick die again. But he was here for a purpose. The ring. Gryph forced the apparition of Wick’s memory to rewind to the exact moment Wick had jumped in front of Tifala’s killing blow. He looked down at the small gnomish hand that bore the ring. The ruby on the ring bore the same chips and cracks as the one resting on Gryph’s palm.
Pain and relief mixed inside Gryph. The ring was broken before Wick died. At least his soul survives. Where are you Wick?
A rush pulled Gryph back through the maelstrom of memories and was back in his chambers. He stumbled, grabbing a hold of the edge of a large stone desk to steady himself. The ring clattered to the floor and tears streamed down his face. He tried to understand what he’d experienced, but the raw emotion of Wick’s last moments made it difficult to process what had happened. Gryph knew one thing though, whatever realm had laid a claim to Wick’s soul, the gnome would not go quietly.
It took a minute for Gryph’s body to stop shaking, but finally he retrieved the ring and stood. He looked down upon it, closed his fist and spoke. “I will find you Wick. This I vow.”
 
	You have made a Binding Vow.



	Vows are powerful promises made binding. They are enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms and will inflict severe penalties if the Vow is broken. Gryph has promised to do all he can to find the soul of his friend Wick.
Difficulty: Unknown - Reward: Unknown - XP: Unknown – Time Table: Unknown - Penalty for Failure: Unknown




The low sound of a massive gong filled the room, breaking Gryph’s trance. Someone was at the door. Gryph stashed the ring back in his satchel and tried to compose himself by smoothing his clothing. He turned to the door.
“Enter.”
The door eased open. Ovrym stood regal and elegant wearing clothes as fancy as Gryph’s. He gave Gryph an inscrutable look.
“It is time,” the xydai said.
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To Gryph the short walk to the Nexus felt like the walk of a condemned man. He knew his reluctance to take command was selfish, stupid and short sighted. Ovrym had been right in his assessment that Gryph needed the city and its people just as much as they needed him. Yet he would be lying to himself if he didn’t admit the responsibility of ruling terrified him.
That’s because you’re a damn idjit, Wick’s voice said from nowhere. Gryph scowled to himself but knew in the deep parts of his soul that phantom Wick was right, that Ovrym was right, that Grimliir was right. He needed to claim the city.
As they walked, Grimliir stepped in alongside them, clad in shining armor and carrying a two bladed axe propped on one shoulder. “Greetings, Yer Lordship,” the dwarf said and chuckled at Gryph’s scowl. Grimliir had not only sponsored Gryph to take command of the city, he had convinced him that his claim was rock solid by all the ancient laws of the Thalmiir and the Alliance.
Gryph didn’t claim to understand the ways of the dwarves, but he had gleaned some of their history from a stack of ancient books lent to him by an equally ancient dwarf scholar. The man had been reluctant to lend Gryph the volumes, despite supporting his claim. But Grimliir’s status as a living legend soothed the curmudgeonly dwarf’s reluctance to a mere grunt of irritation.
What Gryph had read was incredibly dull for flowery prose was not the dwarves’ strong suit, but he had learned that the dwarves were ancestor venerators who worshipped no gods. Gryph could not fault the philosophy of the stubbornly stoic yet honorable people. Nearly every being who’d claimed the mantle of godhood throughout the history of the Realms had become despots whose love was for power and not for the people.
I will not become like them, Gryph said to himself as his fingers moved up to his forehead, the spot where his Godhead had bonded with him. It had the power to make him a god, but Brynn had given it to him because she believed in him. Believed he could be trusted with the responsibility, with the power. That trust was being tested today as he accepted the mantle of leadership.
When he had agreed to become responsible for Dar Thoriim, Gryph had insisted that he not be crowned king. The last Stone King, one of Gryph’s past lives if his Soul Reverie was accurate, had fallen victim to pride and arrogance and fallen to the Prime. Gryph knew power could corrupt, so he would limit his power and he would share it with those around him. Those he could trust.
They reached the end of the tunnel and entered the Nexus. The massive columned chamber was lit up with fiery braziers. A large stone table stood in front of the control dais. A group of dwarf stone masons had built it on Gryph’s orders. Their bushy brows had turned up in amused confusion when Gryph had explained that he would be no king, but the leader of a council that would rule the city together. To codify that arrangement, he wanted a circular table where all could see and be seen and where all voices would be heard. He didn’t bother explaining he’d stolen the idea from the legend of Camelot.
As they entered the men and women seated around the round table stood. Most of them he recognized. Barrendiel, the onetime Captain of the Rangers of Sylvan Aenor and its current Regent, greeted him first.
“Well met Gryph,” the Regent said grasping Gryph by the forearm.
“Thank you for coming. What news of the chaos incursion?”
“There have been no new sightings of chaos corrupted creatures over the last few days.”
“Well that is good news. Let us hope that trend continues.”
“Ever vigilant. Ever ready,” the Regent said, citing the mantra that ruled the rangers.
Gryph moved on to the half-elf Steward Gartheniel. He had been an early advocate of Gryph’s nomination and Gryph counted him as a true friend.
“Thank you for coming Steward.”
“Of course, my Lord,” the Steward said, a slight grin turning up his mouth when Gryph cringed at the title. “My council is always available to you.”
“I suspect I will often seek that council in the coming days,” Gryph said.
“It is yours.” Gartheniel traced fingers across the engraved surface of the table, clearly impressed. “Though you may not need it as much as you suppose. This shows more wisdom than most rulers display in an entire reign.”
“Or cowardice,” Gryph said with a grin. “Perhaps I’m just passing the buck to people like you.”
“I do not know what a male deer has to do with anything, but I know this my Lord, you are no coward.”
Damn colloquialisms, Gryph thought, but lowered his head to the Steward in appreciation. Then he whispered to the half-elf. “Cool it with the My Lords or I’ll grant you a title so long it will take people ten minutes to greet you.”
“Point taken … my Lord. You remember Yrriel?”
The vibrant elf woman took Gryph in a fierce embrace, her hands gripping him lower on the waist than seemed strictly proper. “Glad to see you still walking and breathing young Gryph.”
“Umm, thank you Yrriel,” Gryph said. “Your Icon played a large part in keeping me that way.” The Icon in question was an imbued gem that enhanced the power of Gryph’s already potent spear. Imbuing was a skill he very much wanted to learn, but he suspected that Yrriel would extract a price for the knowledge.
“Of course it did,” she said and patted the side of his face affectionately.
To Gryph’s great relief. Grimliir turned Gryph’s attention to a trio of dwarves. Belgaarm was a grey bearded dwarf covered in scars, but with a youthful set of lightning blue eyes. He was a Master Smith and had worked with Gartheniel for many centuries to ease any tensions between dwarves and elves. Thaldrain was a younger dwarf who smelled of malt and hops and brewed the best ale on Korynn according to the Steward. Finally, he was taken into a bear hug by Reynglain, a stocky dwarf woman whose fiery red hair matched her personality. She was an Earth Master, and Gryph suspected, the true force of the three.
Next came a warborn who despite looking exactly like Errat, was obviously not. Where Errat bore a childlike curiosity and kindness, this man bore a fierce and rigid demeanor. He gripped Gryph’s arm in a vice-like grip and bowed. “My brothers have named me Berrath.”
“That means leader in Ancient Thalmiir,” Grimliir said from Gryph’s side.
“It does Father,” the warborn said, bowing his head to the man who had made him. “I have the honor of being chosen by my brothers to speak for them at this council, and in those to come.”
Gryph returned the man’s grip. “It is an honor to know you Berrath.”
“The honor is mine Sahmaan Gryph.”
“It means savior,” Grimliir said to Gryph upon seeing his confusion. “A well-deserved title.”
Gryph scowled at the Master Artificer, but before any words of protest could come forth, a bear hug from Errat knocked the wind out of him. “Friend Gryph it is wonderful to see you on this day.”
Gryph grunted under the warm assault and looked at Errat. “It is good to see you Errat,” he said in a strained voice. The hawk automaton sitting on Errat’s shoulder squawked in greeting. “And you as well Flappy.”
Errat grinned and turned to another warborn. “Friend Gryph, this is brother Urgyyn. He is very strong.” Urgyyn said nothing, just lowered his head to Gryph. “He does not speak, unlike Errat, who very much likes to talk, especially to his friend Gryph.”
Gryph couldn’t help but smile at the odd warborn and moved on. Grimliir introduced him to a trio of humans, a stout woman named Bruunhilde who was an alchemist, a matronly scholar named Eadweanna and a jovial man named Thornley who represented the valley’s farmers. All three shook hands and nodded in greeting.
With all the introductions finished, Gryph took his place behind his chair. To his left stood Tifala who gave him a pain laden smile. He reached out and took her hand in his own. “When this is finished, I have something to talk to you about.”
“As do I,” the Life Mistress said with a note of tension. Then she smiled and looked him in the eyes. “It is good to see you.” Gryph smiled back and squeezed her hand.
Gryph turned to Grimliir and nodded. The burly dwarf raised a thick metal rod above his head and brought it down onto the stone floor. It thudded once, twice, three times.
“Pay attention and take heed,” Grimliir said in a powerful voice. “Today we name a new ruler of Dar Thoriim.” He looked around the assembled representatives and dozens of approving eyes stared back. “This man is Gryph, player from Earth, hero of Sylvan Aenor and savior of Dar Thoriim. Inside him rests the reborn soul of the last Stone King. I, Grimliir, one-time Steward of Dar Thoriim nominate this man tae take command of this city. Who else supports this nomination?”
“We do,” said Reynglain, the female dwarf, in a surprisingly melodic voice. “We the dwarves of Sylvan Aenor support this nomination. We pledge to work alongside Gryph to return Dar Thoriim to greatness.” The dwarves pounded upon the stone table with rock hard fists. 
“Who else supports this nomination?” Grimliir asked, smashing his rod again on the stone floor.
“The elves of Sylvan Aenor support this nomination,” Barrendiel said in a loud, clear vice. “We have long sheltered your people and we look forward to aiding you in rebuilding Dar Thoriim.”
“Who else supports this nomination?” Another deep thunk from Grimliir’s rod.
“The humans of Sylvan Aenor support this nomination, Eadweanna said in a voice that sounded as smooth as fresh parchment. “We look forward to the exchange of lore and information. May both cities thrive under our friendship.”
“Who else supports this nomination?” Grimliir asked again and again his rod thunked heavily against the floor.
To Gryph’s right Errat stood. “Hi, I’m Errat. I am friends with Gryph.” Urgyyn grunted in a tone that suggested disapproval and Errat grinned. “Um … The warborn of Dar Thoriim support this nomination. Gryph is a good friend.” Errat sat down to numerous chuckles from around the table.
Grimliir raised his rod, ready to smash it down a final time when the cacophonous sound of metal smashing violently against metal surged from the entrance of the Nexus.
“Hu–Huh-Huh!” came a deep throated chant, followed again by the metal on metal clashing. All eyes turned towards the entrance as a group of armor-clad dwarves entered the chamber. There were five to a side and in the middle was a battle-scarred dwarf a foot taller than any of the others Gryph had encountered.
“Hu–Huh-Huh! Hu–Huh-Huh!” the chanting continued as the two groups of five formed a semi-circle facing the Round Table. Each dwarf smashed their weapons against their shields in a rhythmic battle anthem. The large dwarf stopped and smashed his own hammer once, twice, three times upon the stone floor.
“I am Krovoor, descendent of the last Stone King and rightful heir to the throne of Dar Thoriim, and I will die before I see a damned bark sniffer corrupt the city of my forefathers.”
Grimliir scowled. “Yer claim was investigated and deemed false Krovoor. Ye have no right and no support. Leave these proceedings now.”
“Pah,” Krovoor spat. “An investigation undertaken by an ape-spawned human.” He stared directly at Eadweanna, whose gaze never faltered under the fierce dwarf’s angry stare. “I reject her findings as false.” He turned his anger upon the dwarves. “I expected as much from these others, but you three would hand over our city to a man who isn’t even of these Realms, much less a dwarf. You are racial traitors and I will see that you pay when I rule here.”
“Sit yer pimple covered ass down ye ungrateful wretch,” Reynglain, the elder dwarf woman said without a hint of fear in her voice. “Or dae ye want me tae tell yer mammy about that case of dingle rot ye got the last time ye delved into the old mine? Rape a few goblins did ye? Make ye feel like a big man?”
Shock propelled spittle exploded from Krovoor’s mouth. “Why ye scabrous old hag, I’ll show ye big.” He took several steps towards the dwarf woman. Within seconds the other warborn, dwarves, elves and humans stood between Krovoor and Reynglain.
“Ye are neither worthy nor wanted Krovoor,” Grimliir said. “I knew yer kind back when the Alliance was formed. Spiteful wee dwarves who imagined themselves superior and wanted tae lock the doors tae the world and hide in the ground. Yer kind were cowards then an’ ye be a coward now. Yer hatred has no place in this city.”
It took a few moments for Krovoor to contain his anger. His eyes turned from Grimliir to Gryph. “Ye be no dwarf, no reborn king, and I will be damned to the Abyss before I see you sitting on the throne of the city of my forefathers. I challenge ye to the Judgement of the Long Beards.”
Gasps filled the Nexus, but Gryph held the fearsome dwarf’s gaze. He had run afoul of men like Krovoor on Earth, pathetic remnants of a time where racism and hatred held sway and resulted in violence and oppression. He would not allow such bigotry to take root in his city.
Gryph stared back and then the dwarf grinned. “Ye don’t even know what I be talkin’ about do ye?” He turned to Grimliir with a sneer. “And this is who ye want? Ye want this smooth skin to lord over our people?”
Krovoor was right about one thing. Gryph had no idea what the Judgement of the Long Beards was, but he could sense the gravity of the situation and knew that Krovoor’s claim could not go any further. “I accept your challenge, Krovoor,” Gryph said in a loud, calm voice.
Krovoor grinned and turned his glare on Grimliir. “Well don’t just stand there ye bastard, bring forth the Seal of the Dwarven King and we will see who my ancestors choose to rule this city.”
Grimliir glanced at Gryph who nodded. Grimliir walked forward and beckoned Gryph to stand opposite the larger dwarf. He looked at Krovoor. “This will nae go the way ye hope laddie. Last chance to back out and preserve what lil’ dignity ye have left.”
Krovoor spat at Grimliir’s feet, pulled a dagger from his belt and sliced his palm open. He made a fist and squeezed several drops of blood onto the seal. Then he glared at Gryph.
Without hesitation Gryph drew his own dagger and sliced open his palm. He watched his blood drip onto the seal. The intricately carved plate of metal drank in both offerings and then leapt from Grimliir’s grasp. The old Thalmiir backed away as it hovered in the air between Gryph and his challenger.
The seal spun and the distant sound of clanging metal and raging fire could be heard. Heat poured off the seal and Gryph felt as if he were in a blast furnace. He cursed himself as he took an involuntary step backwards and the smarmy grin on Krovoor’s face made Gryph despise him even more.
“I’m going to enjoy smashing yur pretty face in pretender. Then maybe I’ll have my way with yur corpse.”
“Can you at least brush your teeth before you do? Your breath makes me miss the smell of Baalgrath shit.” Gryph winked at the furious dwarf. Krovoor howled in rage and launched himself at Gryph just as the seal expanded outward into a spherical ten-foot diameter cage of metal. Gryph feared he would be crushed by the fast expanding metal, but he, and Krovoor, phased through it and then they were both inside and floating as if in a zero gravity environment.
Then reality pulsed and Gryph was elsewhere.
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Gryph’s eyes snapped open, and he gasped for air. The heat punched into his lungs and parched his eyes just as the hiss of molten metal and the rhythmic clangs of metal on metal punched into his ears. He blinked through his tears and saw he was in a huge chamber that could easily hold a hundred of the Nexus chambers he’d just been standing in. It made him feel small, very, very small. He turned looking for Krovoor, but the dwarf was gone.
It took a few moments for the physical discomfort to abate, but Gryph soon acclimated to the heat. Around him were hundreds if not thousands of raging forges. Each one bore a spectral dwarf hammering ingots of metal into axes and swords, shields and breastplates and innumerable other crafted items.
Gryph moved towards the closest forge and reached out to touch the ghostly smith. His hand phased through the man’s shoulder leaving a trail of red-hot sparks as it passed. The smith didn’t even slow his rhythmic clang-clang, clunk-clunk. His massive arm came up again and again, tirelessly working the spectral metal into the shape of a dwarf warrior’s head.
“Nice workmanship,” Gryph said attempting to gain the smith’s attention. But the man either did not hear him or did not care to acknowledge the compliment. Gryph used Analyze.
 
	Dwarf Ascendant Soul.



	Level

	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	N/A

	N/A

	N/A

	N/A

	N/A


	This is the soul of a dwarf awaiting rebirth to the mortal realms. While they await rebirth dwarf souls work at one of the many crafting skills beloved by their species.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Unknown

	Unknown

	Unknown


	
	
	
	
	



“Well that wasn’t helpful,” Gryph mumbled to himself. The dwarf picked up the item he’d been crafting and Gryph realized it was a belt buckle. The dwarf turned it from side to side examining every detail. Gryph could not claim to know much about Smithing, but he knew exquisite work when he saw it. The dwarf grunted whether in approval of his work or disappointment Gryph did not know and tossed the finished piece back into the raging flames of the forge.
“What the hell are you doing?” Gryph wailed as the masterpiece melted before his eyes. He watched transfixed as the whole process began again, but this time as the dwarf tossed the buckle into the flames, Gryph grabbed for it.
His hand charred as metal that looked cool and solid passed through his palm. His health dropped 200 points in mere moments and kept dropping. He rushed to the nearest barrel of water and shoved his hand inside. The burning stopped, but the pain did not abate. He kept his hand in the barrel and watched as the ripples on the water’s surface slowed. Staring back at him was a bearded face that was both familiar and unnerving. He jumped back heart thundering in his chest. A moment later he eased forward and looked again. The same face stared back, and he realized why it was so familiar. It was his face. It was the face of the last Stone King.
Gryph looked down at his body and realized it was that of a heavily muscled dwarf warrior. “So, it is true. I was the last Stone King.” The shock of his one time, and current, identity distracted him for mere moments before the pain in his hand brought him back.
He opened his palm and his worst fears bore fruit. Branded into the palm of his hand was a perfect copy of the face from the spectral belt buckle. Over the next several minutes he cast Minor Healing again and again, eventually reaching full health, but the brand remained.
“Well shit,” Gryph muttered to himself and turned away from the dwarf soul. He looked to his left and to his right. Each direction bore an endless line of forges worked by an endless number of dwarf ascendant souls. Not having any better ideas, Gryph turned right and walked.
He walked for hours with no change in scenery and stopped to rest, leaning against one of the massive pillars that disappeared into the layer of smoke high above. He closed his eyes for what he told himself would be just long enough to let his stinging eyes recover and then he was fast asleep.
Sometime later he felt a rough kick to his foot and looked up to see a dwarf looking down upon him. Unlike the others he’d encountered in this otherworldly forge, this one was not only solid, but was eyeballing him with disappointment.
“Ye plan on sleeping all damn day boyo? Goin’ tae give me a bad reputation if ye do.”
“Um,” Gryph ummed. “Who are you?”
“Dern it, ye done forgot me already? Well crud. I’m Regveld. Think of me as yer guide and mentor while yer here in the Great Forge.”
“Good to meet you Regveld. I’m…”
“I know who ye be yer damn jackanapes. Don’t ye think I’d recognize me own son.”
“Ummm, what?”
“Is that all ye younglings do these days? Ummm?” Regveld mocked. “Makes me glad I stayed here. I was yer pappy back when yer were Mahlgriim, the last Stone King. Ye don’t remember?”
Gryph gave Regveld a confused look and opened his mouth.
“If ye say Umm one more time lad I’ll crack ye upside yer thick skull.”
“I’m sorry, I only have vague memories of that life. My Soul Reverie hinted that I’ve lived quite a few lives since then.”
“Soul Reverie? That be the fancy elf way of sleeping ain’t it? No wonder Krovoor has such a stick up his bum over ye becoming the new Stone King.”
“I’m not looking to be a king. I don’t even want to be a lord.”
“Dinnae wanna be a king? What is wrong with ye boy?”
“On Earth, where I come from, most kings are despots who lord themselves over others.”
“Earth? What kinda name is that? Never heard of it. Dinnae have many dwarves there I’m guessing?”
“No, no they do not. And it’s a ways from here.”
“Hurm, well that dinnae matter much, what does is that ye be here now. I get yer point about kings and lords laddie, I really dae. I was a king myself ye know. But sometimes ye gotta stand tall and dae what is right for the people ye love. And sometimes that be the very last thing ye want tae dae.”
“I know. That’s why I accepted Krovoor’s challenge. His way would legitimize hate and people will die.”
“Krovoor is a bald cocked fool is what he be. Rancid ponce be a poor excuse for a dwarf.”
Regveld’s harsh words shocked Gryph, but he laughed. “Well, he is an asshole, but I’ll have to take your word on his masculine … failings.”
“HAAA!,” Regveld laughed and smacked Gryph hard on the back. “Well, get off yer arse, there’s lotsa work tae be done.” With that Regveld stomped away.
“Okay then,” Gryph said and followed with all the grace of a toddler who’d partaken in too much teething pain whiskey. He had to double time the speed of his stumpy legs to catch up and wondered why it had taken him so long to realize he’d become stuck in a dwarf body. Add it to the list of weird experiences in the Realms, he thought. “So, what is this place?”
Regveld gave him a sideways stink eye that made Gryph want to crawl into bed and hide. The older dwarf sputtered and harrumphed and grumbled, but finally answered. “This is the Great Forge. It is where the souls of we dwarves come after we pass through the Gray Veils. Well some of us. There be bastards who betray every tenet of goodness and brotherhood who tumble intae the Abyss or elsewhere.” His voice lowered and took on a conspiratorial tone. “I would nae mention them though, the folks here dinnae like talkin’ ‘bout them lost souls.”
“The folks here?”
“There are several categories. Them ghostly fellas ye tried talkin’ with be souls awaitin’ a return tae the mortal realm. They are by far the most numerous. They got one focus while they are here, work at the skill they hope tae master in the next life. Dinnae waste yer time chattin’ them up, they dinnae talk much. Then there be folks like me, souls who’ve had enough of mortal life and wish tae expand our consciousness beyond mortal ken. I’m here for the long haul, working towards becoming one of the Long Beards. They be the third type and are the elder ancestors’ we dwarves venerate.”
“I’m here to see them,” Gryph said.
“Yes I know laddie, Krovoor challenged you tae the Judgement of the Long Beards.” Regveld gave Gryph an up and down look. “Ye ain’t ready for that yet. That’s why I be here. I’m here tae teach ye tae be a dwarf again, like I did when ye was still crappin’ in yer britches.”
“Lovely.”
“No, it was nae. Ye were a dwarf lad, chock full of mushrooms and goat’s milk. Lordy what a foul stench that. So, let’s not be repeatin’ that noxious part of our lives.”
“Can we get on with this?”
“Right, sorry laddie. I’m just so happy tae see ye.” Regveld pulled Gryph into a bear hug and it was all Gryph could do to breathe through the dwarf’s brutal strength.
“I’m happy to see you too,” Gryph grunted and was surprised that he was. He still didn’t quite understand the whole past lives, immortal soul concept, but he felt a definite connection to Regveld, like a déjà vu memory of a place you’ve never been, but somehow feels familiar.
After a few moments Regveld let go, wiped his nose and stomped off. “Come on laddie, we ain’t got time tae be wastin’.”
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Regveld led him through a shifting maze of corridors until they arrived at an ancient mine. He handed Gryph a pickaxe and walked into the tunnel.
“The first skill all dwarves learn is mining. The high born and the low all delve in the depths under the mountains seeking fortune for them and their clan. It be hard work. Dwarf work. I know ye have spent the last many lives as prancing elves and sun bathing humans, so this will all feel new tae ye, but dinnae worry, I’ll get ye bustin’ yer hump and crackin’ ore in no time flat.”
And he did. Over the next several hours, or was it days or even weeks, Gryph busted his hump and learned how to mine. It was back-breaking work, but somehow satisfying. On Earth working with your hands had always been a salve for the soul. The same was true here in the Realms with skill advancements as an added bonus.
 
	You have learned the skill MINING.



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have learned how to delve into the depths of the earth to uncover metals, gems and other valuables to craft a wide variety of useful items and weapons.
Each level of mining increases the output from any vein of ore by 1%, provides a 0.5% chance to find valuable gems and a 0.25% chance of finding rare metals.
“Ye can now call yourself a true dwarf. Ye make yer pappy proud.”




Gryph grinned at the advancement and chuckled at the commentary on the prompt so clearly left by Regveld. Guess you’re not the only skill commentator in the Realms Lex. Where are ya buddy? As the two men left the mine, Gryph smacked the older dwarf hard on the shoulder. “Thanks pops.”
Regveld grinned at him. “Ye learn real quick kiddo. Is it be sumthin’ ta dae with that fancy Lore skill of yours?”
Gryph stumbled. Just how much did his past life ghost dad know about him. “Um?”
“By Durgath’s nutsack, there ye go with the umming again. This be one of the Higher Realms laddie, we already know all there is tae know about ye?”
Gryph’s foot caught on a rock and his face would have made friends with the ground had Regveld not caught him. 
“Relax laddie. I truly am here tae help ye. Don’t relax too much though, yer trainin’ has just begun.” Regveld laughed at Gryph’s crestfallen expression and marched down another passage, one filled with heat and noise.
The next round of training was Smelting, the process that took base ore and turned it into ingots of refined metal useful in crafting. During the mining training, Gryph knew he’d found veins of iron, copper, silver, nickel, gold, platinum, mithril, adamantine, spectral iron, black mithril and a variety of gemstones. He’d not thought much about their differences or properties while mining. After all the process of hack-hack, dig-dig, was the same regardless of what type of metal was being mined.
Smelting however was a far different skill. It involved tossing the raw ore into a blast furnace and extracting the quality ore while burning off or leaving behind the slag that was not useful. Then they poured molten metal into ingot shaped molds.
It was brutally hot and dangerous work, but as with mining, Gryph’s dedication paid off.
 
	You have learned the skill SMELTING.



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have learned how to turn raw ore into shining metal ingots used to craft wondrous weapons, armor and items.
Each level of Smelting increases the yield of smelted ore by 1% and gives a 0.5% chance to upgrade any ore to the pure designation. Pure metals are 25% stronger than their normal counterparts.
“My will ye look at them shiny ingots. Me heart is all aflutter with pride.”




Despite being dead tired Gryph had to smile at the praise. Regveld walked up to him and tossed him an ingot of green metal. “Elementum?” Gryph asked.
“Pah, this nae be none of that fancy sky metal. This be pure dwarf made spectral adamant lad. A mixture of pure adamant and spectral iron. Only exists here, and it’s a ways better than yer fancy elementum, trust me. It’ll slice and dice ghostly creatures and corporeal beings. Enhances a whole slew of skills as well. Now give it here.”
“Wait, it’s not mine?”
“O’ ye greedy lout, spectral adamant is one of the rarest metals in all the Realms. Ye need to earn it boy.”
“So, in your world the last several … has it been days or weeks or months?”
Regveld shrugged. “Dinnae know. Dinnae care. Time be a bit quirked up here.”
Gryph sighed heavily. “Regardless, wasn’t all that work earning it?”
“Oh no laddie. Yer payment was the knowledge ye learned. Dinnae be getting’ all whiny like them surface knobs.”
“So, you’ve never heard the expression a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work?”
“Nope, no dwarf ever said such nonsense. Now come on, we have more work tae do.”
“By we, you mean me.”
“Yup,” Regveld said with a grin and walked down another passage.
The first thing Gryph noticed as they circled deeper into the earth was how cool these caves were. Then a familiar smell filled his nostrils, and he grinned. “This is a brewery?”
A joyous smile split Regveld’s face. “How dae ye know that laddie? Brewed some fine ales in your day?”
“Perhaps fine would not be the word, but the beers I brewed knocked my platoon mates on their asses.”
“Well then, ye will have a leg up. This will be fun then.” They rounded the corner to reveal a room filled with massive brew kettles, huge stone fermenting vessels and endless rows of stoppered casks. Gryph didn’t wait for an invitation and just brewed. His skill brought a tear to Regveld’s eye.
“Ye do be a dwarf. I’ve never been so proud in all me long years.” Regveld turned and walked away, shaking his head and tossing his hands above his head in an attempt to tame his emotions.
Gryph just laughed and got back to work. After his first batch another prompt filled his vision.
 
	You have learned the skill BREWING.



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have learned how to make beer. 
Each level of Brewing increases the quality of your brews by 1% and the maximum alcohol by 0.25%.
“Ye be a true dwarf my boy. Cannae wait tae get blotto.”




“So, we going to get drunk?” Gryph asked with a hopeful grin.
“Patience me boy. We need tae let it age, and ye have much more work tae do.” Regveld guffawed at Gryph’s sad expression. “Dinnae worry boy. We dwarves party harder than any of them other wuss sack races, ‘cept maybe the orcs. Them bastards be crazy.” He got a serious look on his face. “If ye wanna keep yer honor, never drink with an orc. They have, how should I say it politely, fluid needs when it comes tae lovemaking. Not only do they nae care where they stick it, they dinnae be fans of the word no.”
“Okay then. So that’s a no to the beer?” Gryph asked, pushing his thoughts away from visions of an orc filled multi-species orgy. 
Regveld chortled and pointed Gryph down another passage. “The real work is about to begin.”
“Real work?” Gryph asked in alarm, but then rushed after Regveld.
The real work turned out to be Smithing. He’d thought Smelting was hard, hot work, but it was like a nice spa day compared to the exertion, timing and skill required to craft weapons and armor. His stamina bottomed out so many times he nearly puked on his boots. After what seemed an eternity he received a few new prompts.
 
	You have learned the skill SMITHING (ARMOR).



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
With strength and constitution, you’ve learned how to take ingots of metal, strips of leather and jewels of all kinds and craft exquisite armor. You are now a dwarf, clad in steel and ready for battle.
Each level of Smithing (Armor) increases the AC Bonus of any armor you craft by 1.
“Will ye look at that, ye made yerself a suit of armor. Now let’s see if ye can wear it.”




 
	You have learned the skill SMITHING (WEAPONS).



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
With strength and constitution, you’ve learned how to take ingots of metal, strips of leather and jewels of all kinds and craft exquisite weapons. You are now ready to crack skulls and splinter bones.
Each level of Smithing (Weapons) increases the Base Damage of any weapon you craft by 1%.
“Aw ye made a hammer me boy. Me heart bursts with joy. Let’s go smash some shite.”




And they did, smash some shit.
“The hammer is the traditional weapon of the dwarves. Sure some of us use axes and, some of us use swords, but every dwarf babe hefts a hammer as soon as they can waddle about without aid. If ye want yer bearded brothers and stout sisters tae accept ye as one of their own, ye will need to be able tae swing one about without hittin’ yerself in the jumblies.”
While smashing shit, Regveld also made Gryph wear the heavy plate armor so favored by the dwarves. It felt ungainly and awkward to Gryph, but after many hours of smashing and being smashed, he got the hang of both weapon and armor.
 
	You have learned the skill BLUNT WEAPONS.



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have proven your skill with Blunt Weapons. These weapons include hammers, maces, morning stars and any other weapons designed to beat things to a pulp.
To Hit Bonus: +20%. Damage Bonus: +20%. Attack Speed: + 50%.
“Now take heed, hammers are no wussy pointy weapons. Be careful who ye smash. Unless they be goblins, then smash away.”




 
	You have learned the skill HEAVY ARMOR.



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You have proven your skill with Heavy Armor. You are now a tank.
Each level of Heavy Armor increases the AC Bonus of any Heavy Armor you wear by 3%.
Note: Heavy Armor interferes with the flow of Mana through the body. The following effects may occur.
•                There is a 25% chance that any spell cast while wearing Heavy Armor will fail. Failed spells create a Spell Backlash which inflicts one point per mana damage to the caster AND places a Casting Debuff on the wearer that makes all casting impossible for two minutes. Each level of Heavy Armor skill reduces the chance of a Spell Backlash by 0.25% and the duration of the Casting Debuff by 1 second.

•                All spells cast while wearing Heavy Armor cost 50% more Mana to cast. Each level of Heavy Armor skill reduces this penalty by 0.5%.

“The dwarf way is the heavy armor way. Be strong. Be heavy. Be impossible tae knock over.”




“Damn, no wonder casters don’t wear plate mail,” Gryph grumbled.
“Ha, yeah, those Debuffs are beauts,” Regveld snorted. “My guess is it’s the Realms way of evening the odds. Imagine a dwarf fire mage wearing adamantine plate. Nobody could take that bastard down.”
Gryph shivered at the idea. Guess I shouldn’t mention to dear old past-life-dad that I’ll likely never wear the stuff. Got too much human in me. He smashed his hammer against his breastplate. Would be fun though.
The deep rumbling of a massive horn blasted away the moment. The sound wave flowed over them and a grim smile came to Regveld’s face.
“It is time laddie. The Long Beards have summoned ye.”
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Gryph followed Regveld up the main thoroughfare, surprised to see every one of the dwarf ascendant souls turned from their work to watch them pass. Apparently, the Judgement of the Long Beards was a big deal even to the oblivious dead.
As the two men passed the spectral dwarves put down their hammers and fell into line behind them. Gryph tried to gulp his nerves away but failed.
Regveld noticed his concern. “Be calm laddie and stay true tae who ye be. Ye are the right dwarf for this job. I know it, and I be yer elder, so ye know damn well I know me shite.” Gryph looked at the dwarf and saw nothing but warmth, strength and honesty. Regveld believed in him.
They reached the end of the long gallery, passed through the largest arch Gryph had ever seen and emerged into a circular room whose distant ceiling hid in the murk beyond Gryph’s night vision.
Ahead of them sat thirteen massive dwarves arrayed in a half moon. They were the size of giants and sat in large thrones of stone and iron. Most bore the long beards of their namesake, but among them were several females with long braids dangling from their temples.
Gryph saw movement to his right and saw Krovoor emerge from another archway. The huge dwarf wore shining silver plate mail and carried a long-handled hammer whose head was twice the size of any Gryph had ever seen. The man was a tank.
It was then that Gryph realized his perspective had changed. He was taller, leaner and more agile. He stumbled when he discovered he no longer wore the form of Mahlgriim, his dwarf past life, but was back as Gryph the El’Edryn.
With panic in his eyes he looked at Regveld. The dwarf returned his gaze with calm strength. “It is who ye be now laddie.” He spread his arms around. “Here, in the Heart of the Mountain, nobody can hide what they are.” If the dwarf was disappointed that ‘who ye be’ was an elf, he did not show it. Gryph was unsure he felt the same way. He’d come to feel like a dwarf.
As if sensing Gryph’s thoughts Regveld walked up to Gryph and poked him hard on the chest, right above his heart. “Being a true dwarf is not about being squat, bearded and handsome. A true dwarf is stalwart, strong, faithful and never surrenders. I’ve seen inside ye boy. Ye be much more of a dwarf than that pile of maggot riddled tubers, no matter how he fancies up his garb.”
“Thanks, Regveld.”
“Sure thing son. Now go kick this bastard’s teeth in.”
Gryph walked to the center of the chamber, reaching it at the same moment as Krovoor. The entire room shrank, drawing the thrones of the Long Beards closer. He moved closer to Krovoor, whose eyes would have cast fireballs at him had they been able. Hate filled the man, and Gryph knew if given the opportunity the scarred dwarf would kill him without hesitation.
Beams of light shot down from above, illuminating Gryph and Krovoor.
Gryph shielded his eyes from the intense light. Even though he was no longer a dwarf, his eyes had adjusted to the gloom after the unknowable number of days he’d spent in the mountain. He blinked away the spots to see the Long Beards had shrunk from their titanic size. They no longer glowed with spectral light, but were more impressive, more real.
Gryph nodded respectfully to the assembled dwarf elders who held their stoic poses as if they were badges of honor. He felt eyes on him and turned to see Krovoor. The dwarf zealot was glaring his hate at Gryph.
A thunderous boom drew both men’s attention back to the Long Beards and one, a woman whose grey braids reached to her waist, stood. Her eyes came to Gryph’s, and he felt every secret slumbering in his soul exposed, every lie he’d ever held close blurted aloud and, every false face he’d ever worn pierced. He shivered as she examined him but forced himself to stand firm and hold her gaze. A moment later she turned her gaze on Krovoor and Gryph exhaled. Until that moment he’d been unaware he’d been holding his breath. He stole a glance at Krovoor pleased to see that the bitter dwarf was faring no better.
“Brothers and sisters,” she said in a voice that was both strong and sweet, and reminded Gryph of his tough as nails grandmother.  "Krovoor, son of Dangmaar, has called on the Long Beards to decide the future of the dwarven people.” She looked at every one of the gruff and grim faces that surrounded her waiting for each one to nod. Once they had she turned to Krovoor. “Krovoor of the Bloodbane Clan, the Long Beards will hear your claim. Step forward and speak the truth of your heart.”
Krovoor smashed the butt of his hammer onto the stone floor, its boom echoing out and back. He gave Gryph another hateful look and stepped forward. “Blessed fathers. Honorable mothers,” Krovoor said, and Gryph thought he heard the briefest twinge of disapproval leak into his tone on the word mothers. “I come before ye to warn ye of the greatest danger facing our people since the days of the Ruin.” Krovoor did not turn to Gryph, but the player felt the ire in the man’s gaze.
“And what is this danger?” A male Long Beard asked.
“The dilution of our people, elder,” Krovoor bowed to the dwarf who had spoken, earning the barest nod of approval. “We dwarves have, since the days of the Awakening, been a people built upon tradition. We are stalwart and strong. Those who face us in battle know fear. Those who trade with us in peace show respect. Those who betray us know vengeance. We lay the orc and the wyrmynn low. We defend the Realms from chaos and demon. We are the front lines and the last defense.”
Several of the Long Beards nodded approval at Krovoor’s words. One even smashed a mailed fist against the arm of his throne.
“But this man, this elf,” Krovoor said, spitting the word like it was venom sucked from a wound, “would have us bow to ways that are not only not dwarven, but are alien to these Realms.”
How does he know I am a Player? Gryph thought. It wasn’t a closely guarded secret, but it was also not common knowledge. Until the moment Krovoor had challenged him, Gryph had never even heard of the man. Had he been in the Spire when Gryph had stood accused by the Regent or had word spread that quickly?
“He claims dominion of the greatest stronghold of our ancestors, yet he knows nothing of our history, of our struggles, of our hopes and our dreams. He is a pretender whose heart lies not with our people, but with another. He be no dwarf and will expose our people to dangerous ideas and allow the corruption of stained blood.”
“Some say the time of the dwarves has waned,” a younger Long Beard said. “That we are melding back into the stone whence we came. Perhaps it is time for the stout folk to return to the Great Forge and leave the mortal realms to the younger races. What say you Krovoor son of Dangmaar?”
“Those who believe such are heathens and fools,” Krovoor spat. “Weak minded dwarves who want to flee to their hearths and the beds of their women.” Gryph saw both nods of approval and sneers of distaste among the Long Beards from both the men and the women. “We must show them the true way.”
“How would you turn the hearts and the minds of our brethren back to the true way?” A crotchety Long Beard said, his head bowed low and his eyes rheumy with age.
“Through strength and discipline,” Krovoor bellowed, and smashed the head of his hammer against his breastplate. “I will show our brothers and our sisters the truth of the old ways. A true dwarf is stalwart, strong, faithful and never surrenders.”
Those are the words Regveld had used to describe a dwarf.
“Some say that all races must evolve, adapt, improve. Perhaps to achieve these goals, we must change as well,” a middle-aged woman with the barest hint of gray in her braids said.
“Pah,” Krovoor spat. “We were born from the bedrock of existence. Our destiny lies not in seeking knowledge and evolution but returning to the perfection our people were created with. We have fallen into disgrace and it will take blood and sacrifice to regain all that was once ours.” Krovoor paused and spread his hands around at the millions upon millions of dwarven ascendant souls who stood silent and watchful. “Our people beg for a purpose. Why do ye think the ranks of the honored dead have grown in numbers here in the Great Forge over the millennia? They know that we, the living, have failed them, betrayed their ways and let ourselves fall from our great purpose. They no longer want anything to do with us.”
The powerful dwarf paused letting his words sink in and Gryph discovered that his heart was thundering in his chest. He is one hell of an orator. Krovoor extended his massive hammer towards Gryph, its heavy head unmoving even at arm’s length.
“Under my leadership the dwarves will rise and once again become the most feared race in the Realms, as we were in the days after the Awakening. I will give ye all a glorious purpose once more.”
He wants to conquer, Gryph realized stunned. Flashes of some of the darkest days of Earth history pushed into Gryph’s mind. The Heart of the Mountain hummed with a deep chanting of millions of the watching dwarf souls. The dwarven ancestors did not move, so it was difficult to tell how many of them were cheering for Krovoor, but it was a great many.
“Hu–Huh-Huh! Hu–Huh-Huh!” Their chanting echoed about the Heart of the Mountain.
“I am the dwarf to bring this new golden age to Korynn. Let me grasp my birthright in my mighty fist and I will make Dar Thoriim the center of all the Realms,” Krovoor bowed to the Long Beards “Or hand it to this dew drinker and see our people fade from the pages of history.” He sneered at Gryph and gave him the floor.
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Gryph felt a million eyes on him and closed his own, breathing in deeply, letting calm ease into his mind and his body. He opened them to see all thirteen Long Beards staring at him dispassionately. The energy pulsing through them was volatile, and he knew they had been moved by Krovoor’s passion. What hope do I have?
“Venerable mothers. Honorable fathers. I can see that Krovoor's powerful words have stirred something deep and powerful in you. I too feel that stirring call. I was not born a dwarf in this life, but my soul was once Mahlgriim, the last Stone King.” Shocked mumbles flowed through the crowd, but none of the Long Beards so much as blinked at the news.
“You may wonder why I chose to reveal such a secret. It would seem, on the surface, to weaken my claim.” Krovoor’s face twisted into the grin of one who was sure his opponent’s error had just handed him victory. “I can see by Krovoor’s reaction that he believes I have erred, that by revealing my soul once inhabited a legendary madman, I have shown weakness. But Krovoor is wrong. Only by admitting the errors of my past can I hope to learn from them.”
“What have you learned?” The rheumy-eyed Long Beard asked and leaned forward.
“I have learned that the old ways were once the right ways. The opposing tenets of isolation and aggressiveness served our ancestors well. We built empires of conquest when it was to our benefit and we carved our strongholds deep in the mountains to counter cataclysm and apocalypse. We survived when other races perished. The old ways made us strong.”
Grunts and shouts of agreement rose in isolated pockets all around the chamber.
“But I have also learned the weakness of our ways. Pride and arrogance led us to face the terrors that lurk in the dark places of the Realms alone. We suffered because of our pride and committed unspeakable actions in service of our arrogance.”
Raucous howls of anger rose, drowning out the cheers of agreement.
“I have seen, no let me correct that, I have committed, some heinous sins. Like Krovoor I was once desperate to protect my people, to return them to glory, to prove to the Realms just how powerful we were.” Gryph paused for several heartbeats, letting his words sink in. “I also paid the ultimate price for that hubris. I had my very being stripped away, replaced by the daemonic Prime, who used me to murder and destroy. I fell because of my arrogance, because of my pride, and because I lusted after power.” Gryph looked Krovoor in the eyes and saw anger and hate. “Krovoor now lusts for that same power.”
Krovoor’s grin turn to a scowl.
“It is never easy to strip away the facade we wrap ourselves in, to see the truth of who we are, who our people are. But we are dwarves, and we are strong.” Gryph smacked a fist against his chest, and around him the cheering grew louder. “We will not hide in shame or fear of our true nature, and we will not let the mistakes of our past shackle us like foolish new beards bent on bringing back a golden age that never was. The old ways once served us well, but those days are past. To survive is not enough. We must thrive, and to thrive we must grow in knowledge and power, in wisdom and in might. One half of the coin is no longer enough. The old ways will lead only to death and dishonor.”
Gryph pointed his spear at Krovoor and stared him right in the eye. “That is the path that Krovoor wishes to lead us down, and I know that no true dwarf, one who is stalwart, strong, faithful and never, ever surrenders, would be foolish enough to walk that path with him.”
Krovoor smashed his hammer against his chest plate and roared. “Enough of this outsider’s weakness and lies. He is no dwarf and never was! It is time we battled, and I will show you the strength of the old ways.”
The powerful dwarf rushed at Gryph, both hands wrapped around the haft of his war hammer. Gryph expanded his buckler and readied his spear. His mind flew through his inventory of spells and items, seeking any advantage he could. He almost cast Demonic Scales, a gift from the imp Xeg, but suspected that cladding himself in the skin of a racial enemy would hurt him more in the court of public opinion than it would benefit him in battle.
Gryph stood rigid and calm, ready to face whatever Krovoor could bring to bear against him. Even if it costs me my life. Krovoor swung his hammer in a wide arc. The speed of the attack was incredible and Gryph could not raise his buckler in time. Not that it’d make much difference, anyway.
Gryph prepared for pain, but just before the blow was set to land with bone crushing force, the hammer stopped mid swing, as if caught by an invisible hand. It surprised Gryph, but complete disbelief filled Krovoor’s face. The dwarf grunted in pain as the force of his blow rebounded up his arms and the hammer fell from his grip leaving him defenseless. His eyes snapped to Gryph’s waiting for the inevitable killing blow. Gryph lowered his spear, smacking the butt into the stone of the floor with a loud thunk.
“I’m not as bloodthirsty as you,” Gryph said. “Nor as stupid.”
Krovoor howled in rage and swung a mailed fist. It had no more success than his hammer blow and convinced Gryph that his theory that neither of their attacks would find their mark was valid. It took a bit longer for those signals to reach Krovoor’s brain, but when they did, he spun on the Long Beards in a rage.
“What are ye doing? I called on the right of yer judgement, yet ye stay my hand in a fair fight?”
“You are mistaken young one,” the elder female Long Beard said. “The judgement is not a battle of martial prowess, but an accounting of one’s actions. Great leaders are more than great warriors. They are bred from all their actions in all arenas. It is time to account for your actions.”
She raised her fist high and smacked it down on the arm of her throne with a boom. A column of light slammed down surrounding Gryph, holding him fast as if by an invisible hand. He heard Krovoor struggle and knew the dwarf zealot was similarly bound.
“Krovoor, son of Dangmaar,” the rheumy eyed Long Beard said in a booming voice. “Since you have called for this judgement, you shall be the first to defend all that you are. Before we can move forward with your challenge, you must agree to the Assessment, an evaluation of your true nature. Your actions, your words, the very thoughts hidden in your mind will be laid bare and judged. Our judgement is final, and you will abide by it as the most ancient laws demand. Do you agree?”
“By my name and my father’s name I do,” Krovoor said.
“Gryph, Son of Quinn, you are the challenged in this judgement, so you will be second to defend all that you are. You must also agree to the Assessment, an evaluation of your true nature. Your actions, your words, the very thoughts hidden in your mind will be laid bare and judged. Our judgement is final, and you will abide by it as the most ancient laws demand. Do you agree?”
“By my name and my father’s name I do,” Gryph said, hiding an inner scowl that the promise was sworn upon the Colonel’s name.
“Then let the judgement begin. “The elder female Long Beard smacked her fist onto the arm of her chair once again. The sound reverberated through the Heart of the Mountain for several moments before it echoed back over Gryph, bringing with it a cascade of images.
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Gryph saw Krovoor battling goblins, orcs and giants. He watched Krovoor laughing and falling in love. He heard the dwarf speak truths and lies. He felt Krovoor’s thoughts, be they of fear, love, hatred or joy. He felt it all, and he knew the measure of the man. Slowly the overwhelming maelstrom calmed and settled on one moment in Krovoor’s life.
Gryph lived that moment as if it were his own.
*****
I am angry, livid, betrayed. I hide in the shadows of the alley; the moonlight shining around the hated spire of that damned elvish tree. The open world is a prison, one my people and I have endured for far too long. My people have lost their way, forgotten what it was to be dwarves. Every day we are above ground we lose a bit more of who we are. I will no longer allow it to be. Tonight I will do something about it.
The door I’ve been watching for hours opens and I see them. The tall, lean human, beardless as a newborn babe leans down and kisses the dwarf woman. She reaches a hand up, tugging the man closer with a gentle hand to the back of his neck. I watch, the fires of rage growing fiercer inside me. The dwarf woman turns and walks toward my hidden spot. Although her face hides in the shadow of her hood, I know her.  She looks back at her lover and waves before turning towards the dwarven quarter of the city. As she passes into the light of the moon I see her face, the face of my sister.
I want to burst from the shadows and deliver my judgment, upon them both. Instead my love for her stays my hand. Soon she disappears from view, but she is not my quarry today. My vengeful eyes snap up to the human man, still smiling after my sister, gloating in his conquest. I glare my hatred from the shadows and watch his smile dim as some primal survival instinct pulls at the edge of his awareness, stealing a bit his joy. The man looks around, shivers and retreats into his house easing the door shut.
Fury boils inside me and I rush forward, blocking the door with my boot. The shocked man squeaks in surprise and I split his nose with my first punch, knocking several teeth loose with a spray of blood. He goes down and I can see the fear and pain push to the surface through his confusion.
“Kroofer, stop,” he begs through a broken jaw, mutilating the proud name given me by my father.
“So, you know who I am,” I say, and stop beating him long enough for him to nod. I pummel my first into his face again, thankful that my long years of battle have given me true dwarven strength. Something crunches under my fist and he goes limp, his nose askew and broken. I punch him several more times before letting him flop to the floor. His body twitches and his bowels release. As I watch his life leave him I smile. His weakness has proven him unworthy of my sister.
I turn and leave, ducking once more into the shadows. No one sees me leave and they do not discover him until the morning. They come to question me, and it galls me that I must lie. I resist the fell mind powers of the Diviner. I feel both powerful and ashamed at this. My will is stronger than hers, but I feel like a coward for hiding behind lies. I want nothing more than to scream my actions to the mountains and the rocks, but this is just the beginnings of my plans. I keep quiet to secure my destiny.
They bury the man with honors as if he were a great hero fallen in battle. My sister weeps and refuses my embrace. She knows it was me though she does not want to believe it. I will show her. I will show them all. No man will stay my hand. No elf shall further pollute my culture. No dwarf will keep me from my destiny. I will bring a new age upon Korynn, the age of the dwarf.
*****
The world shifted again and Gryph was himself once more. He would have collapsed to the ground had the beam of light not held him fast. He felt stained by the experience and wanted nothing more than to exorcize the foul hatred, but he dared not vomit now. Doing so would show weakness.
Gryph heard Krovoor rage near him, and though he could not turn his head to see the dwarf, he knew the uncovered truths they had all experienced had incensed him. His voice became rage. “I am the slayer of Wogbohr the Giant. I am the ravager of the goblin stronghold of Plehboks. I am the leader of the Bloodborne Clan. Yet it is this memory that ye pull from my mind. This is how ye choose to judge me?”
“We did not choose this moment, Krovoor, son of Dangmaar,” the younger Long Beard said, his voice cold. “You did. Deep in the recesses of your mind you know that this moment defines your true nature more than any other.”
Krovoor spat an unintelligible string of vitriol before the elder female Long Beard waved her hand. “I tire of your voice.” Krovoor went mute, and the Long Beards turned to Gryph.
Once again, the Heart of the Mountain shimmered and echoed and Gryph felt a wave of memories flow over him. He blew out birthday candles when he was ten. Felt the embrace of a woman in a tent in the desert. Laughed and ran with Brynn. Held back tears as he hugged his frail mother for the last time. As it had before, the maelstrom settled upon one moment.
Gryph relived that moment as if it were happening again.
*****
The chill bites into my bones as I rush towards the gunfire. It is not enemy guns that I hear. At first, that comforts me, but then my instincts push their way to the fore of my mind, and I realize it is friendly fire. What are they firing at?
I move through the village. Bombed out shells of buildings poke from the ground like the broken bones of a long dead giant. I signal my men to spread out, ready to obey my orders, but I already know that what happens next will be my doing and my doing alone.
I know what I will see before I do. American soldiers slaughtering civilians. I know this because I have seen it already. I have been tracking this group for days and I have seen their handy work. Women, children and the elderly murdered and dumped in mass graves. My orders are to find these men and stop them, by any means necessary.
If that was all I knew then this would be easy, but I know more. I know these men, these killers are not responsible for their action. I know that something has driven them mad. I know that they've been experimented upon, given treatments by their own government, treatments designed to make them the perfect killing machines. I know that they too are victims.
I round the corner just as the ragged American soldiers unleash another volley into the naked, unarmed civilians. A dozen bodies fall into the pit and I hear whooping laughter. The soldiers line up more wretched souls at the edge of the death pits. Their eyes are vacant and empty. Terror has driven away all resistance.
The men fire again, and I know my government’s experiment has worked. It has worked too well. The men truly responsible for this carnage, men that sit in offices filling papers and sending emails, will never face justice for their actions. As I raise my rifle, hand to trigger I know that I too will not face the justice I deserve.
I pull the trigger, as do my men, and a dozen American soldiers, some too young to have a beer, fall to the frozen ground, bleeding out in the cold of a brutal Korean winter. I know this will mean the end of my military career. I know they will deny any responsibility. The only way my men and I will see another day is by keeping what we have seen, what we have done locked away in our hearts and our minds.
I have killed my brothers and my sisters. I am as responsible as those others and like them I know I will never face the justice I deserve. The secret must be kept. The lies must be maintained. Time passes and I try to forget, try to make amends, but I know I never will, know that I never can. I dive into a dark world of intrigue, murder and secrets, hoping I can bury my secrets. I fail.
*****
This time as Gryph returned to his body, he did not fight the acid churn of nausea in his belly, but he did stop himself from vomiting. He wanted to curl into a ball and hide from the world, but the shaft of solid light still holds him fast. He stood, muscles burning and shaking, trying to force the memories back into the deep and the dark. He failed.
The beam of light blinked out and Gryph fell to the floor and rolled onto his side. He could hear Krovoor chuckling darkly and knew that the dwarf had experienced his memories just as Gryph had his. What kind of man reacts to that memory with laughter? As Gryph stood on unsteady feet, he got his answer.
“This coward cannot lead our people?” Krovoor bellowed pointing his hammer at the Long Beards. “He kills his own to protect the enemy and is haunted by his failures. He is weak and sentimental. End this farce now and I will take my birthright and lead our people to greatness.” Krovoor slammed the butt of his hammer onto the stone floor and it echoed around the massive chamber.
The elder female Long Beard looked at Gryph. “And you Gryph, Son of Quinn, do you have any last words before we cast judgement?”
Gryph lowered his head and sighed. “When I was younger, I’d hoped those memories would fade, but they never did, and I now understand they never will. I count this not as a curse, but as a blessing. To face one’s greatest failure is to see what manner of man you are.”
Silence hung heavy as the inscrutable Long Beards looked down on Gryph and Krovoor. If they debated amongst themselves, they did so silently. After several minutes the elder rheumy eyed Long Beard stood and spoke.
“We, the Long Beards, the chosen spirits of Thalmiir and dwarf alike have come to a decision. Stand and hear our judgment. Around them the millions ascendant dwarf souls rose as one.
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A trickle of sweat ran down Gryph’s back as he awaited the Judgement of the Long Beards. A part of his mind played over the absurdity of this situation. Finn Caldwell could have never imagined that one day he would stand in an otherworldly afterlife of a mythical people awaiting judgement for his past actions.
But here he was, and he knew if he failed here, it would be Brynn who paid the price.  He knew Krovoor would not allow him to go free. Gryph knew the dwarf’s dark secret. If he lost the judgement, he would rot in a cell deep in Dar Thoriim’s depths, if he were lucky. If he lost, he would never find Brynn. He would never save Brynn.
Finally, the Long Beards announced their judgement.
“We, the Long Beards, ancient ancestor spirits of the Thalmiir and the dwarves, name Gryph, Son of Quinn as the rightful lord of Dar Thoriim. Rule with strength and wisdom.” He slammed his hammer down on the arm of his throne and a prompt popped into Gryph’s vision.
 
	You have won The Challenge of the Long Beards.



	You have earned 250,000 XP.
You are deemed worthy by the Long Beards, the ancient spirits of the dwarves and are now the consecrated Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim. This is both an honor and a burden. Rule fairly. Rule well.




The booming echo of the Long Beard’s final hammer still rang through the Heart of the Mountain as the circle of inlaid metal expanded up and around Gryph and Krovoor. Reality shimmered and Gryph once again stood in the Nexus.
He barely had the time to register being back when a searing pain burned into both of his shoulders. He fell to his knees, tearing away his shirt. Two circular brands of intricately carved runes had burned themselves onto the top of each of his arms. He could smell the flesh charring, but a moment later both pain and the stench disappeared. Shocked, he looked at one arm and then the other. Instead of ragged burned flesh he saw well healed brands as if years had passed. Focusing on the brands triggered his Identify talent.
 
	You have been awarded the Brands of the Stone Lord.



	The Long Beards have awarded you with paired Mystical Brands (one on each shoulder) as symbols of your sovereignty over the ancient city of Dar Thoriim. The intricately woven runes represent the various aspects of dwarven life. Individually they grant the bearer great powers. Combined they are tools of wondrous possibility.
The Hammer (Left Shoulder): The Hammer represents strength and forbearance and provides the bearer with the following bonuses, powers and abilities.
•         +5 to Constitution.

•         +5 to Strength.

•         +50% Immunity to Disease and Poisons.

•         +25% Health and Stamina Regeneration while underground.

The Forge (Right Shoulder): The Forge represents knowledge and wisdom and provides the bearer with the following bonuses, powers and abilities.
•         +5 to Intelligence.

•         +5 to Wisdom.

•         +5 levels to your Leadership Skill.

•         +25% Mana and Spirit Regeneration while underground.

Together these Brands are the symbol of your leadership of Dar Thoriim. As long as you keep the respect of your people the following benefit(s) remain yours.
Tithe of the People: 0.01% (per level of Dar Thoriim’s progression) of all XP earned by the citizens of Dar Thoriim is transferred to you each week as a tithe. Your leadership and protection provide your citizens with a safe place to live, work and raise families. The tithe is their way of thanking you for your sacrifices on their behalf. As your city and your people grow, so will you.




The nausea induced by Gryph’s transfer between realms nearly made Gryph vomit, but he forced his stomach to calm. Grimliir was at Gryph’s side helping him to his feet. One of Krovoor’s thugs moved to help him, but Krovoor pushed the man away.
“Keep ya filthy mitts off me ye scabrous bastard!” the shamed dwarf zealot bellowed. He stood, eyes raging at Gryph. “Ye cheated me ye beardless pansy.” The livid dwarf pulled his hammer from his back and held it in front of him. A barely audible hum built and the veins on the dwarf’s arms throbbed and thickened as if the man’s body was trying to contain a violent surge in blood pressure. 
Gryph watched as the crimson of spilt blood swirled along the man’s veins and rushed into the head of the man’s hammer. He thought he heard distant bellows of anger as the blood energy flared outwards from the dwarf zealot’s hammer.
Before Gryph could process what he was seeing, Krovoor rushed him. Gryph stumbled back, still dizzy from the jarring leap through realms. Oh, this is gonna hurt, he thought, reaching for his spear and knowing he would be too late. At least my respawn point is right here in the Nexus.
A loud clang of metal on metal rang through the room as Krovoor’s hammer came to a sudden and jarring halt mere inches from Gryph’s chest. The twin blades of Grimliir’s axe held the shimmering hammer in the half moon depression formed by the top of the blades. The raging blood energy of Krovoor’s attack swirled around the blades of the axe like a hungry swarm of insects seeking prey, before the axe pulsed white and the crimson energy dissipated with a distant scream.
Krovoor had just enough time to cast a surprised look at Grimliir before a massive metal clad fist knocked out several of his teeth.  The dwarf zealot stumbled backwards, arms pinwheeling like a shamed villain in a slapstick comedy. He landed heavily on his backside where he raged like an overturned turtle for a few seconds.
Finally, he regained his feet and glared at Grimliir, who stood in a wide stance, twirling his axe idly in a two-handed grip. “Ye lost ye hateful slagheap. At least try and keep what dignity ye have left.”
Gryph pulled his spear from his back and extended it to its full length and stood next to Grimliir ready to protect the Thalmiir Artificer. He felt a light hand on his arm. “I have this Yer Lordship. He is not worth the water you’d waste in sweat.”
Krovoor roared in snot spraying rage and rushed at Grimliir. The artificer sidestepped Krovoor’s swing and stomped his metal booted foot down onto the side of Krovoor’s knee. The sickening crunch was quickly drowned out by Krovoor’s high-pitched yelp of agony and he went down. Grimliir kneed Krovoor in the chest, knocking him onto his back and before the zealot dwarf could rise again, Grimliir thrust his two headed axe down, securing Krovoor’s neck in the crescent shaped depression between the blades.
“Now be a nice lad and shut yer gob hole,” Grimliir said.
Krovoor’s eyes were mad, all reason lost under a swathe of hateful rage. “Kill them! Kill them all!” Krovoor raged and Grimliir pushed his axe head further down into the man’s windpipe, turning Krovoor’s fury into a strangled gasp of pain.
“I told ye tae cease and desist, ye waste of life wank stain.”
Krovoor’s zealots looked back and forth at each other, but before any decision could lead them to action dozens of earthen tentacles ruptured upwards from the floor and bound all ten. Words of hate and anger flowed from the bound dwarves in an unintelligible mishmash.
Reynglain, the dwarf Earth Mistress walked up, her clenched fist surrounded with a brown aura of earth energy. “Shut yer bampot craws ye idjits. Yer boss be a useless pile of pig droppings and ye lot are the ninnies who follow said pile. Now shush and I won’t crush yer wee baws along with yer ribs.” Her fist clenched and all ten dwarves grimaced as the sound of ribs cracking filled the chamber, but they otherwise stayed quiet.
Gryph walked up to the struggling Krovoor, whose eyes widened as Gryph came into view. The irate dwarf attempted to yell, but Grimliir leaned on the haft of his axe and the words stuck in Krovoor’s throat.
Gryph kneeled next to the dwarf and spoke in a clear voice that carried throughout the Nexus. “You have dishonored yourself and your people Krovoor. The foundation of your claim is built upon a bedrock of your own lies. You are a zealot, a racist, a murderer and a charlatan and there is no place for you among civilized men and women, of any race.”
The snick of Gryph’s dagger being drawn was the only sound in the deathly quiet chamber. Krovoor’s eyes squinted, and he tried to speak. Gryph nodded at Grimliir who let up on his axe just enough for Krovoor to speak.
“Do it ye pale skinned bastard. Kill me and be done with it.”
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Gryph slapped the dwarf across the face with the blade of his dagger, relishing the humiliation pouring from Krovoor, and grinned. “Dwarves do not kill dwarves, Krovoor. This is the only reason you will not die today.”
“Ye be no dwarf,” Krovoor said, his courage given a temporary boost by his bluster.
“He’s a better dwarf than ye hae ever been ye wonk nosed bastard,” Grimliir said.
Gryph twisted the shining blade close to Krovoor’s eye and then grabbed the dwarf’s beard with his free hand. Krovoor’s eyes widened as he finally realized what was about to happen.
“Krovoor, son of Dangmaar, I Gryph, Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim hereby banish you from this city. So all peoples of Korynn know your crimes I will mark you as a traitor, a murderer, and a betrayer. You will leave this city within the hour. If you do not, you will be hung. If you ever return, you will be hung. This is my Binding Vow to you. If I ever see you again, I will wet my blade with your heart’s blood.”
Gryph drew his blade across the thick hair of Krovoor’s beard and sawed through it. The dwarf traitor howled in agony that was far more than physical, as the very symbol of his identity was shorn from his face. A few spots of blood welled up on his chin as Gryph tugged the beard free. Krovoor wept and howled.
“Well, that be a mighty irritating sound,” Grimliir said and with a nod Gryph shoved the beard remnants into Krovoor’s mouth, silencing him. Then he stood and Grimliir lifted the broken man to his feet. Several warborn secured him and tied his arms behind his back.
Gryph was about to turn away when a tickle at the back of his mind begged his attention. He focused on it and a notification popped into his vision.
 
	You have defeated the zealot Krovoor and are presented with an Assimilation Opportunity.



	Do you wish to use your Divine Perk Assimilation?
YES?/NO?




“Yes,” Gryph said aloud. “This should be fun.” He reached down and grabbed Krovoor’s head none too gently. Gryph knew he didn’t need to be in physical contact to Assimilate a skill, but he had also never had the opportunity to use the Divine Perk on a living foe. Evidentially losing the Judgement of the Long Beards to Gryph counted as a defeat for Krovoor.
“You have lost Krovoor, not only in the eyes of the Long Beards, but by the natural laws of the Realms. As the victor I will now claim my reward.” The words came almost unbidden to Gryph’s lips, suggesting that the Game Mechanics held powerful sway over the peoples of the Realms. I’m not sure how I feel about that.
Krovoor struggled again, but Gryph ignored him and closed his eyes letting the options wash over him. As expected Krovoor had a wide variety of skills, but there was only one that Gryph was truly interested in, a rare skill called Blood Sacrifice. Krovoor was level 31 in the skill which would mean Gryph could Assimilate it at level 10.
 
	You have learned the skill BLOOD SACRIFICE.



	Level(s): 1-10 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
Blood Sacrifice is an ancient and rare skill that allows a warrior to sacrifice Health to provide a temporary increase to the damage done by attacks and resistance to damage inflicted by enemies’ attacks.
•              The Base Cost to activate Blood Sacrifice is 100 Health.

•              Perks can also be purchased to increase a wide variety of other abilities and skills, each with their own Health cost.

•              Each level of Blood Sacrifice allows the user to increase the damage done by martial attacks by 2%.

•              Each level of Blood Sacrifice decreases the Health cost by 1% to a maximum of 95%.

•              The Blood Sacrifice will last 2 seconds per level of Blood Sacrifice Skill.

•              The Health cost will be paid after the Blood Sacrifice ends.

NOTE: Blood Sacrifice is a dangerous skill that can lead to one losing the civilized parts of one’s nature. Use with caution.




Gryph Assimilated the skill Blood Sacrifice and a surge of warmth flowed through him. He felt powerful and unstoppable as pure rage suffused his very being for several seconds. His eyes snapped open, and he stared down upon Krovoor with a mad grin. He wanted nothing more than to bludgeon the zealot into a bloody pulp. Krovoor saw this rage fill Gryph and fear leached into his eyes.
“Easy laddie,” Grimliir said in a calming voice and squeezed Gryph’s shoulder tightly. “Let it flow through ye, but dinnae let it control ye.”
Gryph heard the Thalmiir’s voice through the thunderous bearing of his heart and forced himself to calm. He stared down upon Krovoor as his will took control of the rage and he grinned upon seeing the anger, no the jealousy, in the dwarf’s eyes.
“You cannot control it, can you?” he said in a whisper. Krovoor struggled again, the rage building up inside him. “You are weak, and I pity you.” The anger in Krovoor’s eyes soared, but the warborn holding him had grips like iron and the taciturn dwarf would find no outlet for his anger. Gryph nodded his thanks to Grimliir before turning to the others.
“Blindfold him and ask the elves if they’ll escort him out of the valley by one of the secret paths,” Gryph said, looking up at Urgyyn the warborn leader, who nodded. Krovoor whimpered, recognizing this last, jabbing insult to his pride, but said nothing.
“Excuse me my Lord, may I make a suggestion before you take this traitor away?” came an elderly, yet still powerful female voice from behind him. Gryph turned to find Bruunhilde, the human alchemist, and smiled warmly.
“I was going to tell you there is no need to call me my Lord, but Grimliir has insisted that I must keep up the lordly pretenses.”
“They do help build your authority … my Lord,” she returned with a grin and then whispered low, “but try not to get all high and mighty.”
“Cuz my shite will still stink, as Grimliir has frequently told me?”
“That wasn’t what I was aiming at my Lord, though I do have a tincture that can help with that,” she said with a grin. “I am more concerned about this one talking.” She nodded her head at Krovoor without looking at him. “I would not bet a copper bit that he will accept his banishment. His honor is as thin as his beard, and he will seek his vengeance. There are also many in this realm who would pay well for what he knows.”
“I will not kill him. My first act as the new Stone Lord cannot be to betray eons of dwarven tradition. It would go a long way to proving him right.”
“I am not suggesting bloodletting of any kind, but there are other ways. Back in my shop, there is a potion that will prevent him from ever betraying us again.”
“I see the wisdom of your words Mistress Bruunhilde, but I do not want him to forget what he has done. I want him to suffer with this knowledge, and someday, perhaps, he will earn the wisdom to understand his crimes.
A conspiratorial smirk crossed Bruunhilde’s face. “You misunderstand me my Lord. The potion in question will not rob him of the memories, it will simply make it impossible for him to speak about it to anyone, and if a thought mage attempts to extract the information forcibly they will get nothing but static and jumbled images. It will probably convince them he is insane.”
Gryph turned and stared into Krovoor’s eyes. A sinister smile crossed Gryph’s face, and he spoke. “I very much like this idea.” He looked up at the warborn leader Urgyyn. “Please escort him to Mistress Bruunhilde’s shop and then to the elves.”
“If you will allow me my Lord I would like to tend to this personally?” Gartheniel, the Steward of Sylvan Aenor asked.
“As you wish, Steward.”
Krovoor struggled against his warborn captors, but it was a futile gesture. Without another word Gryph turned away from the disgraced dwarf, grinning as Urgyyn led him away.
Grimliir walked up and clapped Gryph hard on the back. “Good job laddie … err sorry, Yer Lordship.”
Gryph laughed a bit louder than he intended and then spoke in a low voice. “That felt a lot better than it should.”
“Enjoy the small pleasures of ruling. They can be few and far between,” Barrendiel said, a slight smile on his face. “Just try not to enjoy them too much.” He then turned to the ten other dwarves still held firm by Reynglain’s coils of stone. “What of this lot?”
Gryph eyed the trapped dwarves, seeing a combination of fear, despair and desperation on their faces. “I think it is time to reopen the mines of Dar Thoriim. Have them questioned by a qualified thought mage. If they show true repentance, then I will allow them a chance to earn their freedom. After a few years hard labor for the benefit of the people of course. If they do not, then their fate is the same as Krovoor’s.”
“I will make the arrangements personally,” Grimliir said.
“Thank you,” Gryph said.
Grimliir nodded and motioned to several warborn and dwarf guards who led the criminals away to be interrogated.
“Well there’s just one thing left tae dae,” Grimliir said holding the Seal of the Dwarven King out to Gryph.
With a sigh Gryph took the ancient artifact and walked up to the Nexus control dais. He held the seal over a recessed slot in the stone table and paused. He looked around at the odd group of companions that surrounded him and breathed in heavily. I hope I’m doing the right thing Brynn.
He set the seal into the groove and then pushed down. The metal disk settled into the slot with a gentle snap and rivulets of multi colored magical energy moved through grooves in the seal and around Gryph’s hand before pulsing through the dais, illuminating previously hidden runic panels.
 
	You have Claimed the City of Dar Thoriim.



	Congratulations, you are now the Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim.
You now have access to all city functions and interfaces. A new icon will appear in the corner of your interface that will enable you to access all city functions.
There is much to be done, but you need not do it all alone. Access the city’s Appointments interface to assign qualified people to the various jobs and offices of your city. Assign a Steward to help you with the task of running your city.




 
	You have completed the quest Reclaim the Dwarven City.



	You have earned 1,000,000 XP.
You have protected the world from a great evil and reclaimed the once proud city of Dar Thoriim. Rule well and be rewarded.




Gryph was both terrified and ecstatic. Terrified at the prospects of ruling over a city and ecstatic at how quickly he’d worked off his XP deficit. The next prompt filled him with the warm and fuzzies.
 
	You have Reached Level(s) 12 - 17.



	You have regained Levels 12 - 17. As you have previously reached levels 12 - 17 and received both Attribute Points and Perk Points for these levels, you will not be awarded them now.




 
	Congratulations. Your Prime Godhead has evolved to Tier III.



	You have completed a Legendary Act by completing the quest Reclaim the Dwarven City AND claiming a kingdom of your own. The mote of creation inside you has increased in power. 
You are awarded +75 to Health, +75 to Stamina, +75 to Mana and +75 to Spirit.
You are also granted +5 to all attributes.
All skills (including those learned in the next 24 hours) are increased by 3 levels.
+1 Divine Perk Points.




With the three bonus levels to all skills came a surge of power that flowed through his nerves like a shot of adrenaline. This time felt different as he imagined he could see threads of information twinning through his mind. Perhaps it was his increased connection to the Sea of Knowledge that transformed the onslaught of information into identifiable packets. Amidst the maelstrom were four motes of information that made him grin.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Air Magic.



	With this tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Tier Ability Swift as the Wind.
Once per day a user can activate this perk and increase their movement speed by +100% for 1sec/level of Air Magic mastery.
Each additional Tier of Air Magic mastery increase uses per day by 1 and increase movement speed by an additional 100%.




A rush of cool air flowed around Gryph's legs, up his body and then down his arms to the ends of his fingers. He was energized and humming with potential.

 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Analyze.



	With that tier boost, the skill has gained the Tier Ability Know Strength(s).
Upon a successful Analyze, you will know the Strength(s) of those Analyzed. A Strength is defined as the main power of a person or creature.
Example: A Baalgrath’s strength is Regeneration.




Gryph’s tactical mind drooled at the possibilities of Know Strengths. Knowing what an enemy was best at would help him plan for better defense.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Perception.



	With that tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Tier Ability Acute Hearing.
You can now hear better than the average mortal. With focus and training you are now able to perform amazing feats involving hearing. You are more likely to detect Stealthed opponents, avoid Back Stab attempts, detect approaching creatures, overhear whispered conversations, tell whether someone is lying due to an increase in their heart rate, etc. The benefits are wide ranging and must be learned over time.
You are 20% more susceptible to attacks that do Sonic damage.
Each additional Tier of Perception increases the sensitivity and usefulness of this Tier Ability, while reducing susceptibility by 5%.




He grunted in pain as his ears adjusted to the sharp increase in the volume of the ambient sounds in the room, but soon his brain adjusted and the pain faded. He grinned at the newfound subtleties to the sounds around him. He could hear the pounding heartbeats and the whispering voices around him.
 
	Your Sub-Perk ESP has earned a Tier Bonus.



	All three of the parent skills have reached Apprentice Tier resulting in the acquisition of the Sub-Perk Tier Bonus Sense Paths.
Sense Paths enables a user to “see” what people or creatures have recently been in the area and enables you to see where they came from and where they went. The ability can see back one minute per level of the lowest leveled parent skill of the Sub-Perk. Each additional Tier reached in this sub-perk will expand the time scale to hours, days, months and finally years. Cost: 100 Spirit.




Damn that could be invaluable down the road, he thought. Then the onslaught of prompts ended, and he nodded at Grimliir who turned to the others and spoke in a loud, clear voice.
“Rejoice all and everyone, there is a new Stone Lord in Dar Thoriim. Gryph the first of his name."
"Long may he reign!” came the cheer from all assembled, be they dwarf or elf, human or warborn. A small, warm hand rested on his forearm and Gryph looked down to find Tifala smiling up at him. He smiled back and then looked up as Ovrym, standing firm and proud behind the slight gnome woman, nodded warmly. The camaraderie filled his heart with joy and loss. Then a most unexpected voice crashed the moment.
“Holy crap dude, you own a city?”
Gryph’s eyes snapped up to a short, bearded Ordonian, who could almost have passed as a dwarf he was so short standing under the watchful gaze of a cadre of warborn. 
“Lex?” Gryph said in shock and joy.
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Gryph rushed to Lex trying to control his excitement. He was a bit surprised, almost embarrassed, by his reaction. It seemed a bit too much like a teenage girl OMG-ing her BFF after a long absence for Gryph’s liking.
It heartened him to see the same expression on Lex’s face as his banner NPC struggled in the iron grip of the warborn. Gryph gave the warborn a reassuring nod that anyone else would have read as permission to release Lex, but the warborn were still new to, well everything, and the grip remained firm.
“You can let me go now you big bald Frankenstein. Can’t you see we’re buddies?” Lex said, struggling in the automaton’s fierce grip. The warborn ignored him and Lex gave Gryph a ‘what the hell’ look.
“It’s okay, you can release him.”
The warborn did and Lex lurched forward almost falling onto his face. Gryph caught the NPC before he could face plant on the floor.
“Thanks,” Lex said with an abashed grin and smoothed out his priestly robes.
“About time you showed up.”
“Dude, gimme a break. You have no clue the shit I’ve been through.”
“You?” Gryph chortled. “I’ve died … twice.”
“Twice? How quaint,” Lex said and looked over his shoulder at his roguish half-elf companion. “Hey Vonn, he’s died twice.”
“That’s two more times than me,” the man called Vonn said in a voice so calm that Gryph wondered if the man understood he was in the clutches of an automaton built for war.
“You’re no damn help man,” Lex said and then saw the warborn was still holding Vonn. "Yo, Eraserhead,” Lex said with a scowl. “He’s with me, you can let him go.”
If the insults fazed the warborn he did not show it and stared straight ahead. Gryph nodded again, and the warborn released Vonn. The thin man rubbed at his wrists, but otherwise seemed unperturbed.
Gryph extended a hand to the man in greeting. “I’m Gryph.”
“Oh, I know. This one never stopped talking about you. ‘I must protect Gryph’ blah, blah, blah.,” he said in a voice that was a surprisingly accurate impersonation of Lex. “I’m Vonn, well met.”
“What?” Gryph said and snickered.
“Dude, that is so uncool man. You know I can’t help it,” Lex said glaring at Vonn.
“Okay, all stupidity aside. Where the hell have you been?” Gryph asked.
“I’ve been in Harlan’s Watch, for like 1,000 days.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Gryph said.
“And then another three leaning against the door to this city,” Vonn chimed in. “Don’t forget about those.”
“Yeah, wouldn’t wanna forget about those. I’m wet, smelly and I may have fleas,” Lex said itching at himself. “At least I hope they’re fleas.” Everyone standing near Lex all took a step back.
“Did you see Brynn?” Gryph asked and the urgency in his voice cut through Lex’s foolishness.
“No,” Lex said in genuine regret. “But I had a real nice dinner with Aluran.”
“What?” Gryph said, fear tinging his voice.
“We got a lot to talk about buddy.”
“Call the Round Table together,” Gryph said over his shoulder to the nearest warborn.
“And bring food,” Lex said. “I’m starving.”
A half hour later the council gathered around the Round Table and Lex finished his tale, around and through bites of food. “Whatever weird energy His High Douchiness zapped me with got me stuck in some kinda time loop. I spent day after day after day killing and dying and grinding, my skills not the ladies, though I think I had a chance with Seraphine, right Vonn?”
“She would have stabbed you in the brain,” Vonn said.
“Yeah, probably right,” Lex said, then muttered under his breath. “Woulda been worth it though.” He saw Gryph’s expression. “Anyway, I leveled up a bunch and then I got real depressed, so I gave up and let the Agent take me.”
“The Agent?” Grimliir asked with a sour pout on his face, evidently not a fan of Lex’s rambling story telling style.
“Yeah, some crazy badass chick sent by Aluran to find me.”
“To what end?” Tifala asked.
“To get to him,” Lex said, jabbing his goat laden fork at Gryph, before cramming the piece of meat into his mouth. “He is damn afraid of you buddy, and I got no idea why cuz the man is a complete badass. Like multiple skills at Master level.”
“How could you possibly know that?” Ovrym asked.
“Cuz I’m a Master of Analyze.” Lex said and paused, awaiting accolades. He got none. "What, you don't believe me?" He stared at Ovrym for a moment. “You are a xydai and an adjudicator. Not sure what either of those are, but you have some nice skills. And you’re level 38.” He turned to Vonn. “He’s higher level than you buddy.”
“It isn’t a competition,” Vonn said, easing a slice of apple into his mouth.
“Sure it is,” Lex countered and looked back at Ovrym. “You, my gray and grumpy friend are a badass. Glad you’re on our side.”
“It is rude to Analyze someone without their consent,” Ovrym said, a sharp tinge to his voice.
“Yeah, so I’m told.”
“Do you have any other Master level skills?” Gryph asked.
“Come on dude, do you have any idea how much grinding I had to do to get the one?”
“The solo kind, not the kind with the ladies,” Vonn said.
“Yes, exactly. Wait. Dammit.” Lex grumbled, realizing he’d made himself the butt of a joke.
“Okay, can we get back on topic,” Gryph said annoyed. “You met with Aluran?”
“Yeah, I got real down and out, so I let the Agent take me. Aluran claimed he wanted to train you how to use the …” He paused and looked around, suddenly realizing that Gryph’s Prime Godhead might not be common knowledge. “To … ummm … use your talents.”
Tifala and Ovrym looked from Gryph to Lex and then back to Gryph again. So far both the gnome and the xydai had kept his secret. Could Gryph risk widening the circle of those who knew? He turned back to Lex. “Hold that thought. There’s something I need to do so we can speak freely.”
He gazed upon every face seated at the Round Table. Some he called true friends, others he'd only just met. But, each one had tied their fate to his by agreeing to sit on this council, one that bound two kingdoms together. It could not be overstated, that everyone here was placing their lives, and the lives of their families and their people into the hands of all the other members. It was only fair that they had full knowledge of what they risked by allying themselves with him, but he required some assurances of his own. Gryph looked at Ovrym and Tifala, and both nodded in silent agreement.
He then stood and cleared his throat. “As all of you know, I am not from the Realms. I am a player, an outsider. Some of you rightly consider my kind invaders. After all it was a vast army of players who helped the Pantheon conquer the Realms. But I did not come to conquer. I came to your world with one, and only one goal. I came to save my sister.”
Gasps filled the chamber, and fearful looks exchanged. A dozen voices yammered, turning the Nexus into a buzzing hive. “Does he mean to abandon us already?” came one low voice. “We stood by ye, ye cannae leave us now,” came another.
“Let the man have his say,” Grimliir roared above the din, but even he sounded apprehensive. Gryph nodded and worked to set all their minds at ease.
“I did not come into the Realms to make friends. I did not come to the Realms to find a family. I did not come to the Realms to lay down roots, to take command of a city, to find a home. But all of these things have happened.”
A few nods of agreement appeared around the table.
“Now, with the return of this man,” Gryph pointed to Lex, “I am faced with a choice. Do I abandon this city when it needs me most to find my sister, or do I leave my sister to a horrible fate?”
Gryph met the eyes of every man and woman at the table.
“It is an impossible choice, and I do not believe in impossible choices and I will not choose what is easy over what is right. I will not abandon those who need me here, nor out there. I choose to rise above both choices and do both because I believe that we are stronger together than we are apart.”
The nods around the table grew in frequency and confidence.
“Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor once fought side by side against a great evil and I believe to survive we will have to do so again. So, members of this Round Table, I propose that we form a bond between our two people, one stronger than the compact that bonded the Alliance against the Prime. I propose that we build a twin to this table in Sylvan Aenor and meet at least once a month, alternating between the two cities, to discuss matters that affect us all.”
Several cheers of agreement rose along with numerous fists smashing the stone of the table. Gryph stood and drew his dagger.
“I propose that the Regent Barrendiel and I, Gryph, the Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim, with the aid and council of every one of you, share rule of this new alliance. When I am absent, Barrendiel will be the final voice, and when Barrendiel is elsewhere, I will take that burden.”
Several nods and a few voices rose in agreement.
“Will you join me in a Binding Vow, a vow to hold faith with one another and with our two kingdoms? Will you vow to fight for one another against all that wish to do us harm?” He sliced open his palm and let the blood flow. “I vow to fight for all of you, at the cost of my life if that is asked of me. I vow to keep your secrets and your counsel. I vow that while I live hatred, bigotry and greed will have no place here, whether it be from a pretender to the throne or a false god.”
A silence hung over the Council as the blood dripped from Gryph’s closed palm onto the newly mined stone of the Round Table. The virgin stone drank in the blood like a parched desert absorbing water as if some unknowable magic was at play, subtly altering the color of the stone.
A dozen pairs of eyes went from one member to another. Gryph’s heart was beating so furiously he was sure that everyone in the Nexus could hear it. Moments stretched as Gryph grew ever more nervous.
“I will give my life to save yours,” Tifala said and stood. Her small frame exuding an otherworldly confidence. She gazed around at the others. “I will give my life for any of you. We can build something truly wondrous here. A place not crushed under the thumb of hatred and oppression. A people who do not prostrate themselves before false gods.” With that she summoned one of her shimmering life blades and sliced open her own palm. Drops of her blood splattered onto the table, and as it had with Gryph’s blood, the table drank the viscous liquid like a parched man drinks water.
The nods became cheers and Gryph watched as every member of his Round Table stood and made the vow, tinging the white stone of the Round Table red.
 
	All Members of the Round Table have made a Binding Vow.



	Vows are powerful promises enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms. Anyone who breaks a Binding Vow will incur horrific penalties. 
The members of the Round Table (the Advisory Council of the twin cities of Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor) have made a Binding Vow to fight for all, at the cost of their lives if it is necessary. They vow to keep the secrets and the counsel of the Round Table. They vow that while they live hatred and bigotry and greed will have no place whether they be from a pretender to the throne or a false god.




Gryph hung his head in relief, thankful for the security the Binding Vow brought him. After a moment he looked up at his gathered compatriots.
“Thank you for all agreeing. We are now brothers and sisters, bonded by blood and by purpose. Soon, I hope, these obligations will lead to true friendships.” Around the table voices rose in agreement and then went quiet as they sensed Gryph had more to say.
“A few of those gathered here already know what I am about to tell you. For those of you who do not, I am sorry for the shock it will cause you, and I ask that you give me the benefit of the doubt. Look to those who already know. Ask them what kind of man I am. Will you do me this favor?”
The members of the Round Table all either nodded or gave their verbal assent, but all of them, including Tifala, Ovrym and Lex, looked nervous.
“When I entered the Realms, I had something in my possession I could not understand. I knew nothing about this wondrous world. I could not understand what I had. My ignorance led to an ill thought out action, an action that nearly cost me my life, the life of my NPC and any chance of saving my sister. That decision was equipping a Prime Godhead while an avatar of the High God Aluran watched.”
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Gryph let the gasps of shock and the drawing of arms proceed as they may. If the Round Table believed they were betrayed and wished to slay him, he would not fight.
Above the din a powerful voice rose, commanding all to pay heed. “Be calm friends,” Barrendiel roared and then turned to Gryph, his voice lowering in volume but not in intensity. “Are you saying you are one of the Pantheon?”
“No,” Gryph said, eyes taking the full brunt of Barrendiel’s stare. “I do not know why I have the Godhead.”
“I think I do,” came a voice with a twinge of nervousness. All eyes turned to Lex. He paused, as if searching for the right words. He took a few moments to organize his thoughts. That uncharacteristic consideration made Gryph’s stomach churn.
“Ever since Aluran zapped me, I’ve been having flashes of memories. Some are from back on Earth. Others were from my time here in the Realms.”
“What memories?” Gryph asked. “A crazy time loop aside, you’ve only been here a little over a week.”
“I think it was Brynn.”
“Brynn?” Gryph said.
“And this guy Sean, who may or may not have been her boyfriend. I mean he totally wanted her, but she didn’t seem interested in him that way, but she is a modern girl so maybe it was just a friend with benefits kinda thing.”
“Lex!”
“Sorry,” Lex said grinning up at Gryph. “Lemme try to explain. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m not a normal banner, nor just a simple NPC.” He paused and took a deep breath. “I’m originally from the Realms and apparently I was once some kinda artifact called a Lexicon, hence the name Lex.”
Gasps of shock flowed around the Round Table, leaving Gryph out of the loop.
“A Lexicon!” Grimliir said in amazement. “Ye belonged tae one of the Old Gods?”
In the short time Gryph had known the Thalmiir artificer he had never seen such a look of shock and admiration.
“Yeah, I once belonged to some bloke named Cerrunos. Apparently he was some kinda god way back in the day, but the bastard up and died on me.”
Mumbles of shock pulsed around the table again.
“The Murdered God,” Gartheniel, the Steward, said in surprise and horror. “You are the Lexicon of Cerrunos? Legend states it was the greatest repository of knowledge the Realms has ever known.”
“That can’t be right,” Lex muttered, scratching his beard idly. “Though they told me I was special. And murdered? Now I feel kinda bad for calling him a bastard.”
“Even where I am from, we have heard tales of the Lexicon of Cerrunos,” Ovrym said and looked at Gryph. “If this is true, then he will be coveted as zealously as you and your Prime Godhead.”
“See, I’m wanted. Guess I am special,” Lex said.
“If the wrong people got their hands on you, they'll slaughter and dissect you,” Gartheniel said. “If you’re lucky, they’ll kill you then dissect you. Some would do it in the opposite order.”
“I don’t think I like you very much,” Lex said, his voice teetering into the whiny end of the vocal spectrum.
“What does Brynn have to do with this?” Gryph asked, focusing the conversation once more.
“Right. She and Sean melded my banner AI on top of the Lexicon and then stole my memories. Ever since Aluran zapped me I get bits of random images like flashes of half remembered dreams.”
“Brynn asked me to come into the Realms to save her. If you have information on where she is, or where this Sean is, why would they bury those memories?” Gryph asked. “Seems counterproductive.”
“You got me, man.”
“Is there no way for you to access the information?” Barrendiel asked.
“What, you don’t think I’ve tried that?” Lex said, angry. Vonn rested a hand on his shoulder and Lex calmed. “Sorry, it just feels like a part of me has been carved out, but I imagine none of you can understand.” Silence hung heavy around the table. 
"Actually we all do," Barrendiel said.
“Oh yeah, that whole ‘I’m gonna take over the world’ mind control thing your cousin did. Sorry. So yeah, guess you guys kinda do get how I feel.”
“Some more than others,” Tifala said, and all eyes fell on her. It was clear she was struggling to contain her emotions, that they hovered like an imminent storm, set to smother the room in pain and guilt.
Gryph scrambled to find something that would pull Tifala’s mind from her torment but knew nothing could. Am I a coward for hiding from her pain? He could not let himself dwell on it and turned to Ovrym. “Do you think you can access his memories?”
“I do not know, but I will attempt to, if Lex is willing?”
“Sure, why not, it’s only my brain.”
“Worth the risk in my book,” Vonn said.
“And in mine,” Ovrym said and walked up to Lex and placed his hands at his temples.
“You’re not all that quick on the uptake with the sarcasm are you?” Lex said and tensed like a man about to get a prostate exam.
“This will be easier for both of us if you relax,” Ovrym said.
“I’m relaxed man. Chillin’ like a villain.”
“Lex, you’re white knuckling the table,” Gryph said, drawing his NPC’s attention to his hands.
“Oh, right.” He shrugged his shoulders and shook his head back and forth like a star athlete prepping for the big game. “Ok, go.”
Ovrym closed his eyes, and a distortion built around Ovrym’s hands as he channeled mana through his body and transformed it into thought energy. For several moments nothing happened.
“Huh, that feels warm,” Lex said, eyes closed. Suddenly he began to spasm like a man in the throes of an epileptic seizure. Ovrym screamed and tried to pull his hands away to break the connection, but his muscles locked up as if Lex’s seized muscles were sending electrical surges into his own.
Gryph jumped to his feet just as smoke rose from the contact points between Ovrym’s hands and Lex’s head. The smell of charring flesh hit Gryph’s nose just as he grabbed Ovrym’s hands. He tugged with all his might, and after a moment the xydai’s hands snapped from Lex’s temples.
The NPC’s eyes rolled back into his head and he fell over backwards impacting the ground with a dull thud. Ovrym fell to one knee, but while he was in obvious pain, he spoke. “I am fine. Tend to Lex.”
Gryph rushed to Lex’s side and felt for a pulse. It was there, strong and steady and making perfect time with his even breathing. A moment later Tifala was there, the green glow of life magic flowing around her hands. She held Lex’s head gently and Gryph saw the sooty burn marks at Lex’s temples heal. Silence hung heavy. Gryph was about to ask the gnome if Lex was okay when the short Ordonian surged into a sitting position.
“What the hell was that?” Lex screamed.
“Failure,” Ovrym said, leaning back against the dais of the control table.
“Sure felt like it,” Lex grumbled, his fingers digging into his temples. “We are not doing that again.”
“I may have an idea,” Eadweanna, the human scholar chirped up. All eyes went to the slight, wrinkled woman. “I encountered a Lexicon once, a minor one possessed by a mage’s guild known as the Foundation. It was a cache of secrets greater than any I have encountered, before or since. These secrets were powerful, deadly. To protect them the Foundation locked their Lexicon. Perhaps you are locked up as well.”
“I have felt a little bound up since arriving in the Realms,” Lex said, shifting uncomfortably.
“That’s probably your diet,” Vonn remarked. Lex glared at him.
“So we need a key?” Gryph asked, ignoring the foolishness.
“In a manner of speaking, Eadweanna said. “But not a physical key, for there is no physical lock.”
Gryph noticed Lex shift in his chair as he breathed a small sigh of relief. “Finally, a bit of good news.”
“If there be no key then how can we crack this fella open and get at what he knows?” Grimliir asked. Lex glared at Grimliir, but the Thalmiir paid him no heed.
“You must prove yourself worthy,” Eadweanna said.
“Well, we’re screwed then,” Lex said.
“Very likely,” Eadweanna said, with only the slightest bit of mirth in her voice.
“How do we prove ourselves worthy?” Gryph asked.
“A quest is the normal path,” Eadweanna said. “But, I’ve never seen a Lexicon like him, so it is hard to say.”
“You mean this handsome?” Lex asked.
“If you call waddling about and blathering like a fool handsome, then sure.” Eadweanna said in irritation, but then took a deep calming breath. “This Sean was right, if you are the Lexicon of Cerrunos then you are very special. Try to behave like it.”
What Gryph saw next both shocked him and nearly made him burst out in laughter.
“Yes, ma’am,” Lex said in a humble tone.
“Good, there may be hope for you yet,” Eadweanna said.
“How do we get this quest?” Gryph asked.
“It is hard to say, but I would start by finding this Sean.”
“If he ever came into the Realms.” Lex said.
“And if he did, he probably isn’t here any longer.” Barrendiel said. “Nearly all the players disappeared after the Pantheon’s conquest.” The Regent looked at Gryph. “You, my friend, are the only one I have heard anything about in years. You may be the only one left.”
“No, there is at least one other player in the Realms,” Gryph said and looked at Lex.
“Eris,” Lex said, his eyes going wide. "Oh crap, don’t say it.”
“We need to go to where she meant us to go. We need to go Harlan’s Watch,” Gryph said.
“Dude, I told you not to say it.”
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The Round Table debated their next course of action. Some legitimately feared that going to Harlan’s Watch would expose them to the High God’s wrath, but it was the Regent himself who stated that eventuality was inevitable.
“My cousin’s actions have announced us to the world,” Barrendiel said. “The scrying magics that protect this valley still hold, for now, so it is unlikely that Aluran knows where we are, yet. But like all of us, he now knows the power of the Black Fog. Beings like him cannot abide the existence of a power they do not control, a power that can control him.”
“Then let us use that power against him,” Thaldrain, the young dwarf brewer exclaimed. “Take control of the Pantheon and use their power fer good. We could make the Realms a wonder.”
“Who would wield this power, youngling?” Belgaarm, the older dwarf smith said. “Who would ye trust to lay it aside once he be done remaking the Realms in their image? And when would that task be done?”
Silence hung as Thaldrain and the others let the potential horror of that idea move through them.
“The road to hell is paved with good intentions,” Gryph said.
“Mayhap you should have thought of that before ye came here player,” Thaldrain grumbled. “We were doing just fine before ye showed up.”
“Fine? We were a stagnant people, wasting away under the memories of what we once were,” Reynglain, the elderly dwarf Earth Mistress said. “Ye be a dwarf, a descendent of the Thalmiir, do ye think we were doing our ancestors proud? Do ye think we were abiding by the will of the Long Beards? We needed an outsider to show us the way.” She looked at Gryph and dipped her head. “No disrespect intended my Lord.”
“None taken,” Gryph said, bowing his head back.
Thaldrain tugged at his beard, hearing the truth of the dwarf woman’s words.
“We have cowered long enough and what has been done cannot be undone,” Reynglain said and then glanced at Lex. “Even by this wee time traveling man.”
“Wee?” Lex complained, but nobody paid him any heed.
“Aluran will come for us, eventually. It be not a matter of if, but of when,” Grimliir said. “I say our best chance tae be ready, tae have any chance of winning the fight is with this man taking the lead.” He pointed at Gryph. “Gryph says that saving his sister will be a blow tae Aluran. I say we hit the High God before he hits us.”
“It is too risky,” Thornley said, an uncharacteristically dour expression clouding his face. “What if the High God captures Gryph and his Godhead? What if he captures this Lexicon?”
Silence hung over the Round Table as Thornley’s words sunk in. Is he right? Have I let my desire to find Brynn cloud my judgement? Gryph thought. Before he could dwell too long on the dilemma a most unexpected voice spoke up.
“Errat is, well Errat, but I know one thing. All of us are adrift on the aether like boats made of paper.” He used his hands to mock a pair of boats and crashed them into each other with childish smashing noises.
The others looked back and forth, some in confusion, others in annoyance. Finally, Lex spoke up. “Yo, Errat, I like playing Pirates of the Caribbean as much as the next guy, but do you have an actual point?”
Errat smiled, showing no sense of embarrassment at Lex’s words. “Yes, Errat has an actual point, and it is this. We can try to hide, try to make no waves in the aether and try to pass unnoticed, but all things are known to the aether and it will take us where it will. The aether has but one function, to make a record of all that was, is and will be. Eventually we are all pulled back into the aether. Nothing is created without something else being destroyed. Therefore, if inevitably, Errat is to be destroyed, I want that destruction to serve a purpose, even if Errat cannot yet understand what that purpose is. “
“Wow I cannot believe I’m going to say this, but Conan Forrest Gump may be onto something,” Lex said. “Plus, if we can save Brynn, we’ll not only take away one of Aluran’s allies, we’ll be able to unleash this guy.” Lex pointed a stumpy finger at Gryph. “And boy oh boy, is that something I want to see.”
“As do I,” Urgyyn, the silent warborn said, earning surprised glances from the other members of the Round Table.
“Yay, friend Urgyyn talks,” Errat said. Then the room went quiet for several moments.
“So we are in agreement. I am going after Brynn,” Gryph said and stood.
“We are going after Brynn,” Ovrym said.
“Yeah buddy, I ain’t letting you out of my sight ever again,” Lex said. Several sets of eyes turned to the NPC. “That came out creepier than I meant it to.”
“Nah, that’s the exact amount of creepiness I expect from you,” Vonn said.
“Can we leave him behind?” Lex mumbled.
“I’ve got ye back laddie,” Grimliir said, ignoring Lex’s question.
Gryph eyed the powerful dwarf and though he’d love to have the venerable warrior and his battle tested Thalmiir rig along, he needed the dwarf for another task. “You’re staying here.”
“By the beards of my ancestors I will not!” Grimliir roared.
“Yes, you will,” Gryph said, resting an easy hand on the stocky man’s shoulder. “I’ll need someone to run this place while I’m gone.” He gave Grimliir a moment to understand where he was heading, taking the man’s irritated grunt as comprehension. “Grimliir, son of Braigmond, I, Gryph the Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim, name you Steward of Dar Thoriim. You will rule in my stead when I cannot whether from absence, mental infirmity or death. You will counsel me, and you will question me. You will be my right hand and my conscience. What say you?” Gryph extended his hand.
Grimliir glared at Gryph for several moments in that way that nobody but a dwarf could manage, but eventually he nodded. “I swear tae uphold the tenets of our compact. I swear tae do my best tae serve ye and the people of this city, the people of this alliance.” He grabbed Gryph’s hand and squeezed, causing Gryph to grunt in pain. “And I promise tae kick yer ass if I deem that Yer Lordship is bein’ a damned fool.”
“I would expect nothing else.”
A prompt popped into Gryph’s vision.
 
	You have made your first City Appointment.



	You have named Grimliir, son of Braigmond to be the Steward of Dar Thoriim. He now has access to the City Interface and can make decisions on your behalf with the full force of your authority. You have made a wise choice and earned the following benefits for your city and your people.
Grimliir can assign qualified persons to other Appointments and City Jobs.
Grimliir now has access to the City Interface, with full executive authority in all areas. You can adjust permissions as you see fit.
Naming a Steward has increased the Efficiency of all work done within the city by 5%.
Naming a Steward has reduced the Material Cost of all crafted goods made in the city by 5%.
Naming a Steward has reduced the Material Waste of all foods and consumables used by the city by 5%.
For choosing your Steward wisely you are awarded +2 Reputations Points with all citizens of Dar Thoriim.




“Oooh, can I promise to kick your ass too?” Lex chirped up.
“No,” came a chorus from all around the table, startling Lex with its intensity.
“Bunch of boring ninnies,” he muttered.
“Focus Lex,” Gryph said and after a pause, his NPC nodded. “First things first, where is this Harlan’s Watch?”
“No idea, we took a port stone to get here,” Lex said. “It is near a river and has a tower.”
“Real helpful,” Ovrym muttered.
“It is in the northern part of the Myrric Mountains near the Western edge of the Eldarian Dominion,” Vonn said.
“That’s nearly a thousand miles from here,” Barrendiel said.
“I do not want to walk that far,” Lex grumbled.
“We cannae waste that much time walkin’ boyo,” Grimliir said. “We need another way.”
Gryph felt Ovrym’s gaze upon him and shook his head no. He knew the xydai was thinking the Prime ship at the bottom of Deep Water could provide a perfect method of transport, but it needed a pilot to bond with it and that bonding was permanent. Gryph was not willing to force that sacrifice on anyone. There has to be another way.
“It is too bad we don’t have any Icons capable of opening the port gate to the Barrow.” Tifala said. “You could use that to get closer at least.”
Gryph heard the life mistresses’ deliberate use of the word ‘you.’ It hinted something he both feared and hoped for. She’s not coming with us. He had little time to think on what that meant and how it made him feel when Yrriel spoke up.
“I may be able to help there.”
All eyes turned to the elf woman. She was a Master Imbuer, a crafter who made magically enhanced gemstones, called Icons, that enhanced the power of weapons, armor and other magical devices.
“How so?” Gryph asked.
Yrriel placed a metal box on the table and opened it to reveal a large white gem. “I found this while doing the inventory of Dar Thoriim’s treasury. It is a Port Icon.”
Gasps of surprise flowed around the table. The Nimmerians had built the Port Gates long before the Ruin. They allowed for instantaneous travel via portals opened between far distant places if you had a Port Icon to power the Port Gate. Unfortunately, the magical gems, and the knowledge of how to make them, were lost when the Nimmerian city of Xygarrion was destroyed. 
The box made its way around the Round Table, each member pausing to gaze upon in with reverence. Gryph had only ever seen one Port
Icon, and that had been in the Barrow. Simon had used it to send Gryph and his friends into those same Nimmerian ruins. At the time he hadn’t known just how rare they were. When the box reached him, his sense of wonder dimmed.
“It’s cracked.”
“Yes, it is,” Yrriel agreed. “Which means it may not function at all, and if it does … well let’s just say that it could close without warning."
“What would happen if someone was walking through it when it failed?” Ovrym asked.
Yrriel made a slicing motion with her hand accompanied by the universal sound of something being cut in half.
“I vote no on the vivisection,” Lex said, hand raised like a kid in a classroom.
“Dinnae mean tae stomp through yer flower garden lassie, but the short fella be right. How does it help us if we cannae trust it?” Grimliir asked.
Yrriel nodded at the Thalmiir. “It may have enough power to open a smaller portal, one we can speak through.”
“Long enough to tell Simon to open it from his end?” Gryph asked.
“There’s only one way to find out,” Yrriel said with a shrug. “But I’ll have to teach you how to Imbue or you’ll blow yourself up." She leaned back with a grin. "Probably will anyway.”
“I like her,” Lex said. Yrriel winked at Lex and the NPC flushed.
“Then we're in agreement. We take this fight to Aluran,” Gryph said, looking around the room to see nods of agreement from all those sitting at the Round Table. He stood. “We leave in the morning.”
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The members of the Round Table broke into small groups, some conferring, some gossiping. Before any of them could leave the Nexus, Grimliir smashed his mug of ale on the table. All eyes turned to the elder Thalmiir.
“I have something tae say, if ye dinnae mind?” He did not wait for their approval before he continued speaking. “What I am about tae suggest will go against millennia of so-called tradition, but I ask ye tae keep yer gobs shut and hear me out. Can ye dae that?” The powerful dwarf stared around the room, and one by one everyone nodded.
“Good.” Grimliir stood tall and proud. “Knowledge and power have long been jealously guarded commodities in the Realms, rarely shared, even among friends and allies. I have been guilty of this many a time in my long life. But I will no longer let fear and greed stay my hand when I have within me the power tae help my friends not only tae survive, but tae thrive. If we truly desire tae build something new here, then we need tae be a wee bit more altruistic. Tae that end I offer training tae any member of the Round Table that requests it and tae any pupil nominated and vetted by this council.”
Several members of the council exclaimed in shock, but none were foolish enough to complain. “Now, I dinnae expect ye tae provide this training for free. After all, ye all earned it through sweat and blood. It only be fair if those we teach also pay a price.” Several nods flowed around the table, but some faces remained grim. “But, it will be a fair price. We will no longer gouge our students tae fill our pockets and live like fat bastards. The prices paid for this training will be fair."
“And who is to set these prices?” Thaldrain the brewer grumbled. “Ye?”
“Why Thaldrain are ye afraid of some competition? Yer porter has been a wee bit weak these last few batches. Maybe we could use some new blood in the brewing game.”
Laughter flowed around the room and Thaldrain’s face turned as red as a blazing forge. Gryph hid a smile. Grimliir knows how to work a crowd.
“But tae answer your question, if ye will engage in equitable negotiations then we will set prices together. If ye try tae be a cheatin’ slash weasel, then I’ll kick yer arse and set a fair price myself.” He turned to Gryph. “With Yer Lordship’s permission of course.”
“I trust your ability to be equitable, in both negotiations and arse kicking.”
More laughs and several guffaws filled the Nexus. Grimliir grinned and then his face grew serious once more.
“Hear this and understand. Gone are the days of decades long servitude in exchange for knowledge. Gone are the days of workin’ apprentices like slaves. Gone are the days of abuse and largess. Does anyone have a problem with this new policy?””
There was a bit more grumbling, but it pleased Gryph that more heads were nodding than were not. We can build something amazing here.
“Good. I did nae want tae wrestle ye into doin’ what yer heart already knows tae be right. Tae usher in this new era of knowledge I ask one more thing of all of ye. I ask that any Masters of a magical sphere teach yer magic tae our Lord and any member of his Adventure Party that shows an affinity. I also ask that ye teach any useful base tier spells they know. I ask that ye do this with no material recompense. Think of it as an investment in yer future, but if ye cannot set aside yer greed then speak with me and I will see that ye are fairly paid for yer generosity.” He said the last bit in a tone that sounded decidedly unfriendly and Gryph suspected the fair pay would not be to the liking of those who balked. “Will ye help our Lordship on his mission tae secure all of our futures?”
“Aye, I will,” Reynglain, the dwarf Earth Mistress said in a loud clear voice.
“As will I,” Tiflala said.
“Thank ye all. Please stay behind and see what wonders ye can teach our boys here. The rest of ye be well, be at peace and get tae work.”
The Round Table dispersed, but the two Masters, Reynglain and Tifala, stayed behind as promised.  Ovrym, Errat, Vonn and Lex stayed behind as well, as if each understood on an instinctive level they would be Gryph’s Adventure Party. Gryph thanked both Masters and then let them teach.
Lex and Vonn both had a high affinity for Earth Magic. Ovrym could learn the skill, but his lower affinity meant any Earth Magic spells would cost more mana. Errat’s affinity of 25% in the sphere was the lowest among the group and meant only a Grandmaster could teach him the skill. Gryph, thanks to the Godhead, had a 100% affinity in all spheres of magic, but already possessed the Earth Magic skill. Reynglain taught several Base Tier spells to those able to learn them.
 
	You have learned the Spell Acid Splash.



	Sphere: Earth Magic - Tier: Base.
This spell will fire a sphere of acid that will fly wherever the caster points.
Base Damage: 10 points of Earth damage +2 points per level of Earth Magic mastery. If the target does not counteract the acid with magic or other agent, then it takes a further 10 points of damage per second for 5 seconds.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 2 seconds
Duration: N/A Cooldown: 1 minute.




 
	You have learned the Spell Blade Ward.



	Sphere: Earth Magic - Tier: Base.
This spell is cast in advance and stored for later use. It enables the user to manipulate the magnetic field of a ferrous metal weapon to deflect a successful attack by an opponent. Base tier users of this spell cannot control when the spell triggers, and it will deflect the next successful attack that meets the above conditions. Apprentice and higher-level users may choose which attack to counter.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 5 seconds (see above)
Duration: Until triggered Cooldown: 5 minutes.




 
	You have learned the Spell Stone Skin.



	Sphere: Earth Magic - Tier: Base.
This spell will turn the user’s (or a willing target’s) skin as hard as stone. The target has a 20% resistance to slashing, piercing or blunt weapons per tier for the duration of the spell. Their Dexterity is reduced by 10% - 2% per tier for the duration of the spell.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 5 seconds 
Duration: 10 seconds/level Cooldown: 5 minutes.




 
	You have learned the Spell Sticky Mud.



	Sphere: Earth Magic - Tier: Base.
This spell will transform a ten-foot square area of stone or earth into a sticky cloying puddle of mud that traps all creatures with Strength or Dexterity less than 20. Creatures with Strength or Dexterity above 20 are slowed by 100% minus their Strength or Dexterity (whichever is higher) for the duration of the spell. Trapped creatures are 100% (minus their Dexterity) easier to hit. Slowed creatures are 50% (minus their Dexterity) easier to hit for the duration.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 5 seconds. 
Duration: 5 secs/level Cooldown: 5 minutes.




 
	You have learned the Spell Shatter.



	Sphere: Earth Magic - Tier: Base.
This spell sends a tremor of tectonic energy through any item touched. Depending on the level of the caster it can have a wide range of effects, including shattering glass, cracking stone and even shattering bones inside opponents. Effects are dependent upon a wide variety of factors.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 2 seconds.
Duration: N/A Cooldown: 5 minutes.




The range of Earth Magic spells was impressive and Gryph and the others all bowed their head to the elderly dwarf woman in thanks and respect.
Tifala awakened Lex, Vonn and Ovrym’s affinity with Life Magic. Outside of Gryph, Ovrym had the highest affinity for the sphere. Yrriel had already promised them an ample supply of basic stat potions at cost, so Gryph hoped to have no need for a dedicated healer. Ideally Gryph wanted the adjudicator to continue to focus his mana use into his martial skills but knew the Realms would likely dash that hope.
Tifala also taught those who were able several Base Tier spells.
 
	You have learned the Spell Detect Death Creatures.



	Sphere: Life Magic - Tier: Base.
Creatures whose main affinity is Death Magic exude a subtle aura of decay and putrescence. This spell allows the user to detect Death creatures within 10 feet, plus 5 feet for every 5 levels of Life Magic Mastery. The user will not only detect the presence but will know the general direction of the creature. Death creatures include all forms of undead.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 2 seconds
Duration: 1 minute/level Cooldown: 5 minutes.




 
	You have learned the Spell Life Shield.



	Sphere: Life Magic - Tier: Base.
Life Magic concerns itself with the preservation of life. Life Shield is one of the most potent defensive spells in a Life Mage’s arsenal. When cast it projects a shimmering field of translucent silver green energy that will absorb and deflect damage.
The field will last until it has taken damage greater than its health score. A caster can make the shield static or active.
A static Life Shield will have health equal to 10x their level of Life Magic Mastery. It cannot be replenished. After a static shield is cast, the user may cast other spells, attack with weapons, or perform other tasks as normal.
An active Life Shield starts with the same statistics as a static Life Shield, but its health is bolstered at the rate of 2 x Tier per point of mana spent. The user cannot perform any other function while powering an active shield and must keep concentration or risk mana feedback.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: Instantaneous.
Duration: Until Health depleted. Cooldown: 2 minutes.




 
	You have learned the Spell Twining Vines.



	Sphere: Life Magic - Tier: Base.
Upon casting, Twining Vines will explode from the ground and wrap themselves around creatures designated as targets by the caster. Those caught cannot move until they break free or hack through the vines. Each vine will do contraction damage of 5 (+1 per Tier of Life Magic Mastery) per second for the duration of the spell. 5 (+1 vine/5 levels) vines are generated per casting. Vines will attack those designated as targets in equal number unless the caster chooses otherwise. Additional effects become available at higher Tiers.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time:  2 seconds.
Duration: 1 minute plus 5 secs/level.  Cooldown:  5 minutes.




In addition, Tifala taught the spell Minor Healing to Lex, Vonn, and Ovrym. Tifala had already taught the spell to Gryph during their battle versus the Aberrant.
Each newly minted life and earth mage thanked the Masters. Reynglain left, aided by Thaldrain’s strong arm. Tifala walked up to Gryph. She rested a gentle hand on his forearm. It took a moment for her to look up at him as she struggled to say what she needed to say.
“I know,” Gryph said. “You’re not coming with us.”
Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. “I am sorry, but …”
“You need to find Wick.”
She nodded and looked up at him in relief. “I know you think I am crazy, but I can still feel him.”
“You’re the sanest person I know,” Gryph said. “And you will have whatever help you need.”
“Thank you,” she said and squeezed his arm.
“Where will you go?”
“Home. His family deserves to know, and from there I can track down a certain wizard.” Gryph gave her a confused look. “The one who taught Wick how to summon Xeg.”
“You’re not …?”
“Going to kill him? No. I want him to teach me how to do the same.”
“What? Why?” Gryph said in shock.
“I need to know where he is Gryph. If I can summon Xeg, perhaps he can tell me if Wick is … damned to the chthonic realm.” The words were hard for her to say and Gryph’s heart tore open for her.
“I have something that may help,” Gryph said, reaching into his bag and drawing out Wick’s Ring of Binding Fellowship. Gryph explained what Grimliir had told him and saw the expected range of emotions cross her face.
“So we know nothing?”
“We know his soul still exists,” he said, pouring every ounce of his sympathy into his voice.
She looked up at him, a stoic smile crossing her face. “I never doubted it.” She looked down again, as if she did not know what to do or say next. “I will travel with you to the Barrow. If Simon cannot send me to Erram directly, it is only a few days journey.”
“A dangerous journey. Let me send a cadre of warborn with you.”
“No. They are still adjusting to being awake, struggling to find their purpose. They need to find their own path, not be servants to mine.” Tifala rested a hand on Gryph’s forearm again. “Or yours.”
Gryph nodded, knowing she was right. “I need to know you’ll be safe.”
“I will face down the hordes of the Abyss to find Wick. Do you believe any mortal threat could stay my hand?”
“No, no I do not.” He smiled grimly, but a terrible guilt filled him. She reached up to caress his face, and he bent to one knee looking her right in the eyes. He saw her fierce determination there. She nodded and smiled, tears filling her eyes.
“Wick made his choice, and as much as I hate it, he made the right one. None of us would be here without him.” The tears fell down her cheeks, but her gaze was firm. “You want to feel worthy of his sacrifice? Go save Brynn and kick Aluran’s ass. When I bring Wick back, you can tell him grand tales of your victory.”
“You have my word,” Gryph said.
“I will see you in the morning.” Without another word she turned and walked down the hall to her quarters. The quarters she should have shared with Wick.
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The others waited until Tifala turned the corner, giving her grief and her words the respect they were due. A bit of the heaviness in the air departed with her. Gryph turned to the others.
“If we're going to do this, we must know the skills, spells, talents and other abilities the group possesses. We need to be tactical, strategic. We need to decide here and now what roles each of us will play.”
“So, I believe my skill set is best suited for deputy commander of Gryph’s Gang,” Lex said, raising his hand. “So I vote for me as second in command.”
“Errat is new to, well, most everything, but that does not seem like a good idea.”
“Seconded,” Vonn said.
“Dude?” Lex said sending an irritated scowl at Errat.
“Nobody is second in command,” Ovrym said, his tone ceasing the debate. “Gryph is in charge, end of story.”
Gryph nodded his thanks to the xydai. “I want you all to know before you agree to come with me, that we will probably be going toe to toe with a god. If any of you wish to back out, now is the time. I will not judge you for it. This is my fight.”
“It is our fight,” Ovrym said and pushed his fist into the space between them. A moment later Errat did the same, and then Vonn.
The others stared at Lex who paused for a moment and then followed suit. “It’s not like I have a choice, anyway.”
Gryph pushed his fist in too and a warm rush of emotion pulsed through him for a few blissful moments before Lex ruined it by smacking his fist into the others and then pulling it from the circle.
“Fist bump,” the NPC said, as he expanded his hand and made an explosion noise.
The others stared for a moment, before Errat made both fists explode, once, twice, three times. Each one causing the warborn’s innocent grin to grow wider. He turned to Lex, like a child seeking a compliment.
“That’s awesome guy, but I hope you have other skills.”
“Errat is very good at many things. Errat can Bake bread from fungus. Errat can Weave with silk. Errat can…”
“Great, you’re a giant bald June Cleaver,” Lex grumbled.
“Errat not know what a June is, but Errat is also very good with an axe, so Errat can cleave very good.”
Lex opened his mouth to say something, but then shut it again and looked up at Gryph with a gaze that begged for aid. "Ask a stupid question…"
“So try and limit the stupid questions from here on out and maybe we’ll be able to keep this conversation relevant,” Gryph said. “Lex let's start with you. What are your skills and talents?”
“He’s the priest of a dead god, so he doesn’t have many,” Vonn said.
“Oh yeah, Mr. Dickhead, how’s this then?” Lex activated his Analyze skill and stared at the shifty rogue. “You are Vonn Sennig, a 37th level half elf by way of an Aegyptian father and a sea elf mother. Your Specialty is Arcane Trickster, which means you heighten your thieving skills with magic. You've earned a Calling as a Templar of the Source which is some kinda religious knight. You have an idiotic mission to ‘recruit me’ to serve a higher power. You call this higher power the Source which you think is some kinda god.”
“It is God, big G, and the Source is much, much more than that,” Vonn said without a hint of irritation at Lex’s dismissive, almost blasphemous, tone. “Someday you will see the light. I have faith.”
“Sure, whatever buddy. Anyway, you have a slew of skills typical of the shifty rogue archetype, including Stealth, Light Armor, Short Blades, Thrown Weapons, Dodge, etc. Your Specialty also grants you some abilities I’d call telekinetic. My guess is you used them to break into places and steal shit.”
Vonn nodded without a hint of guilt or shame.
“Anyway, your Calling gave you access to Order Magic, which helps you understand and manipulate the structure of things. You’ve got some cool spells, including Order Bolt, which is great for pew pew and Cowl of Insight, which allows you to sense anomalies in the fabric of reality like secret doors, invisible creatures and people’s lies and secrets.” Lex paused and looked at Vonn. “Is that how you…”
“Knew Gaarm had impure affections for farm animals? Yes.”
“Woah.” Lex’s eyes went wide in appreciation and then squinted down to slits. “Wait a minute, you’re using it right now.” Vonn grinned, but said nothing. Lex shook himself like a man chilled by a cool breeze and returned to his Analyze.
“Okay, you also have a bunch of cool sub-skills from your Specialty that will be real helpful if we need to ‘sneak, sneak, stab stab’ or ‘sneak, sneak, pilfer, pilfer,’ which I plan to.” He nodded knowingly at Errat, who grinned.
“Lex!” Gryph eyed the Ordonian, who pouted, muttered something about Gryph being no fun, but continued.
“I’m having difficulty seeing what sub skills your Calling grants you, but I keep seeing the word temporal.” Lex’s eyes went wide. "Dude, are you a time traveler?”
“No, even the gods cannot travel through time. The power required to alter the fabric of space-time is inconceivable. Even if we found the energies required, it would be impossible for any mortal mind to tame.”
“So not true guy, I did it.”
“You got stuck in a time loop which is nothing more than a burp in the fabric of space-time. And you didn't do anything, you were pulled along for the ride like a piece of trash in a raging river.”
“I was stuck in God’s burp?”
“A childish analogy, but if it makes you feel special, then sure.” Lex scowled, but Vonn ignored him. “What I can do is sense likely future events, echoes in time and I have a limited ability to draw from weaves of time that lie close to or intertwine with our own.”
“Weaves of time?” Ovrym said, his voice raised in alarm. “The Prime have long tried to manipulate time.”
“And thank the Source they cannot. But all potentials exist within the Source, so it is possible to glean insight into every eventuality.”
“Woah man, you're talking about parallel dimensions, like Sliding Doors.” He looked at Errat. “Gwyneth Paltrow was great in that movie.” The warborn smiled and nodded at Lex, obviously not understanding a word that had come from the NPC's mouth.
“Moving on,” Gryph said, earning a scowl from Lex. After a moment he turned to Ovrym.
“Okay, so you’re an Arms Magus, which is basically a badass Jedi meets samurai with a sword that can absorb mana. Your Long Blades, Dodge and Light Armor skills are right up there with Vonn’s. You have some incredible skill with Thought Magic which you learned from the Order, a bunch of space guys whose mission is to hunt down and destroy the Prime. You can sense lies, defend against mental attacks, create convincing illusions in the weak minded, add psychic damage to that sweet sword of yours and even convince someone’s brain they’re paralyzed.”
Vonn nodded his head in appreciation and Lex whistled. “You sir, are awesome. I’m glad we are friends.”
“We are not friends,” the xydai said, his face grim.
“Okay, glad we’re casual acquaintances who wish each other no ill will?” Ovrym said nothing and Lex could not hold the man’s gaze for long before deciding his shoes needed inspecting. Gryph almost felt bad for his NPC when he saw Ovrym’s lip curl up in an amused smirk.
“But I promise I will do my best to stop you from accidentally killing yourself,” the xydai said.
Lex turned his gaze back to Ovrym and then glanced at the others. “See, he does like me.”
The others neither agreed nor disagreed and several seconds of uncomfortable silence filled the air.
“Okay then, well let's move on. Might as well go with me. Hi, I’m Lex, I’m a movie buff and a repository of ancient knowledge. I am a Master of Analyze, but don’t feel obligated to call me Master Lex or anything like that.”
He paused for effect, got none and moved on. “I can also Commune with this dimwit cube named Rubik, who is a quadrata from the Realm of Order. We have a complicated relationship. Sometimes he gives me good information and sometimes he steals and eats my eyeball. So, let’s only talk to him if we really need to, okay?”
He rubbed a hand to his chin as if considering what else to say. “Oh yeah, I’ve got this awesome hammer I like to smash skulls with and apparently my god, with a small g, was this dude named Cerrunos, but he’s dead so I kinda got screwed in that department.” He grinned at Vonn. “I have a base tier spell called Flames taught to be by this crazy effer named Arno, so I guess I’m the resident fire mage.”
“You cannot be our fire mage,” Ovrym said.
“Why not?”
“Fire magic is wild and difficult to control. You have neither the clarity of mind, nor the strength of spirit to tame fire,” Ovrym said. “You’d as likely burn us all to death as you would help us.”
Lex nodded his head in agreement. “Right. You might be onto something there but trust me before this is over we’re gonna wish we had us a pyromancer.”
Lex turned his gaze on Gryph, and an odd combination of irritation and apprehension built inside the player. Lex was many things, but his ability to dissect someone’s personality was unnerving. Back on Earth, Finn Caldwell had spent much of his life hiding his true nature. He may now be the warrior mage Gryph, but some traits were hard to lose.
“Then we have my main man Gryph.” Lex clapped Gryph on the shoulder. “Back on Earth he was a total badass, like James Bond meets Jason Bourne with a dash of Sam from Cheers for everyone’s beverage supping pleasure. He’s raw around the edges when it comes to magic and such, but he’ll get the hang of it. As you know he has a Prime Godhead, which is pretty rad. If he survives long enough he could grow up to be as cool as Aluran.”
Vonn coughed into his hand, deterring Lex from foisting more praise on the god who would kill them all if given the chance.
“Anywho, he must be the luckiest guy in the Realms, cuz his weapons and equipment are redonkulous, like oddly overpowered.” He looked at Vonn. “Maybe you’re right guy, maybe this Source of yours is looking out for my boy.”
“It is not my Source,” Vonn said. “It is THE Source.” His voice sounded calm, but it held a twinge of holy furor.
“My point is, that Gryph here, apart from being our dear leader, could be a tank, a healer, or a distance fighter with those knives and that spear. He could fill just about any role we need.”
“Apart from fire mage,” Errat said with a grin, pleased to contribute to the conversation.
“Yes, exactly. See you’re getting the hang of this socializing thing.”
Errat’s mouth split open in what Gryph guessed was an attempt at a smile, but looked more like the visage of a murderous clown.
“Right-O then,” Lex said looking the warborn up and down. “Errat here has only one magic skill, Aether Magic, but he is … level 69?” The NPC looked up in shock at the huge artificial man. “Dude, wow.”
Errat grinned. “Errat is wrong. Warborn should not have magical affinity. Resistant to magic, yes. Use magic, no. Errat can use Aether Magic. That is how he knew things about friends Gryph and Ovrym when first meet them.”
Errat told them he had several useful spells, including Aether Shield, Aether Sense, Imprint Item, Shudder and Enhancement.
“How did you come to learn Aether Magic?” Ovrym asked, his tone intense.
Gryph understood the xydai’s apprehension. Magical abilities were not common among the sentient species of the Realms. Perhaps ten percent of the population had a high enough affinity to learn magic. Of that ten percent the vast majority could use one of the elemental spheres of fire, air, water or earth. The primal sphere of life, death, thought and aether and the eternal spheres of empyrean, chthonic, order and chaos were much rarer, and among those Aether Magic was among the rarest skill. The only sentient race who focused their abilities in that sphere were the Prime, the very creatures who had enslaved Ovrym’s ancestors. Errat’s ability with the sphere was both a curious and troubling mystery, one he had never explained.
The warborn sighed, a learned physiological response unnecessary for his people who did not need to breathe. “Errat is different. Father made me, as he did my brothers, but I was made wrong.” He turned to Gryph. “The Last Stone King was not happy. He named me Errat, which as you know means wrong. He ordered my father to destroy me, but…”
“But I refused,” came a voice both powerful and injured. The group turned to see Grimliir striding towards them, his sad eyes gazing up at Errat. “It is time ye knew the truth about yerself Errat.”
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Grimliir motioned to Errat and the seven-foot automaton knelt. Despite his fearsome size Errat seemed a child kneeling in front of Grimliir, a child desperate to understand. Grimliir bore the face of a man who wished he stood anywhere but where he did.
“It was at the height of the war against the Prime. We were losing. The xydai were striking terror intae the elves. The Nimmerian city had been destroyed and thousands of lives lost. Though I did not yet know, Mahlgriim, my friend and my king, was already under the sway of the arboleth.” Grimliir stole a sideways glance at Gryph.
Gryph knew from his Soul Reverie, that he had been Mahlgriim in a past life. He did not understand how a soul from the Realms had been reborn on Earth. Could he count the Soul Reverie as
evidence? How did he know it was real? It is, you just wish it were not. came the Colonel’s voice. Stop being a coward who yearns for things to differ from how they are. Have the courage to bend the Realms to your will.
Gryph had neither the time nor the inclination to worry about the metaphysics of his Soul Reverie. Like the others, Grimliir’s tale of Errat’s origin riveted him.
“We needed more troops, or we would not survive the year. So, I designed the warborn, and the Alliance put every effort intae building an army. And what an army ye made. The warborn are the epitome of not only artifice but of biomancy.”
Grimliir paused as if trying to choose his next words.
“The Alliance heaped praise upon me for the warborn's creation. As Chief Artificer I deserved some praise. Never had there been a more elegant automaton anywhere on Korynn. Ye and yer brothers were perfect, powerful, strong, resistant tae magic. Better yet, ye dinnae need food, water, or even air tae survive. The Alliance was starving so that alone saved thousands of lives. But, I would be a charlatan and a liar if I claimed responsibility for the true greatness of the warborn.”
Grimliir looked into Errat’s eyes, and Gryph swore he saw the tinges of tears at their corners. The aged, yet powerful dwarf reached a hand up to touch Errat’s face.
“I created the shell, but yer mother gave the warborn life. She was an anomaly among the Thalmiir, interested in all things that grew and blossomed. The El’Edryn, and their Life Magic fascinated her. Some among our people slandered her because of it, but she cared not for such foolishness. She discovered how tae capture the souls needed tae power ye and yer brothers. I suspect she had an affinity for Soul Magic even if she'd never cast a single spell. She was gentle and kind and saw the best in everyone though she dinnae tolerate fools.”
Grimliir smiled as a memory crested in his mind.
“She had a great sense of humor. Once this pompous grump of a dwarf named Durnheim ran afoul of her. He was an ancestor of Krovoor's, which explains a lot. Ha! Anyway, he hated the elves with such a passion he could not even abide the smell of flowers. He called them ‘perfumed like them pointy eared bastards.’ So, Maevnera…”
A fit of laughter rumbled through Grimliir and he begged apology.
“Maeve cast a spell that filled the dank cave he called home with hundreds of blossoms. Each morning when Durnheim awoke his room overflowed with the most fragrant flowers. He would rage and tear them up by their roots and stomp on them with his ragged boots. And the best part; she made the spell permanent. It cost her a heck of a lot of mana, a full day’s worth, but no dwarf has ever spent mana more wisely. Driven mad by the ‘rancid stench,' Durnheim moved tae the lower depths, near the trash furnaces. If ye ask me he fit right in.
Grimliir laughed so hard that tears flowed down his face. Gryph laughed as did Lex and Vonn. Even Ovrym cracked a smile at the Thalmiir’s tale. Errat bore the expression of a child wowed by his father’s tale, and Gryph realized that that was exactly the dynamic he was witnessing.
Grimliir’s laughter calmed, and he wiped away tears. “Aw laddie, I miss her terribly.”
“I do as well, father.”
Grimliir eyed Errat. “Her grace and goodness lives on in ye son, despite yer...” The Thalmiir broke down, unable to continue.
“Why am I different father? Why am I wrong?”
Grimliir’s gaze grew dour, guilty. “Ye were an experiment son, one ordered by the Stone King himself. We built ye tae be an improvement upon the standard model, an evolution of yer brothers, a warborn capable of wielding magic.”
Gryph's eyes went wide. He couldn’t even imagine the power of an army of warborn mages. The Prime wouldn’t have stood a chance. The look on Grimliir’s face said there was a reason no other warborn had an affinity for magic.
“I knew the process had flaws, knew it was dangerous. I should have said no, but my king commanded me, and we were desperate.” Grimliir’s shoulders hung heavy, and he looked down. “No, that be nuthin’ more than an excuse. I cannot ease my guilt with excuses. It is the coward’s way. If I had only kept that truth closer tae my heart there would be less blood on my hands.”
Grimliir told a tale of pain and experimentation. Of warborn tied down and exposed to raw mana, channeled by Masters of every available sphere, hoping to awaken their affinities. While the warborn had all been volunteers, what Grimliir described sounded very much like torture.
“None survived the process.” Grimliir’s voice cracked, and he looked down in shame. “I was responsible for the torture and murder of dozens of yer brothers and had nothing tae show for it.”
“Then how is Errat here? How can I do the things I can do?”
Grimliir paused, struggling with his emotions. “I once told ye that ye were the last of the warborn tae emerge from the Crucible.”
“Yes father, I am the last of my brothers to awaken,” Errat said.
“While technically true, it dinnae be the whole story.” Grimliir paused, his hands kneading each other at the memory. “Ye were my greatest accomplishment and my greatest sin.” He looked up at Errat and placed his hands on the warren’s shoulders. “Ye are the second soul to be wear this body Errat.”
“I do not understand, father.”
“I know son." Grimliir paused, trying to find the words to tell his tale. "The Stone King asked for a blank warborn body. He claimed that awakening an affinity before seeding the body with a soul would ensure that no more of ye had tae die. I was desperate and let myself believe him, even when the signs of his madness were clear as day. I simply chose tae ignore them. I knew sumthin’ was off with ye the moment ye awoke. Ye could cast aetherial magic and ye was wrong.”
“Wrong?”
"I saw it right away and had to act quickly, definitively, tae protect us all from what you’d become. So, I risked damning my own soul tae the Abyss and forever imprisoned the soul that once resided in this body.” He placed a gentle hand upon Errat’s chest.
“Why, father? Why would you do such a thing?”
“Because it was a Prime soul.”
Gasps of shock flowed through the room.
“The Prime do not have souls,” Ovrym said fiercely. “That is why they seek false immortality through their offspring. They do not breed as we do, they clone themselves. Individual bodies may die, but they live on persisting for eons in a series of identical bodies. Even if one were to eliminate every egg, an individual arboleth’s mind will flow through the aether until it finds and merges with another of its kind. They are aberrant, they have no souls.”
Ovrym’s chest moved up and down with the passion of his words, but Gryph saw more, he saw hatred.
“That was the original reason they took and tortured my people. They wanted to understand our souls. They wanted a way to replicate them.”
“Could they have succeeded?” Gryph asked.
“No,” Vonn said. “Souls are not made like some artifact. Life generates them. Exactly how remains the biggest mystery of the Realms. Even the Source cannot create them directly. It made the Realms, seeded them with life hoping to create the conditions where souls were possible. It tried, experimenting with the denizens of the Elemental Realms and then the Higher and Lower Realms. Each time it failed, until it didn’t, with we mortals.”
“Seems to me that your Source isn’t as badass as you made it out to be,” Lex said.
“The Source is the Great Experimenter, the architect of reality, ever willing to take risks, to give second chances. That is why the murder of a soul is the most heinous of crimes. It removes that chance.” He looked at Grimliir. “You are certain it was a Prime soul?”
“I am, and worse yet, I understand how it came tae be.”
“How?” Gryph asked, every cell in his body on edge.
“It gave up its immortality.”
“No Prime would ever do that,” Ovrym said in shock and Gryph could see that the xydai feared this uncharacteristic behavior of the Prime more than facing off against an illurryth or an arboleth. “They are zealots. They ‘know’ they are the most important beings in all the Realms. To allow themselves to end is as impossible as you or I willing our limbs to fall off. No Prime could even conceive of the idea, much less accomplish it.”
“But this one did. It killed its own eggs and then sterilized itself.”
“How can you possibly know any of this?” Lex asked. “The Prime aren't really the chatty gossipy types.”
“Because I was there when it did it,” Grimliir said. “I’m the reason it knew it would work.”
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Worry moved through Gryph like a slowly building quake. Did I make a mistake in trusting this man, in granting him so much power in my city? It was easy to become paranoid, to let supposition replace facts. Gryph knew this better than most, having grown up under the tutelage of a man whose life’s work was all secrets and lies.
He forced himself to relax, to let the man have his say. After all, Grimliir was the one who’d brought the topic up. If he was untrustworthy or trying to hide something all he had to do was keep quiet. But he had not. I will listen to what he has to say.
“In addition tae fighting against the Prime, the Alliance had long held a secret purpose. We knew virtually nothin’ about our enemies. We dinnae know where they came from, what they wanted or why they wanted it. It was a state of affairs that the leaders of the Alliance could not abide, so we sent out a task force of our best warriors and mages tae capture an arboleth.”
Grimliir looked right at Gryph.
“Few beings in all the Realms have faced an arboleth and triumphed. They were near impossible tae capture even though they moved about in giant floating aquariums. An arboleth on the verge of defeat would unleash all of their psychic energy at once. It was akin tae a bomb, and it was indiscriminate in its violence. Alliance and Prime alike died in these explosions.”
“Don’t those jack holes think they’re gods,” Lex said. “Why would they do such a thing?”
“Because they don’t reproduce like we do,” Ovrym said. “Every arboleth has existed since the dawn of their race. They do not birth the next generation from their eggs. They replicate themselves. For them suicide is an inconvenience, not an end.”
“Indeed noble xydai, but there is more tae it. Before entering battle each arboleth left an egg behind in a place they called the Creche. When an arboleth fell, it was born again from this egg. It was the highest priority of the Alliance to find this Creche. We never did.”
“Nor has anyone since,” Ovrym said. “It has been the main goal of the Purity, a brotherhood of adjudicators and vigilants sworn to destroy the Prime. We have got no closer to finding it than you did.”
“So, any defeat is but a minor setback to them,” Gryph said.
“Yes,” Grimliir nodded. “But it was not their only tactic. Whenever the battle would turn against the Prime, one illurryth would disengage and retreat tae a safe distance. It would just watch, never raising a hand tae defend the arboleth and it retreated whenever Alliance soldiers got close.”
“They were scouts, keeping an accurate record of the events of the battle,” Ovrym said. 
“Indeed, and when the arboleth was reborn, they consumed the illurryth’s brain and assimilated the memories of their own demise.” Grimliir sighed and looked down. “It was why no tactic could ever catch the Prime off guard more than once. We lost thousands of troops trying tae take one of them bastards alive, then one day something changed.”
"You captured an arboleth," Gryph said.
Grimliir nodded and looked at Errat. “I shoulda known it was too easy, that it was an elaborate trap set by an ancient mind of terrible power, but I let hubris blind me.” The dwarf placed a hand to his son’s neck and pulled his forehead to his own, relishing the connection.
After a moment he released the warborn and turned to the others. “The group tasked with taking the arboleth found the sentry illurryth and using powerful Thought Magic, fed false imagery back to the arboleth. The Prime believed the false battle they fed into its mind was real. We got close and poisoned its tank with a paralytic agent that dulled its psychic abilities. When it woke again, it was a prisoner in my lab.”
Gryph could feel the tension rise among the group as the inevitable outcome of the tale unfolded.
“I learned too late that it wanted tae be there, that it had played us all for fools.” Grimliir hesitated again, but nobody interrupted his need to compose himself, so riveted were they by his tale. “In our arrogance we thought we’d contained it, but it counteracted our paralytic, or perhaps it had never fallen victim tae it at all. While we worked tae find a way tae destroy the Prime, it was studying us, it was studying me.” Grimliir looked up at Errat. “And yer mother.”
"The greatest collection of minds on all Korynn had come together, all dedicated tae the goal of eliminating the Prime. We were sure of our brilliance. We knew we would succeed.” Grimliir lowered his head again. “As, it seems, were the Prime. What we dinnae know, could not have known was that the devious bastard had used what it learned from us tae evolve, likely the first time the Prime had evolved since the moment they became sentient. Using its untold millennia of life experience and knowledge it generated a soul. Then it killed itself in a massive psychic explosion.”
“Why go to all the trouble and then commit suicide?” Gryph asked. A sensation like a spider crawling on one’s skin while sleeping tickled up his spine, and he knew Grimliir’s story was about to get worse.
“Because it discovered what we had been doin’. Knew the secret of the warborn and our plan to seed captured souls into the warborn bodies. It did exactly that.” Grimliir grabbed ahold of Errat’s arm and squeezed. He did not look up as he struggled for words. “It put itself intae a warborn body, somehow retaining every memory of its past lives, every ability, every skill, every power.”
Grimliir gazed up at the others. “It was a terrifying evolution of the most evil creature in these Realms.” Grimliir paused and looked down again, then turned his eyes back to the warborn. “The foul creature had all the strengths of yer brethren but was also a Grandmaster in Aether Magic. It took control of many warborn and slew dozens of my fellow researchers, my friends, my family. Your mother and I barely escaped.”
Grimliir stood and walked away from Errat, gazing around the Nexus as he relived unseen memories of the past.
“We feared we would lose Dar Thoriim, that the Prime warborn would escape, not only at the head of a warborn army, but also with full knowledge of how tae create Prime souls. I could nae let that be. So, I adapted the technology we used tae capture the willing souls of Alliance warriors and turned it intae a weapon, one that would drain the soul from a living body and contain it.”
Grimliir turned to the others. “Once I had the soul, I planned tae destroy it, tae murder it, but I failed. I wish I had not.”
“No, you don’t,” Gryph said.
Grimliir looked to Gryph with fury. “Do not doubt my courage boy.”
“I do not,” Gryph said, staring at the dwarf. “Quite the opposite. I am praising you for it. You knew the soul was unique, precious, despite the evil it would have wrought had it become free. But you are no Morrigan, no Ouzeriuo, no Aluran. You are a good man, a strong man, one who does what is right, even when it is dangerous, even when it is hard.”
“Ye will have tae forgive me laddie if I disagree with that assessment. If the Prime ever discover the soul exists, they will stop at nothing to take it.”
“Then we ensure that they never do,” Gryph said. Grimliir nodded.
“Where is it now?” Ovrym asked.
“Safe,” Grimliir said, staring at the xydai. “And I will keep it that way.”
For several heartbeats Gryph thought Ovrym would force the issue, demand the soul, but the xydai understood the danger of knowing more than any of them. Gryph hoped none of them would ever face the Prime again, but if they did, knowing where the soul was would make them an irresistible target to the mind reading aetherial daemons.
“I will trust you as Gryph does,” Ovrym said with a slight bow of his head.
“I will die before breaking that trust adjudicator,” the Thalmiir said, also bowing his head.
“I vote that nobody dies,” Lex said, hand raised like a kid in a classroom. “Especially me and …” Lex’s face screwed up as he tried to stop the words from coming.
“Gryph,” Vonn suggested.
“I must protect Gryph,” Lex spat. “Aaagghhh. If we ever find Sean I’m gonna … write him a strongly worded letter.“
“That’ll definitely show him.” Vonn smirked.
Lex swung a meaty fist, but the half elf easily dodged. As childish as the exchange may have been, it diffused the tension and low chuckles flowed through the room as everyone but Errat laughed and smiled.
Grimliir saw the dour expression on Errat’s face. “What is it son?”
“Errat does not understand how he lives, or why?”
“That is a tale of my own weakness son,” Grimliir said, hanging his head. The others wanted me tae destroy this body, fearing that it would be an anchor tae the Prime soul if it ever escaped its prison. But I refused, and in secret I seeded the body with another soul, yer soul.” A look of guilt and pain wracked Grimliir and Errat pulled the stout man into an embrace.
“My soul? Who was I father?”
The ancient Thalmiir turned his gaze upwards, smiling at the giant man shaped automaton. “The soul of my son.”
Errat’s mouth hung open mirroring the shock felt by the others. Grimliir lowered his head, his shoulders shaking. Errat paused for the briefest of moments before kneeling down and embracing his father.
“Do not be sad, father. You saved me.”
“I imprisoned ye. Trapped ye in this body, because I was selfish, because I could not bear tae live without ye. Errat, yer soul could have returned tae the Great Forge, been reborn and lived a dozen lives, mothered and fathered children. But, I robbed ye of that. I thought only of myself and my pain. I failed ye my son. I trapped ye for thousands of years in this dead city, awake, alone. I should have found ye when the city fell. It should have been ye in my stasis chamber.”
“No. Then you would be dead, and I would have no father.” Errat pulled the older dwarf’s head into his shoulder.
Grimliir’s weeping grew louder and first Gryph and then the others all leaned in to place a hand on the elder dwarf. Soon Grimliir calmed, and he looked up at Errat. “Ye be a far better son than I deserve. I promise ye that I’ll work tae the bone tae prove myself worthy of ye.”
“You already have father.”
Grimliir wept silently for a few moments before wiping his eyes. A rumbling laugh built inside him and he looked up at the others. He found no judgement in their eyes, only sympathy and support. He met Gryph’s gaze. “Some Steward I’ve turned out tae be, all a weepin’ and blubberin’.”
Gryph smiled and squeezed the rugged dwarf’s shoulder. “I would have it no other way. I need people who are true to themselves, who allow themselves to feel fear, anger, love and joy. Do not change your ways Grimliir, son of Braigmond. They are a strength, not a weakness.” Gryph looked around at the others. “That goes for all of you.”
“In that case, I have something I want to get off my chest,” Lex began.
Gryph and the others looked at the NPC in apprehension, wondering just what kind of idiocy was about to pour from his mouth. Lex inhaled and then spoke.
“We’re all weirdos and outcasts, but if I am gonna die at the hands of a murderous god, then there’s no bunch of weirdos I’d rather die with.” Lex stopped and silence hung heavy at his words. Lex rubbed his hand against his nose, like a nervous child. “And that’s all I gotta say about that.”
The group stood in silence, some nodding, some smiling, all feeling the heavy blanket of their emotions. Finally, an unexpected chortle of laughter from Ovrym broke the tension. “You are one strange man Lex, but I think I’m starting to like you.”
“I grow on people.”
“Like an untreated fungal infection,” Vonn said, leaning back in his chair.
Gryph stood and smiled at the rest of the group. “I think it is time to call it a night. Go, rest up, prepare yourselves in whatever way you need. Tomorrow we take the fight to a god.” Heads nodded, hands clapped shoulders, and the group parted ways, in groups and solo.
“Lex, let’s grab some food. I need your advice on how to spend my Perk Points.”
“Oh man, dinner and shopping. You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”
Several hours later, Gryph’s belly was full and his Perk Point total was lighter. But Lex had proved his worth and Gryph had several new perks and sub-skills to show off.
He’d dumped two points into the first two tiers of the Analyze perks Skill Reduction, giving him the ability to counteract 50% of the effectiveness of any one of his opponent’s skills.
“Trust me guy. That one is huge. I’d have died a shit ton more had I not counteracted 50% of the Agent’s attacks. But make sure you choose wisely, cuz you can only choose one skill per encounter.”
Lex also convinced him he needed to up his raw offensive power. He opened his Staves/Spears perk tree and dumped one point into the next tier of Impale and Parry and bought both tiers of Quick Strike.
 
	Impale: An aggressive attack initiated upon a successful attack. Impale does 2X damage with a spear. Impaled opponents cannot move or counterattack for 5 seconds.
Stun: An aggressive attack with a staff that is initiated upon a successful attack. Stun does 1.5X damage and prevents an opponent from moving or counterattacking for 10 seconds.
Quick Strike: An aggressive attack with a staff or spear initiated upon a successful attack. Quick Strike has the listed percentage chance to land a second attack for the same amount of damage as the first.
Parry: Staves and spears provide good defense. When an attacker lands a blow, Parry blocks the attack resulting in no damage.
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Gryph had visions of exponentially amplifying his powerful spear attacks by using Skill Reduction to counteract an opponent's Armor skill, or even their Dodge. Once again proving, that in the Realms, the intelligent application of power was far more effective than brute force alone.
Continuing his tradition of always having a reserve for emergencies, Gryph kept his last two Perk Points. He suspected sooner rather than later, he’d find a way to spend them.
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The next morning Gryph formed an Adventure Party with Ovrym, Errat, Vonn and Lex. They were all granted a +25% bonus to experience and his Boon 1 Telepathic Bond. He had Ovrym cast the spell to add Tifala to the bond and within two minutes he had to yell at Lex. Shut up and keep the channel clear of useless chatter. To prove the point, he switched to verbal communication. “Use the bond only when we need to communicate in silence or over long distances. Understood?”
“But all I know is useless chatter,” Lex whined.
“On this we agree,” Ovrym said, and walked from the Nexus.
The others followed and soon arrived at the nearest Port Circle. The thin circles of metal embedded in the floor were short distance teleporters, another of the crafty Nimmerian high men’s many wonders. 
While the high men had jealously guarded the secrets of making Port Gates, they had shared the Port Circles with the other members of the Alliance. This led Grimliir to believe the two transport systems relied upon different technologies. "The Nimmerians built their empire on the back of Port Gates. There be no way in the Abyss they would ever share that knowledge, no matter how secure the Alliance was. Some say they paid for their greed ten-fold when their city fell to ruin."
In a revelation that surprised no one, Grimliir was skilled at maintaining and repairing Port Circles. He'd instructed several other crafters in the art. These crews had worked tirelessly since and nearly the entire network connecting Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor was operational. 
“Am I the only one who wants to puke after using these damn things?” Lex asked as the group exited the Port Circle on the Quay in Sylvan Aenor. They’d needed three jumps to get there and Lex was not happy that there was at least that many to reach the Port Gate closest to the Nimmerian ruins. 
“Yes, you are,” Ovrym said and Gryph swore he saw a small grin cross the xydai’s face. If Gryph didn’t know better, he’d say Ovrym was enjoying Lex’s torment.
They walked up the main road approaching Aurvendiel. Gryph smiled up at the empyrean tree, pleased to see that small shoots of new growth were pushing through the old bark. He could feel the trees energy flowing over the valley as subtle pulses of empyrean energy warmed his body, a gift from the re-awakened empyrean spirit that inhabited the ancient tree.
Lex stared upwards at Aurvendiel and his mood improved. “That’s a big damn tree.”
They walked in silence until they reached Yrriel’s shop. She’d promised to teach Gryph the skill Imbue in case he found other Port Icons during their travels. He suspected her real motivation was an unwillingness to slot the damaged Icon herself since there was a decent percentage chance it would explode when set.
Yrriel smiled as they walked in and Gryph was sure she winked at Lex. What is that about? Gryph thought, but then his head was in her hands and he felt new knowledge flow into his mind. There were a lot of ways to learn a skill, but the near instant transfer of knowledge that a Master of a skill could accomplish, was by far the quickest. It was almost like downloading a file onto a computer if the file was a focused ability and the computer was one’s brain.
Spells were transferred similarly, but the gifter needed to be at least an Apprentice in the sphere of magic and were limited to two such giftings to any one person until they became Masters at level 75.
In the Barrow, Gryph had acquired a variety of spells from Tifala, Ovrym and even the imp Xeg. At the time he had not known just how rare such a gifting was. Knowledge in the Realms was jealously guarded, for both profit and power.
 
	You have learned the skill IMBUE (ICONS).



	Level: 1 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
You can now make Icons by imbuing gemstones with your own mana to a wide variety of effects. You can also re-charge Icons and are able to slot and remove them.
You have a 2% chance of successfully imbuing an Icon per level.
You can re-charge Icons at a mana cost of 100/charge. This rate is reduced by 1 per level.
You can now slot Icons with a 50% chance of success. This success rate increases by 2% per level. Failed slotting of Icons will result in a mana explosion similar in effect to spell failure feedback.




She spent the next few minutes teaching the others how to Imbue as well, just in case one of them needed to set a Port Icon to return home.
“Thank you Yrriel,” Gryph said sincerely, and she winked at him. “What else do you have for us?”
“A few Health, Mana and Stamina Potions for each of you.” She handed over small parcels containing the bottles and Gryph added it to his satchel where they were auto-sorted into the correct slots.
“These are rad,” Lex said. “Thanks.”
“Yours are on the house,” the spritely older elf said to Lex giving him a once over. “I like my men with meat on their bones. If you live through this, I’ll let you take me on a picnic in the Copse.”
Lex grinned. “I better live through this man,” Lex whispered through the side of his mouth at Gryph.
Gryph tried ignoring him but found himself chuckling lightly. “So ours are not on the house?”
Yrriel turned a level gaze upon him and then smiled. “You’re a rich landowner now, so I’ll add it to your tab.”
“Tab?”
“What did you think, this was some kinda collective?” she asked with another sly grin.
Gryph shook his head, and the group took the nearest Port Circle to the edge of the Green, the wooded area northeast of Sylvan Aenor. There they found Tifala, Grimliir and Gartheniel.
“Did you change your mind?” Gryph asked Tifala, hoping she had but knowing she had not.
“No, but the quickest way to home is through the Barrow, assuming Simon has kept control.”
“That is a big if.” Ovrym placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled.
“Worst case is he sends me back here after I take my frustrations out on some dungeon beasts.” The gnome’s eyes were dark and cold.
Her comments dug at Gryph, but soon he nodded. “It will be good to have you along, for as long as you are with us.”
Gryph turned to the pair of Stewards. Grimliir grabbed him by the forearm and tugged him in close, speaking in a low, gruff voice. “Ye make sure ye come laddie. I want no part in ruling.”
Gryph smiled and nodded. “I’ll do my best.” He turned to the half-elf. “Keep an eye on him for me will you,” and nodded towards the dwarf.
“I will endeavor to comply my Lord, but I suspect I would be no more effective at changing his mind once he’s made it than a baalgrath is at hygiene.”
“Harr!” Grimliir howled. “Good for you I am ancient and wise.”
“We shall see,” Gartheniel said.
Gryph smiled and stood with the others inside the circle of platinum metal. With a nod to the two Stewards he sent a mental command to the circle and reality bent as they ported to the last active circle in the chain. Their destination was inside the impenetrable walls of the Moon Gate, a fortress that guarded the western end of the Serpentine from the wilds of the ancient Nimmerian ruins. Gryph tried to spot the Watchers whose duty it was to guard the fortress, but only spotted a few, those who wanted to be seen. He knew dozens of others lay hidden from his sight, ready to attack anything that threatened their home.
Farrengiir met the group as they walked through the gate. Tifala had tended to the newly minted Captain of the Rangers chaos infection, saving his life.
“Well met my Lord, my Lady,” Farrengiir said, bowing.
“How is the arm?” Tifala asked.
“Stable milady. The infection is still present, but the techniques you taught our healers are keeping it at bay.”
“I am glad,” Tifala said and turned, walking towards the fortress gate. Farrengiir nodded at Gryph and ordered his men to take up flanking positions.
They marched from the fortress and across the wide grassy area. The Port Gate was a few miles through the forest and by the time they'd reached the stone archway the sun was at its zenith. A range of confusing emotions moved through Gryph at the sight. While he knew, in the logical part of his brain, that returning to the Barrow was the right step, he dreaded returning to the deadly dungeon.
“Keep an eye out for any beasts, chaos infected or otherwise,” Farrengiir’s said in a deep voice. His men took up defensive positions in a wide arc. “Keep a watchful eye for any lutins.” A smirk crossed the ranger captain’s face as Gryph’s gaze snapped up to him with a look that clearly said, ‘You bastard.’
“What’s a lutin?” Lex asked.
“Hair stylists,” Ovrym said dryly.
Low chuckles pulsed through the glade and even Tifala smirked slightly. I’ll take it, even at the cost of some dignity, Gryph thought, but he still gave Ovrym a ‘you’ll pay for that’ look. Gryph walked up to the arch and retrieved the cracked Port Icon from his bag. On instinct the rest of the party backed away, but Gryph snagged Lex by the scruff of his robes before he could retreat.
“Dude, that is uncool,” Lex muttered under his breath.
Gryph patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t think I know what I’m doing?”
“No.”
Gryph grinned and let him go. “Fine, go over there. If I blow up, I’ll see you after I respawn.”
Lex scowled, but stayed where he was. Gryph nodded and looked back at the Port Gate. It was a ten-foot-high arch wide enough to let a large cart through. Ivy and dirt covered the ancient stone, but neither wind nor water had scoured the intricate runes from its surface. Apparently the Nimmerians built to last.
On the left-hand side of the arch was a series of slots for Icons. Yrriel, the dwarf smith Belgaarm and the human scholar Eadweanna had poured over the library in Dar Thoriim for days for information about Port Gates. While the secret of crafting a gate was lost, they did discover how the system functioned. She had explained it to them in a briefing.
“From what we can tell each gate has a unique chain of runic symbols that identify it. All you need to do is type in the right sequence, activate the archway and you’ll be able to walk right through,” Yrriel had said.
“Just like fricking Stargate,” Lex had said with such exuberance that all eyes turned to him. “I’ll be the brilliant, yet ruggedly handsome, Daniel Jackson.” He pointed at Errat and Gryph. “You are so Teal’c and I guess you get to be Colonel Jack O’Neil.”
“Nobody cares about your stupid movies Lex.”
“This stupid movie was great, and it spawned an even greater series.”
“These movies, are they the myths of your people?” Ovrym had asked.
“Yes, they are.” Lex eyed Ovrym for a moment. “And you can be Sam Carter.” He turned to Errat and whispered. “She’s a girl.”
“Ha. It is funny because Ovrym is a boy, not a girl,” Errat said in a joyous voice and looked at Ovrym, whose stoic expression barely hinted at his annoyance.
Lex grinned and slapped Errat on the back. “See, I told you this gender thing wasn’t too hard.”
“Can we get back to reality here folks?” Gryph eyed the still chuckling duo until they were quiet. He returned his gaze to Yrriel. “Please continue.”
“So to open a gate you need to know that gate's address.”
“And we do not have an address for the Barrow,” Tifala said.
“Or anywhere else,” the elf woman said with a nod. “But there is some hope. The gate is semi sentient and remembers the sequence of the last gate that dialed in.”
“So we just need to hit redial?” Lex mocked talking on an invisible phone.
Yrriel smiled at the stocky Ordonian. “Yes. Power up the gate and hit the return rune and it should open back up to the Barrow.”
“Then what? We get to the Barrow and chill? Without some kinda yellow pages we won’t be able to dial anywhere else?”
“I assume that these yellow pages are a tome of esoteric knowledge from your world,” Ovrym said, and got a shrug and a nod from Lex. “Perhaps the Barrow contains what we need. Ouzerio hoarded knowledge after all.”
“It is a risk, but one I feel is well worth taking,” Gryph said, eyeing each member of the Adventure Party. One by one they nodded, including a reluctant Lex.
“If we end up walking, you’re giving me a piggy back.”
Now, as Gryph eased the Port
Icon into the top slot on the gate, the possibility of an explosion became real. He pushed mana into the space between the stone arch and the gemstone as Yrriel had trained him. The gate resisted, like two positive pole magnets pushing against each other, but Gryph concentrated and the jewel snapped into place.
“Yay. No explosions.”
“I haven’t powered it up yet Lex.”
The stocky Ordonian backed away a few paces. Gryph ignored him and sent the activation command to the Icon.
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Silver gray light swirled inside the white gem, skittering around the crack as the stored energy tried to find a clear path into the gate. The glow rose and faded several times before finally flaring outward from the Icon and into the gate.
Gryph eased his hand onto the return rune and pressed down. It sunk down a few centimeters and a band of aetherial energy expanded upwards from the Icon and around the archway. When it reached the opposite side, a low thrumming rose at the edge of Gryph’s hearing. His Acute Hearing ability brought what sounded like words to his ears, but it was in some language that even his Gift of Tongues ability could make no sense of.
“That was pretty and all, but nothing's happening,” Lex whined, adjusting his crotch.
“Yes, it is,” Gryph said and backed away. A point of light appeared in the center of the arch and tried to expand but sputtered as if it lacked sufficient power. Whatever odd intelligence ran the arch understood that despite the lack of power to open a full gate, a microscopic gateway still served Gryph’s purpose. “Time to see if this works.”
Ovrym took Gryph’s head in his hands and the shimmer of thought magic flowed around his hands. Gryph closed his eyes and breathed in, calming himself as his mind expanded outwards. He pushed his will through the opening in the arch and was soon inside the Barrow.
Gryph floated above the ground, an invisible, formless entity. He spent a moment contemplating the oddness of the feeling before looking around him. Several dread knights stood sentinel around the room, but it was the revenant sitting on the throne of fused bone that sent a shiver through Gryph’s nonexistent body.
A skull floating amidst a robed body of spectral darkness. Was this the Barrow King somehow returned? Gryph’s fears quickly disappeared when the undead revenant leaned its bony chin on its skeletal hand and whined.
“I am sooo bored … again.”
Gryph relaxed. This was definitely Simon. He was about to extend his mind when the voice of a dead man made the phantom hairs on the back on his absent neck raise.
“We could play a game,” came the silky voice of the traitor Dirge.
Gryph whipped his head around to see the devious Aegyptian assassin staring right at him, or more accurately through him. How? Gryph asked himself. Dirge had been the leader of the Gray Company, a band of treasure hunters and rogues that had become trapped in the Barrow years before Gryph’s arrival in the Realms. Ovrym had once been a part of their group until the xydai had learned the truth of the Gray Company’s relative safety in the Barrow. Dirge had been sacrificing members to the Barrow King, ensuring his continued survival. Gryph was to be the next victim when he’d turned the tables on the murderous traitor. Dirge died by Ovrym’s hand, a victim of his own poisoned weapon. How is he here now? Has Simon betrayed me?
Gryph forced calm into himself as he realized that Dirge was gray, sallow and parts of him had begun to rot. He’s dead, Gryph realized and his eyes turned back to Simon. What have you done Simon?
Wasting no more time, Gryph pushed his thoughts into Simon’s mind. Simon!
“Ahhhh!” Simon screamed, his voice cracking like a teenager’s. The spectre lurched forward and fell from the throne, the mists of cloak and body dissipating as the skull clattered to the floor. A moment later the skull rose from the floor and the body reformed, head turning back and forth searching. Not finding anything, Simon spun full circle, like a startled child seeing imaginary monsters. “Gryph?”
Yeah kid it’s me. Sorry about that. I don’t have a lot of time. We need you to open the Port Gate to the valley. I’m here with Ovrym, Tifala and some others. We need your help.
Simon fidgeted like a teenager who knew he was in imminent trouble but wasn’t quite sure which misdeeds had been uncovered. “Yeah, it’s not really a great time … for me.”
Simon! Gryph yelled and even through the psychic link he could feel Simon shudder. Open this door now. Gryph cringed at how much like the Colonel he sounded.
“Jeez, fine dude,” Simon grumbled and turned towards the Port Gate. "Relax and gimme a moment.” He walked past a dread knight who was staring blankly at the Port Gate. Simon smacked the undead monster on the back of the head, knocking its helmet off its head. “Didn’t I tell you to keep an eye on the gateway? Useless dick.”
If the abuse irked the dread knight, it did not show it. A sound like the gurgling of an overflowing toilet came to Gryph’s ears only to cease when Simon berated the creature again. “Yeah, I know, Nnnngggggg,” Simon muttered.
Simon extended a skeletal hand and tapped at the control runes on the Port Gate. Gryph pulled his mind back through the micro gate, not wanting to risk it closing while his mind was on the other side. He suspected his mind would just snap back to his body, but he wasn’t willing to risk being wrong.
Gryph opened his eyes back in the valley just as the singularity of energy spinning in the archway's center disappeared. Gryph reached up and removed the damaged Port Icon. Currently, it was their only way to activate the gates, and could prove invaluable if they had to send a message.
“Did it work?” Lex asked.
“We’ll see.” Gryph stared at the gate, his heart thundering with each passing second.
“You sure you can trust this kid?” Lex asked, shuffling from foot to foot impatiently.
“Yes.”
“The tone of your voice is not reassuring me dude. Remember what I said about those piggy backs. I …”
Lex didn’t finish his complaint as light shimmered in the archway. Energy expanded outwards and before their minds could process the change another place existed beyond the arch.
“Well yay us.” Lex motioned for Gryph to walk through. “After you.” Gryph scowled at Lex before walking through the gate.
“Your fear is showing,” Ovrym said as he also walked past the NPC and through the portal. Tifala, Errat and Vonn went through, leaving Lex alone with the rangers.
“I was just being polite,” Lex muttered, looking at Farrengiir, whose slight smile called out the Ordonian’s bullshit. “What’s there to be scared about?” Lex held his nose and walked through. A moment later the gate shimmered and closed.
It took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the gloom and Gryph turned to Simon. The undead teen sat on his throne, flanked by Dirge and a few dread knights, when Lex squealed.
“What the hell is that?”
Gryph turned to see the Ordonian clutching Tifala’s arm. She glared at Lex and he let go like a man discovering the stick he’d just picked up was in fact a venomous snake. “Sorry.”
“Ha, I thought you were gonna crap your pants guy,” Simon said, smacking his hand on his bony knee. “Did you see his face Dirge? Oh man, that was some funny shit.”
“Yes, it was quite amusing,” Dirge said, his eyes not on Lex, but staring right at Ovrym. The xydai returned his gaze, hand on his sword. “Good to see you old friend.”
“Take a single step and I’ll kill you again.”
“Well that is unfriendly. I should be the one holding a grudge, after all you murdered my soul.”
“With the weapon you tried to use on me.” The xydai drew the first several inches of his blade. “Explain how you are still you.”
“I wish I knew. Some kind of residual memory echo, perhaps. King Skully here has raised me, what five times so far?” He looked at Simon who nodded. “Each time I’m still me, just a bit less. You’d think I’d be upset about that, but I don’t care about much of anything these days. Maybe having no soul means I cannot miss having a soul.”
Tension hung heavy until a snarky comment by Lex broke it “He talks a lot.”
Tifala eyed the NPC with a ‘you should talk’ look.
“Yeah, he's pretty annoying most days,” Simon agreed.
“Then why bring him back?” Gryph asked.
“I tried with the other dudes, but they were all just empty husks. A guy can get really lonely when his only pals are brainless corpses.” Gryph nodded, conceding the point. “My boy Dirge here may be right about that whole soul thing. None of his other buddies kept their old personalities. But don’t worry, I’ll tire of his soon enough and kill him again.”
“Let me hasten that task for you.” Ovrym took another step towards Dirge and drew his blade.
“Woah, relax everybody, we’re all friends here, except maybe you two.” Simon said wagging a skeletal finger between Dirge and Ovrym. He flowed off the throne, walked up to Lex and extended a hand. The NPC retreated a few paces, but reluctantly took the revenant’s hand. “I’m Simon and this is my dungeon.”
“My dungeon,” Gryph corrected, placing a restraining hand on Ovrym’s forearm. After killing the Barrow King, Gryph had received a series of prompts that detailed the new status quo of the ancient dungeon. While Simon was the Master of the Barrow, Gryph, who had defeated its last liege, was its lord, making him Simon’s boss.
“Yeah, right. Of course. Your Barrow. My Barrow. It’s basically all the same. So... why are you here?”
Frustration built inside Gryph and he considered lecturing the teen when he realized the absurdity of the idea. Simon may be a brat, but he was effectively thousands of years old and had been through a hell few could understand. There was a time and a place for everything and now was not the time for parental lessons doomed to failure. “We need to use the gate to get to a town called Harlan’s Watch.”
“Yeah, can’t do it. There’s only one location stored in the gate and you just came from it.”
“Ouzeriuo hoarded knowledge,” Tifala said. “We’re hoping he has a list of other gate locations somewhere here.”
“Makes sense,” Simon said. Putting a hand to his chin as he contemplated the idea. “If he does, it is probably in his old ...” A sudden look of panic arrested Simon’s thoughts and he looked up, the glowing lights that served as his eyes widening. “Um, on second thought, I doubt he knew anything about it. Sorry, seeya.”
“Simon?” Gryph asked, voice edging into anger.
“Yeah?” Simon’s skull somehow attempted to feign innocence. It was a disturbing sight.
“What are you hiding?”
A sigh came from Simon and then his shoulders slumped. “It's probably best if I show you.”
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Simon led them through the Barrow and soon Gryph and Ovrym tensed as they realized where they were heading.
“The black ooze room.” Ovrym put his hand into his bag and removed several vials of the colloidal silver potions, handing them around to the rest of the group. The potions had proven an effective weapon against the massive black ooze the last time they'd faced it. Lex eyed the potion with curious interest, but a stern look from Gryph cut short any questions.
The black ooze was a horrific enemy capable of dissolving flesh and most inanimate matter. Wick had almost lost his life to the creature and if Gryph concentrated hard enough, he almost felt the acidic burns he’d suffered while saving the gnome.
That had been terrifying enough, but then Gryph had witnessed a smaller version of the ooze vomited forth by the Barrow King, like some unholy barf baby and the horror of the black ooze grew. He didn’t understand it completely, but it was some kind of fell soul magic. Only witnessing Ouzeriuo gumming lamely at Wick’s soul stuff like a decadent feast had been more horrifying, and only barely.
Gryph had no desire to face off against the creature again, but as the group rounded the corner and saw the entrance to the black ooze room, Gryph knew he was unlikely to get that wish. He stopped a few inches from a line of silver lain into the floor. The metal was anathema to the black ooze and burned it on contact.
Gryph had expected the formless ooze to lurch a tendril at them when they rounded the corner, but what they saw was much worse. Sitting on a throne made of shifting black ooze was a humanoid form wearing a robe and carrying a staff also made of ooze.
“Simon, what is that?” Gryph drew his spear and expanded his buckler. Behind him the others readied their own weapons.
“It looks like the Barrow King,” Tifala said in shock.
The lights of Simon’s eyes became slits as he squinted at the pulsating creature. “Really? I don’t see it.”
“Simon!” Gryph said, his irritation boiling over.
“Fine, it’s him, or some kinda memory echo or something. It appeared a few days after you left and has been hanging out ever since. Ouzeriuo was jealous of his knowledge and the Barrow thinks some part of him lived on and inhabited the only thing available.”
“The Barrow thinks?” Gryph’s ire drew Simon’s attention again.
“Yeah, the Barrow thinks. We’re kinda buddies now since we bonded.” Simon saw that Gryph did not understand. “Okay, let me make this simple. The Barrow is alive, a being made of energy that resides in the passages and rooms of the Barrow. So we’re kinda standing inside its body. It's a symbiotic life-form that needs a host to help it grow and feed.”
“Feed?” A look of panic came across Lex’s face and he pulled himself away from the wall he’d been leaning on.
“Don’t worry, it won’t eat you, unless you die. Then it’ll dissolve you down and consumes your life force. But don’t worry, your makeup will still exist in the Barrow's memory, and we can remake you, well a dumber deader you, but hey better than nothing.”
“No, it isn’t you creepy bastard.” Lex hopped from one foot to the other desperate to limit his contact with the ground. Vonn slapped the NPC earning a growl and a glare.
“That’s where this Dirge came from,” Ovrym realized.
“Exactly. See, you get it,” Simon said with a grin. “Nothing to worry about.”
“You suck at comforting people,” Lex muttered, moving as far from any wall as possible.
“I want to talk with the Barrow,” Gryph said, returning the group’s focus to the matter at hand.
“Yeah, there’s really no need for that. You ask me what ya wanna know and I’ll ask it.”
“It was not a request.” The air shimmered around Gryph’s hand and he walked up to Simon and grabbed his skull in his hand.
“Not cool man,” Simon complained before both his and Gryph’s eyes closed.
Gryph wasn’t sure Telepathic Bond would even work on Simon. After all, he wasn’t a flesh and blood being with a brain. But he felt a connection made between his mind and Simon’s. The weirdness of what Simon was flowed over him. He wasn’t quite alive, nor quite dead, but something in-between.
He is undead, came an ethereal voice.
Dude, you know I hate that term.
Yet it is what you are.
Fine. Whatever. You two talk but be quick. I'm already bored.
Hello Gryph. Thank you for freeing me from Ouzeriuo.
You’re welcome, Gryph thought. You can return the favor by helping me get the information I need.
Simon has told me you seek to use the Port Gate network.
Yes. I need to get somewhere and quickly.
Then you are in the right place. This room beyond the silver barrier contains Ouzeriuo’s library and likely a record of anything he knew about the gate system. Though I cannot say what he knew and did not know.
So, all we need to do is defeat the black ooze and hope the knowledge is in there? Gryph asked.
Sounds easy peasy, Simon said. Disagreement pulsed through the mental link. What, it’s just a big blob?
That attacks and dissolves anything it touches. Gryph tried his best to scowl though the mental link when a memory returned to the fore of Gryph’s mind. During the battle with the Barrow King, he, it, vomited a smaller version of the ooze at me.
Yes, they are a residue of his feeding process.
Gross, Simon mentally gagged. Like vomit poop.
Simon, Gryph scolded, trying to push the image from his mind. He turned his attention back to the Barrow. If he made them why couldn’t he control them?
He was too weak. By refusing to bond with me he doomed us both to half-lives of weakness and starvation. He refused to share power, dooming us both to slow, inevitable degradation. Because of this he could not master the dungeon. The wyrmynn, the Gray Company, the arboleth, and the black ooze grew beyond his control. So he trapped the black ooze behind the circle of silver to guard the only thing he treasured apart from his own miserable half-life.
Knowledge.
Yes. As you have seen, he was a man capable of great evil in pursuit of powerful knowledge. You now possess a power that came to the Realms because of such evil.
The Barrow was talking about Gryph’s Soul Magic skill. It was his highest level skill, one he’d Assimilated from Ouzeriuo after killing the revenant. Sadly, Gryph did not possess a single spell in the sphere. That was not surprising since it was one of the rarest skills in all the Realms. I wonder if there are any spells in the library?
Simon’s angry thoughts pushed Gryph's thoughts to the back of his mind. That dick knocker got his power by torturing and murdering me, Simon said, fear mating with anger in his tone.
I am sorry for that Simon. It was a horrific fate, the Barrow sent.
You saw him die? Gryph asked in shock.
I feel all that Simon was and is.
It's less creepy than it sounds, Simon mumbled.
Gryph let the comment pass. So what I need is in there?
If it is anywhere. And no, I have no ability to defeat the black ooze, apart from sending the dread knights in as fodder. Yet I owe you a debt, so I will offer any aid I can.
Debt?
Had you not freed me from Ouzeriuo I would have soon gone dormant. While not a permanent death, it is unlikely I would ever have awakened.
Why not?
Dormant dungeons require a massive infusion of life energy to re-awaken, and sentient life is the most powerful of all.
You’re talking about human sacrifice, Gryph sent, alarm in his tone.
It is the most potent source.
Can I let this entity live? Gryph thought to himself. Could I kill it if I wanted to? Gryph looked at the black ooze and wondered if it contained the knowledge of how to achieve that herculean task was also hidden in the room. Then another thought occurred to him.
You said I was lord of this dungeon. What does that mean?
You have full access to my interface and as long as I have enough power to sustain myself, you can spend my dungeon points as you see fit. Dungeon Points are used to generate creatures and treasures, to upgrade the rooms of the Barrow and to unlock new powers and abilities.
So you can feed on more life?
Yes, the Barrow said with no hint of apology. My purpose is to live and expand, same as all living creatures.
It isn’t as evil as it sounds, Simon promised.
Evil and good are mortal concepts. I feed because I must as do all living things. However, since bonding Simon has nudged me in a more ‘moral’ direction.
Cuz I’m a nice boy, Simon sent.
Yes, you are. There was no hint of jest in the Barrow’s tone.
Tell me this, why shouldn’t I force you to starve until you go dormant?
Because life is conflict. I provide a place for life to evolve, improve. Yes, some will die, but those who do not will grow stronger, become better. It happens in the wider world every day. Dungeons simply focus the intensity of that evolution. There are other rewards I can grant when I am able. You carry these benefits with you even now.
What do you mean? Gryph asked.
You’re only here because my pal the Barrow helped you, Simon said. First, he gave you all that sweet swag, like that breastplate and those bracers. Second, he weakened the arboleth and then the Barrow King so you’d stand a chance. You didn’t really think you were that badass, did you?
Gryph said nothing, but he didn’t need to.
Ha, you did. Wow man, please tell me you aren’t that much of a noob still. You’re likely to get yourself killed, and that wouldn’t be all that great for me and Barry here.
I told you not to call me Barry, the Barrow said
in the first angry tone Gryph had heard from the Barrow.
Fine, whatever, you grumpy old hole in the ground.
Gryph’s chuckle did little to ease his concerns about the predatory dungeon. But the Realms was a tough place, and the Barrow could help his people to become stronger, and therefore safer. He needed to know more and opened his Dungeon Interface.
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He clicked on the Life Essence Points tab and a slew of information popped into his vision. It mainly covered creatures he could spawn with Life Essence Points, but also had several grayed-out areas that detailed other creatures, rooms, expansions and abilities.
Why are some of these functions grayed out?
Since I degraded, I have lost many of my capabilities. I will need to earn back my tiers to regain those abilities.
Gryph nodded and focused on the creatures they could spawn. There were barrow rats and wyrmynn, baalgrath and dread knights. He also noted that Dirge and several of the other members of the Gray Company were on the list. Dirge cost ten times the Life Essence Points as his fellows.
Is Dirge so much more expensive than the other humans because he is sentient?
Yes, my supposition was that because Ovrym destroyed his soul, his intellect had nowhere to go, so it remained with his body. When I assimilated his corpse the coding for his sentience was still present. But sentience costs power.
Gryph nodded and returned to the list. That is when he saw something that truly terrified him. Arboleth? Seeing the aetherial demon's name on the list shocked him. The cost to generate one was staggering, but Gryph would not allow another one of the aetherial daemons to be born into this world.
Yes, its corpse was still here after I bonded with Simon, and despite your thorough dissection, I was able to assimilate its pattern and its energy.
I am officially banning either of you from ever spawning an arboleth.
A wise course of action, the Barrow sent.
Gryph gave Simon the mental equivalent of an expectant stare and the ageless teen agreed the way only a teenager can.  Fine. You’re no fun.
Gryph thought for a few moments and then decided.
I will allow you to continue to exist, to feed, but there will be rules you must follow. Anyone who enters here must do so of their own free will. You will vet them before they do and turn those with no chance to survive away. We will not prey on the weak. You will abide by my rules, and Simon’s moral compass. Do you understand?
I do.
Gryph waited for Simon to agree. He felt the mental equivalent of a nod and Simon said he ‘had a guy’ who could help with the vetting process.
If I learn that you have violated the terms of this agreement, then I will not hesitate to shut the doors, bury them and let you both starve. Is that understood?
It is.
Simon?
Yes Dad, Simon said in the exasperated tone only a teen could muster.
Good, now let’s get back to the others.
Gryph ended the conversation, and he was back in the hallway outside the library. He and Simon had been moved around the bend in the hallway. Tifala was tending to a wound on Ovrym's arm.
“Have a nice chat?” Lex asked with venom.
Gryph was about to ask his taciturn NPC why he was so grumpy when a blob of black ooze splashed against the wall near the bend. It sizzled as it consumed the moss that clung to the walls and then fell to the ground and pulled its way towards them. Vonn stabbed into it with a dagger that glinted in the dim light of the Barrow. The black ooze shriveled and smoked and then dissolved under its touch. Gryph stared up at him in surprise.
The rogue shrugged, answering Gryph’s unspoken query. “It’s silver. I lifted the pair off this noble twit back in Harlan’s Watch. Always meant to sell them. Glad I didn’t.”
“So am I,” Gryph said and then turned to the others. “Why is the black ooze pissed off enough to throw bits of itself at us?” It was no surprise that all eyes turned to Lex.
“What? I only threw one.” Lex hefted one of Ovrym’s silver bombs. “It got grumpy.”
“If the ooze can toss bits of itself over the barrier, why doesn’t it move over it?” Gryph asked, eyes passing over Tifala, Ovrym and then Vonn. All three shrugged.
“Yeah, don’t ask me, the Master of Analyze,” Lex said with a pout. Gryph turned to him and after a moment under the intense gaze the pout disappeared. “Fine. Silver doesn’t just dissolve its body, it tears away its sentience. The little blobs are like you and I casting off skin, but if it tried to move over the silver, it would become an instinct driven blob again and not this wannabe, semi sentient Oozeriuo clone.”
“Did you change the pronunciation to ooze?” Vonn asked.
“Yeah, pretty good, huh?”
“Actually yes, yes it is.”
Gryph looked at Lex. “Do you know how to beat it?”
“Maybe, but you’re not gonna like it.”


28

“I thought NPCs are supposed to aid and assist, not suggest slow and painful suicide,” Gryph grumbled after Lex had explained his plan. The NPC shrugged staring at Gryph with neither humor nor remorse. Gryph poked his head around the corner, his gaze falling on the black acidic ooze whose mocking humanoid form was somehow more disturbing than its original had been.
A blob of the acidic muck flew towards him and he ducked behind the wall a moment before the acid impacted. Vonn lashed out again with his dagger and the ooze smoked and disintegrated.
“I did say you wouldn’t like it,” Lex said.
“This plan is the worst plan ever planned,” Vonn said, earning a ’come on dude’ look from Lex.
“Yes, this plan is very, very bad,” Tifala agreed.
“Errat like plan. It is unlikely to work and therefore very sneaky.”
“Well, is it my fault you built an Adventure Party without a full-fledged fire mage,” Lex whined. “I’m the only one who has any fire magic, and that’s a base tier spell. I mean who does that?”
Gryph inhaled deeply, trying to ease his mind. Lex’s brilliant plan was to slather themselves and their weapons with the colloidal silver solutions. In theory, the black ooze would be unwilling to touch them. The solution would also protect them from acid damage once they did engage and their weapons would deal silver powered damage. On the surface it seemed a sound plan, but both Gryph and Ovrym had seen the black ooze in action and doubted such paltry defenses would last for long.
Ovrym tried to communicate with the creature, but only anger and pain pulsed through the link before Oozeriuo went on the offensive. The xydai collapsed to one knee and Tifala rushed to his side, healing light flowing around her hands.
“There has to be another way,” Tifala said, as Ovrym’s shaking eased.
“Lex, bring up your Analyze window.” With a nod Lex shared his Analyze screen through the link.
 
	Oozeriuo - Behemoth
Black Ooze (Aberrant Soul Remnant)–Level: 56.



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	2,200

	4,044

	1,574

	0


	Black oozes are sentient aberrations born from the misuse of soul magic. They start off small, but over time they can grow to be incredibly large and deadly. They are intelligent, but alien and have no sympathy for any other beings in the Realms.
A memory echo of the revenant known as Ouzeriuo inhabits this black ooze. It has limited access to the revenant’s spell casting abilities and memories.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Acid attack. Replication. Regeneration.

	Resistant to: Electrical. Cold. Blunt Weapons.
Immune to: Acid. Death Magic. Slashing Weapons.

	Silver. Fire.


	
	
	
	



Gryph scanned the creature’s strengths, immunities and weaknesses and scowled at its resistance to electrical damage. That reduces my spear’s effectiveness, he thought with a scowl. “So, we can’t slice it, smash it, freeze it or fry it with electricity, and it can regenerate and replicate. Any idea what Replication is?”
“All it gives me is some Oxford dictionary definition, so not really.” Lex said. “My guess is it can make copies of itself. How it does that, I got no clue.”
“You have nothing helpful then,” Vonn said. “Quite the repository of knowledge you are.”
“Come on dude, is it my fault I cannot remember?”
“You were frequently drunk in Harlan’s Watch.”
“I was in a time loop so that doesn’t count.”
“Moving on,” Gryph muttered. “Any idea why the ooze’s level is so much higher than the Prime ship’s, but it has way less health and stamina?”
“Ha. That I do know,” Lex said standing tall attempting to reclaim some status. “A creature’s level is not an absolute descriptor of power, but more a measurement of that creature’s growth and development. From what you’ve shared I imagine the Prime ship is not only huge, but inherently powerful. So though its relative level is lower than Oozeriuo here, it would likely trounce it in a heads-up fight. Imagine it this way, while a level 100 fly would be the king of its species, it would still be little more than an irritation to the level ten wildebeest.”
“That is a well thought out theory,” Ovrym said.
“Thank you,” Lex said. “But do you have to sound so surprised?”
“Yes, yes he does,” Vonn said. “However, there is more to it.” All eyes turned to Vonn, but the half-elf rogue gave all his attention to Gryph. “I know that the players who helped the Pantheon conquer much of Korynn believed the Realms were a game. It was an easy sell, even we natives refer to the organizing principles of the Realms as the Game Mechanics. Only the Source knows why. But, all rules have nuance and can be manipulated through knowledge and understanding, especially rules as complicated as the Game Mechanics. The ability to apply intellect and creativity to those rules is the true source of power.  This is something you excel at. It is what makes the smarter sentient beings among the most powerful in the Realms.”
“Compliments aside, what are you getting at?” Gryph asked.
“To defeat the revenant ooze, we need to outthink it,” Vonn said. “We play on our strengths, minimize our own weaknesses while attacking the ooze’s weaknesses directly.”
“Apart from fire and silver, this monstrosity has no weaknesses,” Tifala said.
“Like I said before, only an idiot forms an Adventure Party without a fire mage,” Lex said with a pout.
“There is a reason few mages use fire magic,” Ovrym said. “It is unstable, addictive, destructive and the weak of mind can easily succumb to it.”
“Well sure it has its drawbacks,” Lex whined. “I wish Arno the crazy pyromaniac was here.”
“Quit whining Lex.” Gryph said.
“I wasn’t whining, I was complaining,” Lex said in a whiny voice. “Damn, my voice sounds really whiny.”
“We should set ourselves on fire,” Errat said in an eager voice.
The group stared at him as if he were insane and Vonn gave voice to their reaction. “I was wrong earlier, that is by far the worst plan ever planned.”
“Maybe not,” Gryph said, drawing all eyes to him.
“I am not lighting myself on fire like some insane war protestor,” Lex said.
Gryph smiled at him before turning to Simon. “How many dread knights can the Barrow make?”
Simon’s jaw hung open and Gryph realized it was Simon’s macabre way of smiling. “Maybe ten, including the four we already have. Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”
“I am,” Gryph said.
“Ooh,” Simon said and clapped his skeletal hands like a teenage girl at a boy band concert. “Time for a zombie bonfire.”
“Don’t forget about Dirge,” Ovrym said, eyeing the undead assassin who remained uncharacteristically silent.
“You sir, know how to hold a grudge,” Lex said, clapping the xydai on the back. “I like that.”
“Errat can help. Errat is resistant to fire.”
“Thanks for the offer bud, but resistance isn’t immunity and we can’t have you ruining that pretty face,” Lex said. Errat smiled, causing everyone to cringe. “Or maybe we can.”
Half an hour later, the Barrow had completed generating the remaining dread knights. Simon looked less substantial as if spending the Barrow’s Life Essence Points had somehow diminished him. Gryph mentioned it and Simon agreed that he felt tired. After conferring with the Barrow, he decided the risk of losing Simon was too great and ordered him to sit out the coming attack. His job was to coordinate the dread knights.
They slathered each one of the undead warriors in the same oil that powered the green eldritch flames of the Barrow’s braziers. It was highly flammable and Gryph hoped it would be the perfect weapon against the ooze lich’s weakness. A gurgling noise came from one of the dread knights and it burped, a gobbet of the green liquid flying from its mouth and landed on Lex’s robes.
“Eww,” Lex complained and wiped at the green liquid working it deeper into his robes. The dead knight hiccupped, and the green froth drooled down what remained of its chin and splattered on its rusty armor.
“Everybody ready?” Gryph asked and turned to each member of his team as they finished covering themselves in Ovrym’s silver solution. Each of them nodded. As expected Lex insisted on adding a foolish comment.
“I feel both sticky and wealthy.” Lex turned back and forth, the specks of silver covering his body shimmering in the green glow of the readied eldritch flame. “This stuff would be all the rage back on Earth.”
“Okay then,” Gryph said and eased back from the cadre of oil slathered dread knights. “It’s time.”
Dirge walked up to the closest of the reanimated corpses and touched his torch to its side. The oil burst into an eerie halo of green flames and Simon ordered the undead warrior to rush into the room. Oozeriuo screamed as the walking pyre rushed towards him and thrust his arm forwards. The gelatinous arm extended into a point and plunged into the dread knight’s eye, skewering its brain.
The dread knight twitched for a moment before the green flames flowed around the tip of the arm spear. Oozeriuo screamed an unearthly howl and retracted the arm. The flames went out.
“Lex, how much damage did it take?”
“Good news. The undead ooze lich is flammable,” Lex said and squinted bringing his Analyze
skill to bear. “Bad news. It only lost ten health, which is less than 1% of its total.”
“Light the rest up and send them in,” Gryph said. Dirge rushed behind the line of dread knights and traced the torch along each one. They blazed and Simon sent them in. Two of them slowed and grabbed their fallen comrade, dragging the body closer to the black ooze.
Oozeriuo spread its arms like a predatory bird and hissed, its jaw nearly dislocating as it opened wider than any flesh and blood being could have managed. It vomited a stream of itself at the closest dread knight just as the undead warrior swung a massive sword.
The jet of acidic ooze slammed into the warrior’s arm, melting through it like magma through ice. Its sword clattered to the ground, the dread knight’s desiccated hand still clutched around its hilt. The disarmed warrior kept moving towards Oozeriuo, unfazed at suddenly being a little lighter.
Oozeriuo spun, his arms forming into sharp blades and sliced through a neck and an arm of two more approaching dread knights. At this rate Gryph knew none of the dread knights would land a blow. It was a good thing his plan didn’t need them to. The nearest dread knight thrust forward with its sword, doing little to no damage.
Oozeriuo lashed out at the undead warrior, plunging both of his pointed arms into its stomach. He lifted the warrior off its feet where it hung, its feet still moving comically in the air like a toppled robot toy as it tried to advance on the ooze lich.
“Ovrym, Lex, get ready,” Gryph said. The xydai dipped the tip of his arrow into Dirge’s torch and orange flames appeared around Lex’s hands. “Tifala, you’re up. The rest of you, take shelter around the bend.”
Oozeriuo wrenched both arms outward, slicing the dread knight in half and dousing itself with sticky green liquid. The ooze lich had only a second to process the oddness, before the other dread knights surrounded him, clutching and grabbing at his body without care for the damage the acidic ooze was doing them. Soon they had Oozeriuo surrounded and were dragging him off his feet.
“Now,” Gryph said in a calm voice and Ovrym loosed his arrow and Lex fired two torrents of Flames into the room. The attacks found their targets, sinking into and enveloping the torsos of the dread knights.
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A firestorm of green eldritch flames tore through the room. Green light as bright as the noonday sun seared at their eyes and a wave of heat pulsed towards them. The explosion shredded the dread knights, and the ground shook with a thunderous boom.
The explosion was their sneak attack proven successful. Gryph had suspected Oozeriuo would take down the dread knights with ease. After all the ooze lich was a blob of viscous acid, and despite its aversion to fire it was more than a match for the brainless undead warriors. So Gryph turned them into bombs.
The Barrow secreted the green eldritch oil used to fuel the torches and braziers, like a man would sweat. It had been a simple matter to collect the viscous liquid. They’d force fed the dread knights a healthy dose of the explosive liquid like a gang of frat boys hazing pledges with keg stands. After that it just took luck, proximity and something to ignite the trap.
Gryph grinned and shielded his eyes as the torrent of flames, bits of bone, gobbets of flesh and blobs of black ooze flew towards them. Right before the wave of destruction hit them it slammed into a shimmering field of energy the color of spring grass. Tifala grunted, but her shield held. A few seconds later the onslaught ended and Tifala lowered her arms. A drop of sweat trickled down her face and she smiled at Gryph’s nod of thanks.
“Everyone okay?” Gryph asked. The group said they were and Gryph turned his attention to the dissipating cloud of smoke when a less than manly squeal burst from Lex’s lips. All eyes snapped to the Ordonian who kicked away a severed hand and forearm that had crawled over his foot trying to return to the fray.
Lex kicked the arm across the room and then looked up at the others. “What?”
“Pay attention and do your job,” Gryph said in annoyance and Lex muttered under his breath. Gryph turned back to the room. High heat carbon scoring scarred the walls and green flames still licked at bits of exploded dread knight. At the center of the room a pulsating blob of oily black ooze pulsed and popped, like a bubbling cauldron of porridge. Lex shared the results of his Analyze.
The explosion had done a huge amount of damage to the ooze lich, but it still had 800 points of health and it was regenerating quickly.
“Go, now!” Gryph yelled and the entire party entered the fray.
On Simon’s orders Dirge led the way. If his use as cannon fodder bothered him, he did not show it. The corpse of the Aegyptian assassin was as agile in death as he was in life and he dove forward, twin blades spinning in a whirlwind of silver slathered steel.
The formless blob of black ooze pulsed and a tentacle shot towards Dirge. He ducked and sliced, and the tentacle splattered to the floor with a sizzle. Several more tentacles exploded forth. Dirge avoided or slashed several, but soon his luck ran out. The blob drew the wiry assassin towards it and morphed back into its Oozeriuo form.
The ooze lich's head split in half, revealing a maw of ooze slathered teeth. It pulled Dirge forward and struck like a cobra, biting down on Dirge’s neck. The sound of dry flesh rending and tearing filled the room and Dirge fell to the floor, his headless corpse now truly dead. The ooze lich roared at the group and the smell of rotting flesh hit them like a punch in the nose.
“What the Hell?!” Lex yelled rather more loudly than he intended.
They came at Oozeriuo from all sides, but if the creature had a blind side Gryph did not know where it was. Tentacle-like pseudopods lashed out attempting to entangle or pierce, but his group avoided most of the attacks. The silver slathered weapons' effectiveness was limited, but they did give the ooze pause. For every blow landed by the acidic monster, it lost several tentacles. Unfortunately for the prospects of their long-term health, the main body remained untouched.
Tifala and Lex’s magical attacks were more effective. Her Life Bolts did full damage to the creature and Lex’s Flames shredded the creature’s health, but its regeneration ability was counteracting most of the damage. Ovrym and Errat’s attacks were mostly ineffective, and both warriors had taken more damage than they’d dealt for being on the front lines.
We will lose this fight, Gryph thought to himself. His mind scrambled for a solution. He opened himself fully to the Telepathic Bond and ordered everyone to send him their combat logs. He also told Lex to send his Analyze logs.
A flood of information came to him. It would have been overwhelming, but his new Lore skill enabled him to absorb the information without reading each individual prompt. He was assimilating the knowledge on a subconscious level. He instantly knew how much damage each member of the Adventure Party’s attacks did and how quickly the ooze lich recovered from them.
This is a war of attrition we cannot win, Gryph sent to the others. Retreat to the hallway and regroup.
So you’re saying we should give up, head back to Sylvan Aenor, hit a pub and drink our misery away, Lex sent.
No! the others all yelled through the link and they backed out of the room, across the relative safety of the silver line and around the corner. The ooze lich howled in rage, but could not pursue.
“What do we do now?” Ovrym asked.
“We can find another way to Harlan’s Watch,” Lex said.
“If you have one, I’m all ears,” Vonn said.
“We are not turning back,” Tifala said. “People are counting on us.”
She looked at Gryph who nodded. The support heartened him, but he did not know what to do next. From the recesses of his mind, the Colonel’s voice chimed in. On instinct Gryph pushed the voice down. His father’s mantras had been an ever-present annoyance as a youngster. Couple that with the attempted murder of his own son and Gryph hated thinking on the man at all. His father was a sociopath and a prick, but he was also a strategic and tactical genius. Finn had done everything he could to distance himself from the Colonel on Earth, but here in the Realms, Gryph didn’t have that luxury.
It’s time to get over your daddy issues, Gryph thought to himself and opened himself to the Colonel’s words. Turn an enemy’s strength into a weakness. Turn your weakness into a strength. Gryph sighed and a desperate, foolish plan formed in his mind.
“I have an idea.” Gryph formed the plan into images and sent it along the link.  
“Unorthodox, but interesting,” Ovrym said.
“I hate this plan,” Lex whined.
“Do you have a better one?” Vonn asked.
“You know I don’t.”
“Then stop whining.”
“Why does everyone always say I whine?”
“Because you whine, a lot,” Tifala said.
“Even Errat knows you whine. And Errat only meet you yesterday.”
Lex’s grumbled but agreed. “If I die I’m blaming you.”
“Rightly so,” Gryph said. “Now shut up and get ready.”
Tifala and Errat both cast defensive shields, her life shield bolstered and mingled with his aether shield. Ovrym, Lex and Vonn all powered up their most effective attacks, and then nodded at Gryph.
Stay behind the shield. Gryph sent. I will respawn. The rest of you will not. Is that understood? Reluctant agreement flowed through the link.
Gryph unfurled his spear and expanded his buckler. He cast Demonic Scales, hoping the scaly hide that flowed around him would provide some protection from the acid damage. Now, he sent and Errat and Tifala moved forward, their enmeshed shields moving ahead of them.
They rounded the corner, and the shield came under immediate assault from the blobs of acidic ooze. They pushed into the room and a dozen tentacles slammed down onto the shields. Both Tifala and Errat grunted under the effort but did not let their concentration slip.
When it is done, attack without mercy, Gryph sent and then pushed mana into his Elven Boots of Deftness and activated his new Tier Ability Swift as the Wind. A flow of chill air rushed through his veins, invigorating him. The combined power of the boots and the ability tripled his attack speed.
Gryph poured mana into the spear and jumped through the shield. He landed gracefully, amped up by his speed and heightened agility. He spun under a lashing tentacle, hopped over another and rushed forwards, activating Penetrating Strike. He thrust his spear at the ooze lich’s abdomen. The abomination moved swiftly, and the spear missed. Several tentacles snapped out and wrapped around Gryph’s legs, arms and torso.
Gryph held back a scream as the acidic ooze burned through the thin layer of silver that covered him and started in on his skin. He could sense a sinister glee lapping at the edges of his mind as the ooze pulled him closer. The creature’s 'head' split again, and a gaping, tooth filled maw snapped towards Gryph.
Only his newfound speed allowed him to survive and a rush of foul wind flowed by his face as the tentacles constricted, pinning his arms and arresting his spear’s forward momentum. Acid burned at his skin and his ribs popped under the pressure.
Well this went well, he grumbled to himself as Oozeriuo’s head pulled back, ready to strike again.
Desperate, Gryph almost activated his Ring of Air Shield, but then a better idea occurred to him. He pushed mana into his bracers and concentrated on his spear.  Intricate bands of yellow elementum twined through the leather arm guards. The rare metal enabled those who had the Earth Magic skill to manipulate the magnetic fields that surrounded metal weapons.
He released his grip on his spear and activated the bracers. His spear launched like a missile and slammed into the ooze lich. He triggered Penetrating Strike, and it sunk deep into the ooze lich’s torso. The creature barely noticed, its immunity to piercing and slashing weapons on full display.
Just as I’d hoped, Gryph thought and grinned as he triggered Yrriel’s Maelstrom. A nova of electrical energy exploded from the tip of the spear and arced through the ooze. The lightning surged through the mass of oily black goo and for a moment Gryph hoped it was doing real damage.
But then the storm died inside the black ooze with no discernible damage done. As the acid burned through Gryph’s clothes and into his skin, the dread of doubt filled him. It’s not working. The tentacles tightened, and the ooze pulled him closer, his face inching ever closer to the tooth filled jaws.
A drop of acid dripped from the creature’s teeth and onto his cheek and Gryph screamed, hoping his death was quick. Then the ooze began to roil and bubble like an overcooked pot of stew. Bulbous pustules pushed through the surface and the ooze shuddered and lost cohesion. It splatted to the ground, a burbling puddle.
To Gryph it looked like a wax figure was melting and reforming right in front of him. The pustules grew larger and then the entire mass exploded spraying globs of black goo in a wide arc. It threw Gryph to the ground, his head smacking hard against the stone floor, dazing him.

 
	Debuff Added: Stunned.



	You have been hit on the head. You are stunned and cannot do anything that requires concentration. -75% chance to hit.
Cooldown: 10 seconds.




Gryph tried to stand, but his head pounded and he fell to his hands and knees. He raised his head and through blurry vision saw the success of his plan rise on two dozen feet.
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Oozeriuo exploded into a dozen smaller mini oozes. They shimmered and throbbed and morphed into smaller bipedal versions of their parent creature. Gryph accessed his combat log to discover the electrical surge had only taken 60 health from the ooze lich.
The rest of the electrical energy had fed the ooze’s Replication ability, allowing it, or from Gryph’s perspective, forcing it, to split. Each mini-ooze now had one-twelfth the stats of the original. The closest one screamed and rushed at Gryph, its mouth agape. A barbed tentacle exploding from its maw towards Gryph’s face.
Gryph flinched unable to raise his buckler or trigger his Ring of Air Shield because of his stunned debuff. He prepared himself for pain when a cube of glowing white metal blocked the striking barb. Lex looked down on him with a grin. “I got ya buddy.” He spun and blocked a second attack by the mini Oozeriuo with his Maul of Holy Might. The creature squealed and backed away.
“Damn, you created a mob of munchkin Oozeriuos,” Lex said with glee and his hammer flared white and thundered down onto the ooze Spirit adding extra oomph to the blow. While the ooze was resistant to smashing weapons, the silver solution coupled with the order magic, reduced the creature’s health to 25%.
The Ordonian yelled at the top of his lungs and smashed the ooze a half dozen more times in a frenzy of spittle and expletives. He had to wait for his cooldown period to end to use Spirit again, so each blow only inflicted a few points of damage. But Lex was like a man possessed and by the time Gryph’s debuff had worn off the ooze was dead. That didn’t slow Lex down though, and the NPC continued to beat the sizzling remains as they turned from animated muck into a pile of dry powder.
“Lex,” Gryph said. “I think it's dead. Try attacking one that isn’t.”
“Right,” Lex said and fired a volley of Order Bolts from his hand. Four knives of white light zipped at the closest mini ooze. The creature tried to slither and flow away from the attack, but Order Bolts were unerring in their aim and four fist sized holes punched through the ooze. Lex placed his hammer head down and dual cast Flames. After a few seconds under the fiery onslaught Lex had laid another of the ooze clones low.
Impressive, Gryph thought, but then cringed as Lex turned his jet of fire on the ooze fighting Vonn. The flames tore into the black creature and the ooze screeched. It forced Vonn to duck and roll as the flames curled around the ooze and lapped at him. Lex chortled madly and pushed more power into the flames. After a few more seconds a third ooze had fallen before him and soon after the flames sputtered out.
Vonn gave Lex the stink eye before diving away from another of the ooze's sneak attacks. He swung his silver daggers in an arc, removing the ooze clone’s arm. He ducked and rolled, slicing and dicing at his new foe. Lex stood, hands still raised, shoulders moving up and down to the rhythm of crazy laughter.
Gryph grabbed the Ordonian by the shoulder. “Lex, chill out.”
Lex spun. “I must protect Gryph,” Lex roared up at his tall player, his face manic. “Ahhh.”
Gryph slapped him hard across the face. “Relax man.” Lex cringed and shook his head trying to clear the madness.
“Ahhh,” Lex screamed one last time before the sting on his cheek pushed through his fire blazing madness. “Woah,” he said, his entire demeanor calming.
Gryph pointed at the rest of the mini oozes, several who were advancing on them. “Start attacking the enemies that are still alive you maniac.”
He smiled up at his player. “Uh yeah, sorry about that. Man, apparently fire magic makes me crazy.”
Ovrym backed his way up to them, his bleed metal saber the only slashing weapon in the party that damaged the ooze. “Because you have low wisdom and no self-control,” the xydai said to Lex.
“Hey man, not cool insulting a dude.”
“You mistake me. I am not insulting you, merely pointing out the dangers. Fire Magic is the closest sphere to chaos and requires a high wisdom score or the user risks madness. I suspect you have not put many points into Wisdom since arriving.”
"Not as such," Lex said.
“And you wanted to bring a fire mage along,” Gryph said, firing a dual casting of Water Blast at the nearest ooze lich. The water did no damage to the ooze, but the force of the blow knocked it off its feet.
“Yeah, probably wanna rethink that strategy.” Lex smashed down with his Spirit powered maul finishing off the ooze clone.
“Lex, help Vonn. Ovrym, you’re with me.”
Lex rushed to his friend, launching a volley of Order Bolts towards the agile rogue. Just before impact they changed direction with precise motion and flashed around Vonn, impacting another ooze in the bulbous protrusion that doubled as its head.
It exploded splashing ooze in a wide arc. Whatever sentience animated the creature still considered the head important because it bubbled and seethed for a few moments before reforming and standing again.
This time Vonn was ready, and his silver blades flashed in graceful arcs, slicing through and burning away the ooze’s remaining health. It turned to ash and drifted down to the floor.
Lex helped Vonn to his feet, ensuring that Vonn was okay. Gryph turned his attention to the odd couple of Errat and Tifala. Two piles of sooty remains lay near their feet, but four more of the oozes still attacked from beyond Errat’s shield, pummeling it mercilessly with thrown acid globs, tentacles and sharp-edged arms. The huge warborn’s shield collapsed and the ooze clones surged forward.
For a moment Gryph was sure the tiny gnome Life Master would be swarmed, but Errat reached down and tossed her up onto his shoulders. If the rough treatment offended Tifala she did not show it as she sent dual castings of green Life Bolts down at the oozes.
The oozes enveloped Errat’s lower half, and he grunted in pain as they slithered up his legs. Warborn possessed a resistance to many things, including a 50% resistance to acid damage. But Errat still felt the pain as his health dipped.
Tifala, grabbed the back of the warborn’s neck and the green glow of life magic eased health back into him. With her other hand she generated one of her Life Blades, curving shards of pure life magic. She stabbed down at the closest ooze and it howled in rage and detached from Errat.
Gryph tossed two more colloidal silver bombs at the downed creature. Gibbering mouths and an uncontrolled blossom of tentacles burst from the ooze as the last of its health faded, leaving another pile of sooty ash.
Errat screamed as the remaining oozes inched their way up to his waist. Tifala could not risk stabbing the oozes with her life blades for fear of injuring Errat, so turned her attention to pouring healing energy into the massive warrior’s body.
“I need help,” she yelled. “I’m out of mana potions and my pool is dropping quickly.”
Gryph cycled through his available attack options and cursed himself for being unprepared for this unpredictable situation. The voice of the Colonel berated him. If Errat dies here, it is your fault. You have done nothing but react since the moment you arrived. It is time to stop reacting. Make the Realms bend to your will.
You are a Ranger and a Caldwell. Behave like you are worthy of these names.
Gryph didn’t know what he would do as he ran to Errat, he just knew he had to do something. Then an idea occurred to him. He cast Mind Shield, a spell that enabled his Wisdom, the attribute that measured mental fortitude and resilience, to borrow the stat line of his highest Attribute. Mentally bolstered he took a truly insane action.
Gryph grabbed the warborn’s side just as the oozes flowed up and over the warborn’s waist. The ooze rippled over his hand his skin blistered and burned. He cringed in agony but refused to lose focus. “Keep healing him,” he grunted to Tifala through gritted teeth. The ooze moved up his arm and extended a tendril towards his face. He closed his eyes, prepping for pain.
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Gryph wanted to howl as the ooze ate away the first layer of skin, but he pushed the desire down and forced himself to concentrate on his task. He directed mana into his Ring of Minor Air Shield and began to sculpt. Normally the ring would expand outwards in a perfect sphere, but Gryph had learned how to morph its shape to his needs while harvesting in the Deep Water.
The manta ray shape he’d molded then was easy compared to what he attempted now, and that was with nothing else demanding his attention. Now he had to mold the field around Errat while ignoring the pain of his flesh being eaten from his body.
He pushed the field along his arm, encasing his head and chest while also pushing the field up Errat’s torso and down the warborn’s legs. The sound of their screaming melded into a horrid symphony and he could not tell where his own ended and Errat’s began. He refused to let the pain slow him and after what seemed an eon, he’d crafted a tight-knit weave of mana around his and Errat’s body. The ooze reached his chin, and he sent a mental call to Tifala. “Move!” With his eyes closed he had to trust she heard and obeyed.
It's now or never.  The mana in the weave pulsed and throbbed with potential, desperate to explode from his control. The ooze flowed over his face and wrapped around his head and he sent the last of his mana surging into his breastplate.
He activated the ring.
A torrent of wind exploded from every pore, pushing outwards at hurricane force. Screams tore at his ears, but he was unsure whether they came from him, Errat or the oozes that were being torn apart by the force of the winds.
At the same moment a pulse of warmth flowed over his entire body, pushing outwards, burning away what little ooze still clung to his skin as the Moon Flare ability of his breastplate activated. Through his gritted eyes he could see a flash of silver green light. The healing light of the breastplate eased the burning, and he cracked his eyes open as Errat collapsed to his knees. Tifala was there instantly and laid hands on them both.
“I’m okay, tend to him,” he ordered.
“Like hell you are.”
Healing magic flowed through him, and despite the wondrous ease it brought him, he grabbed Tifala’s hand and pulled it from him. “Tend to Errat. That’s an order.”
Tifala glared at him. “I am not part of your Adventure Party and not obligated to obey your commands.” Her eyes were venomous, but she did as he asked.
Gryph pulled a Major Health Potion from his satchel and downed it. Healing warmth flowed through him and the burning dimmed from an agonizing surge of needles to a dull throb. He looked at his hand and watched the incredible power of the Realms turn scarred, burned flesh back to healthy skin. That will never get old.
Ovrym lifted him to his feet and nodded at him. “That was reckless and brave.”
Gryph nodded and took a quick look around. Lex and Vonn had the last two oozes cornered and seemed to be holding their own. He rushed to Errat’s side. The ooze had made it to the warborn’s neck and burns sundered his once blemish free skin. His face looked like melted wax. Tifala took Errat’s head in her hands and closed her eyes.
Errat grimaced through the pain. “Hello friend Gryph. Did we win?”
“Yes, we did. You’re going to be okay.”
“Yes, I know. Mistress Tifala is a superb Life Master.” A most unexpected yawn crossed his face and his eyes fluttered closed. “I am … sleepy. I have never been sleepy.” His eyes fluttered shut, and he lost consciousness. Gryph’s eyes snapped up to Tifala, and she smiled.
“I put him to sleep. It will help with the pain and make it easier for me to heal him. Go help the others.”
Gryph nodded and rushed to help Lex and Vonn. They killed one of the two remaining ooze clones as Gryph reached them and were preparing to kill the last when something caught Gryph’s eyes.
The other oozes appeared to be oily, molten tar, but this last one was different. Through the shimmering black sheen pinpricks of light appeared and disappeared, only to appear again. The ooze had retreated into a corner and was no longer attacking Lex or Vonn.
“I’m telling you there is something different about this one,” Vonn said.
“Doesn’t mean we shouldn't kill it,” Lex retorted powering up his maul.
“Didn’t you have your fill of killing back in Harlan’s Watch?”
“Dude, this is not the same thing at all. This is a T-1000 oil slick killing machine, and you want to spare it?”
“This one is different. I think we should understand why before we kill it.”
“Or maybe your bleeding heart will give it time to mutate into the T-X and kill us all. Sure that one was hotter, but we'll still end up dead.”
“Do you ever listen to the gibberish that comes out of your mouth?”
“Just cuz you ain’t cultured enough to get my references doesn’t mean it's gibberish.”
Gryph ignored them, his eyes glued to the ooze as the shimmering of stars grew more vivid and increased in speed. Normally Gryph would agree with Lex, a thought he wasn’t fond of admitting, but Vonn was right. There was something odd happening here.
A tingle like the burn of blood returning to one’s arm after you’d slept on it tickled the edge of his perception and closed his eyes. The sensation grew and tendrils of being teased the edges of his perception. Then that tingle became a single word.
Help!
Gryph jumped in surprise, but then sensing a consciousness, he relaxed and eased his mind open.
I hear you, Gryph said.
Help, came the voice again, but this time it was smaller, more distant, as if it feared something.
Gryph’s eyes snapped open to see Lex raising his shining hammer over his head. He started to bring it down when Gryph grabbed the stocky Ordonian by the forearm. Despite appearances, Gryph was much stronger and easily arrested the blow. Lex’s eyes snapped up at him.
“Dude, what the hell?”
“Wait,” Gryph said and held out a hand, allaying any further complaints. He knelt and reached a tentative hand out. The ooze shimmered and shook as if it were having a seizure. The pinpricks of stars grew brighter and beams of silver light pierced through the black glop. They increased in speed and potency, forcing Gryph and the others to turn their gaze away.
A distant keening noise rose and the smell of burning oil filled Gryph’s nostrils. A brilliant flash filled the room. It took several seconds for Gryph’s vision to clear, but when it did the black ooze was gone. In its place hung a sparkling crystalline matrix of shimmering silver energy.
Gryph’s eyes went wide at the beauty of the shimmering pattern of energy, and Lex lowered his weapon and knelt next to Gryph. “What is it?”
“A soul, or what's left of one anyway,” Gryph said, not sure how he knew the truth of his words.
“Woah,” Lex said, his eyes wide, reflecting the glow of the soul remnant.
Gryph closed his eyes again and activated Soul Bind, reaching out to touch the edge of the star filled lattice of soul stuff. The energy pulled back like a cat cornered by a rabid dog. It took a moment for Gryph to understand why and when realization hit him, he berated himself. It is afraid.
Soul Bind was a battle of wills for the purpose of binding a creature or monster to your will. It was forcible servitude and using it on a sentient being was considered vile. He was not sure what this soul remnant was in life, but it had been sentient, and it feared his attempts to dominate it.
This is the path that Ouzeriuo had taken and look where it had gotten him. This is the path of Morrigan, of Aluran. I will not become them.
Gryph sent a pulse of apology through the connection and altered Soul Bind from domination to companionship. He paused, letting the remnant see he bore it no ill will. After several moments the terror in the link faded into something akin to careful optimism.
The remnant pulsed and twisted, opening itself to him and Gryph eased his own soul around it, like a parent holding a child woken by a nightmare. The remnant hesitated for the merest of moments before tendrils of pure soul stuff flowed towards the silver white nexus at the center of Gryph’s own soul.
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There was no fear in Gryph as the soul remnant wrapped itself around him. Instead he felt complete, at home, shrouded in pure goodness. His soul wept in joy as the memories of what the remnant once was filled him.
He soared high over the canopy of the jungle, drifting on the warm currents of air. In the distance the sparkling shimmer of the ocean called him. He spun, relishing the air rushing through the multi-hued feathers of his wings.
His wings beat harder and he torpedoed into the water snagging a fish in his jaws. He pushed his way back to the surface and took to the air again; the water glistening off his silver platinum scales like a cascade of diamonds.
What are we? Gryph asked.
We are coatl, the remnant returned. What remains of coatl.
A deep sadness pushed into Gryph. The coatl were once magnificent creatures, wiser and more knowledgeable than nearly all other sentient beings. They were among the first children of the Source and were as ancient as any race in all the Realms. Coatl had once been numerous, but the Realms are ever changing, and their kind had long ago grown few in numbers.
What happened to you?
Ouzeriuo, still human in form if not spirit, stood on the shore of the sandy paradise, the coatl’s home. His dark robes clung to him like whiffs of oily smoke as he raised his staff above his head.
The one who called himself Ouzeriuo came to our island. He was vile, unclean and my siblings fled from him. But I let my curiosity tempt me. I could not understand how this powerful mage had fallen so far from the light of the Source. In my arrogance, in my ignorance, I wanted to help him, to offer him redemption.
He was not interested, Gryph sent with surety. He had tasted the vile bitterness of the revenant’s soul and his gut roiled with fearful anticipation.
Ouzeriuo smashed the butt of his staff down onto an outcrop of rock. Tendrils of pure black menace exploded from the jewel atop his staff, racing upwards faster than the coatl could fly. They twined around the coatl and dragged it from the sky. The majestic being crashed into the ground, snapping a wing on impact.
No, he longed only for power, for knowledge. Fear and rage drove him and gave him the power to capture me.
Gryph’s perspective shifted and the hairs on his neck rose as he recognized his surroundings. He was in Ouzeriuo’s laboratory, sealed in a massive cage, one reinforced by the mana draining power of bleed metal. He felt weak, wretched as if something had drained all goodness from the world.
I saw the depths of his depravity and understood the true nature of evil.
A terrified scream flowed over him, pummeling him with the pain of an innocent being tortured. He lifted his head, exhausted by the effort and saw two men torturing a boy. Men corrupted by their hunger for power.
Simon, Gryph sent. Ouzeriuo flayed the boy’s skin back. Why are they doing this? Gryph wanted nothing more than to pull away from the horror, but he was not in control of this memory, and knew the coatl was braver than he.
They are stealing his knowledge of Soul Magic. Simon was a Prodigy, an individual born with a fully developed skill. Soul Magic has always been rare and powerful. Simon may have been the only being on all of Korynn who possessed the skill, but he was too young to understand or tame the power inside him. These foul men wanted it for themselves, so they tore the boy apart to get it.
Simon shuddered and died, and a wave of shame flowed over Gryph at the relief it provided him from the screams and the horror. A single tear flowed from his serpentine eye and fell to the bottom of the cage with a tinkling. He glanced down. A small shimmering jewel, one of many scattered across the bottom of the cage, glistened back at him.
They are Tears of the Coatl. A powerful resource derived from my kind’s witness to pain and fear. They are both wondrous and horrifying.
A cry of ravenous joy brought Gryph’s attention back to Simon as Ouzeriuo pulled a
spectral copy of Simon’s body from the boy's corpse. This was Simon’s soul. For a moment the soul held the boy’s shape and then Ouzeriuo clutched his hand and the form diminished and shrunk as if under tremendous pressure.
Ouzeriuo opened his hand, revealing a flickering mote of shimmering soul energy. He grinned and brought the mote to his mouth. Gryph gasped in horror as Ouzeriuo swallowed Simon’s soul and shook like a man in the throes of ecstasy.
There are moments in time that alter the course of all events thereafter. This was one of those moments, the coatl sent. As is what came next.
The voice of the enemy filled Gryph's ears. The voice of the one who threatened Brynn. The High God Morrigan. The same man who now called himself Aluran.
“Congratulations, master,” Morrigan said as he eased himself as fluid as a snake around the slab bearing Simon’s body. “You are truly the greatest mage alive.” A smug smile formed on Ouzerio’s face as he drank in the praise. Then, Morrigan moved with incredible speed and plunged a dagger through the underside of Ouzeriuo’s chin and into his brain.
The shock on Ouzeriuo’s face faded, and the man died as the blade slipped free. Ouzeriuo slumped to the floor. Morrigan knelt, resting a hand on the corpse, and Gryph watched as Morrigan used Assimilation.
This is how Morrigan learned Soul Magic. A deep, helpless fear flowed through Gryph.
Yes, and I see the fears that eat away at you. You wonder if you are walking the same path as Morrigan. You fear you will become like him.
Yes. Gryph’s voice was small to his ears.
There is one difference between you and he, and it makes all the difference. You want power to save another, not for yourself. Cling to that, keep it close to your heart, and it will guide you. But you are right to fear. Power is addictive and corrosive.
Morrigan stood, shaking as he tried to contain his newfound power. A few moments passed before the shaking ceased. Morrigan looked down upon the corpse at his feet. “Thank you … master,” he said, the last word dropping with vile sarcasm and hate. “To repay all you’ve taught me, I will give you a proper burial. It is the least I can do..”
Morrigan clenched his fist and a halo of yellow brown energy thrummed around his hand. The world rumbled as the earth below Ouzeriuo’s tower gave way. Morrigan floated off the floor and threw his other hand above his head. A pulse of energy tore upwards, shredding the bricks of the ceiling and exposing the night sky above.
Morrigan twisted his fist and a yawning chasm opened in the ground under the tower like the maw of some massive beast. The tower split under the strain, breaking into three pieces and falling into the wound in the earth. Morrigan twisted his fist again and the tear in the earth snapped closed, leaving the barest tip of the once mighty tower visible above the ground.
I should have stopped him, the coatl sent, regret and guilt pumping through the link. But my imprisonment weakened me and the horrors I’d witnessed nearly broke me. So, I did nothing as he reveled in his victory and left me to die.
The god hovered in the air, smiling down at his handiwork for several long seconds, before turning east and zipping away at high speed.
He would have killed you if you had tried to stop him.
Likely, but it may have been better than what happened.
Gryph’s perspective returned to the coatl. It was alone in the dark of the ruined tower, its body as broken as the cage that now crushed it. He saw a dim purple glow rise and then Ouzeriuo lurched to a sitting position.
He lived?
No. What you see is not life. Ouzeriuo feared death more than anything. He was the greatest wizard of his age and refused to let a single mortal life limit his power. Many years before he met Morrigan he’d taken steps to assure that no death would be permanent. He performed a foul ritual that tied himself to the Realm of Death so that when his time came, he would rise again as undead.
Ouzeriuo stood, shrouded in a corona of purple flecked with sparks of deep blackness. The motes of black swam in and out of his eyes, nose, mouth and ears stifling Ouzeriuo’s scream before it could escape. The vibrancy drained from his face and his skin become leathery, drawn tight over his skull as flecks of rot appeared on its surface.
This is when he became the Barrow King?
Yes, and he was hungry.
Ouzeriuo walked towards Gryph, a deep green glow of eldritch energy filled his empty eye sockets. He closed a hand and an unseen force wrenched the bars apart.  He dragged the coatl roughly from the broken cage. The feathered serpent cried out in a desperate sing song voice, but the revenant’s heart was as cold as death. He crushed the life out of the empyrean creature and then drew its soul forth.
The Barrow King swallowed the coatl’s soul whole. Gryph felt tears sting his eyes and a desperate pain dig at his heart. The evil of this creature was too great for him to fathom. How could one become so twisted?
The Barrow King shivered in ecstasy as it fed. He extended a desiccated, skeletal hand, and a staff flew to the lich’s grasp. A moment later the feeding process was complete. Gryph cried out in agony.
How did you survive?
I am empyrean.
I do not understand.
Watch, the coatl sent.
Gryph looked at the wretched creature as it constructed a throne of bones pulled from the rubble and the earth about him. He sat and leaned to the side like a man struggling with gastrointestinal distress after a full meal.
Despite no longer needing to breathe, the Barrow King began choking. Pain filled his visage as he bent at the waist and a deep hacking built up inside him. Then a brackish liquid, the color of crude oil erupted from within him and the lich vomited up a puddle of black ooze. Gryph already knew the black ooze had come from the Barrow King, but now he understood the true nature of the vile entity.
The black ooze are the remains of consumed souls!
Yes, it is the semi-sentient remnants of the souls consumed by the Barrow King. All the fear, rage, despair, hate inherent to the consumed are heightened by the feeding. That concentration of negative emotions is too corrosive for even a revenant like Ouzeriuo to handle. The black ooze is his expurgation of those emotions.
Are you saying you gave him a stomach ache?
An apt analogy if imperfect.
But you were different?
Yes, as I said, I am empyrean, a celestial being born from the Source itself. Our souls are potent and Ouzeriuo had just become undead. Had he not exorcised me, my empyrean fire would have burned from the inside out. Yet his attempted consumption weakened me, making it impossible for me to reform, forcing me to suffer a vile half existence trapped inside the ever-growing waste of hundreds of souls.
A spear of pain pushed into Gryph’s heart at the thought of what the coatl remnant had endured. I am sorry.
Do not be, you are not responsible.
Gryph looked at the glowing matrix of soul energy and understood the choice he was about to make, the choice he had already made, was one that would change him in ways he could not yet comprehend. He also knew, in the core of his being, where his own soul lived, that he had never made a better decision in his life. 
Would you like to join with me? Gryph sent.
Silence hung heavy and Gryph’s heart thundered several times before an answer came.
Yes, the remnant returned.


33

A flash filled Gryph’s eyes, and he was back, standing above the soul remnant. He grew dizzy and nearly collapsed, but Lex steadied him. Gryph nodded thanks to the Ordonian, but never took his eyes from the glowing mote of soul stuff that was the coatl.
“So, I’m guessing by the way you’re giving that thing the googly eyes, I’m not allowed to smash it.
Gryph ignored Lex and let his soul twine around the coatl’s while the coatl’s meshed with his, their soul stuff melding on a primal level.
 
	You have transformed your Tier Ability Soul Bind into Soul Meld.



	Where Soul Bind is a forcible and dominant subjugation of another soul, Soul Meld is a purposeful and willing melding of souls. The melding grants both partners amazing and unique benefits that will grow as the melding grows stronger.
NOTE: As a mortal, you can only meld with one other soul.




 
	You have earned Experience Points.



	You have earned 50,000 XP for altering your Tier Ability Soul Bind into a new form.




Joy overwhelmed Gryph. He had never felt more whole than he did now and knew the bond he shared with the coatl would only grow in time.
Do you have a name? Gryph asked.
I was once called Raathiel. But if you wish you can name me.
Raathiel is a beautiful name.
Then I will be Raathiel once again.
Another prompt filled his vision and his joy grew to awe.
 
	You have Soul Melded with the soul remnant of the Coatl Raathiel.



	Meld Rank: 1
You have melded your soul to that of another sentient being. Where Soul Bind is the domination of another soul, Soul Meld is a willing partnership. From this moment to the end of existence your souls are connected. They will ride the tides of the aether together from now to the end of all things.
Because of your Soul Meld with an empyrean being, you have now gained the following traits.
•              Attribute Bonus: Your melding has granted you a permanent +1 per Meld Rank to all Attributes.

•              Adventure Party Bonus: Your Soul Meld has brought the coatl into a permanent Adventure Party with you. All perks and bonuses of your existing Adventure Party are applied at one Tier higher than your current tier. (Limited to Gryph and Raathiel) The coatl does not count against your Adventure Party total.

⁃           Current Adventure Party Perks: Boon 1, Boon 2*, XP Bonus 50%*

•              Empyrean Aura: Because you have melded with an empyrean creature you gain the ability to generate an aura of ‘holy light.’  This aura grants all members of your Adventure Party a bonus to hit and damage done of 25% to any creature whose primary Affinity derives from one of the Lower Realms (Chaos, Chthonic, Death, Aether), while also inflicting a to hit and damage penalty of -25%. The Aura lasts for 5 minutes + 1 minute per level of Empyrean Magic mastery. 1 use day per Soul Meld Rank.

•              Spell Focus: Because you have melded with an empyrean your focus during spell casting has increased. You will now ignore the first occurrence of Mana Feedback during any battle or encounter.

NOTE: These bonuses are currently unavailable because of Raathiel’s lack of a physical form.




Raathiel’s majesty overwhelmed Gryph and he knew it was only part of what it had once been. The bonuses the meld provided were incredible, but then he saw the final note. And his joy turned to sadness. Raathiel, now that we have melded, will you be able to take physical form again?
Not at this time. My death and the damage done to my soul have left me weakened. I suffer from a significant XP deficit. We must erase the deficit before I can retake a physical form.
A window filled Gryph’s vision.
 
	DeBuff Added: Coatl XP Deficit.



	The coatl soul you have Soul Melded with was damaged long ago and has an XP deficit of -2,675,000. Because of this deficit the soul remnant cannot take physical form or meld with another physical being.
For the remnant to return to its full glory you must erase this deficit. Your Soul Meld will allow you to share XP gains with the remnant. Because your souls are intertwined this XP sharing does not decrease the XP you gain and requires no split.




The bond we now share will allow me to earn XP again and with your help I will erase the deficit.
 
	You have been offered the quest Return to Glory.



	Raathiel needs to erase an XP Deficit of -2,675,000 before it will be able to take physical form once again. Will you help it regain its former glory?
YES?/NO?
Quest Giver: Raathiel - Difficulty: Difficult - Reward: Raathiel will take physical form - XP: 100,000.




Despite the massive XP deficit Gryph clicked YES without hesitation. Then a thought occurred to him and he dragged a series of prompts related to the battle with Oozeriuo to the fore.
 
	You have earned Experience Points.



	You have earned 75,000 XP (60,000 base + 15,000 Bonus) for defeating Mini-Oozeriuo (x12)




 
	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP Deficit.



	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP deficit by  75,000 XP. Current XP Deficit: - 2,600,000




He smiled and knew that despite the innumerable things on his slate, he would dedicate himself to helping Raathiel return to its former glory. A flush of embarrassment flowed through him. He’d been calling Raathiel it, without knowing if it was male or female, or had a gender at all.
Raathiel, do you have a gender?
Not in the manner you would understand it. Empyrean beings do not reproduce like mortals. Coatl are shapeshifters and can take humanoid form when necessary. When I did I chose to be female. Perhaps it makes me vain, but I appreciated the beauty of humanoid females more than the brawn of the males.
Well, if you are willing, I would like to refer to you as feminine. It sounds more personal than calling you it.
I would very much like that.
Gryph was feeling great, and then another prompt improved his mood even more.
 
	You have Reached Level 18.



	You have reached Level 18. Since you have now repaid your XP deficit, you will once again receive Attribute Points and Perk Points when you level.
You have 17 (5 Base + 1 Bonus) unused Attribute Points.
You have 3 unused Perk Points.




 
	Skill Level Alert.



	You have reached level 21 in Air Magic.
You have reached level 11 in Earth Magic.
You have reached level 14 in Thought Magic.
You have reached level 25 in Staves/Spears.
You have reached level 25 in Lore.
You have reached level 17 in Leadership.




Gryph was ecstatic. It had only been a few days since he’d sold the vast majority of his experience to the Merchant in exchange for a slew of Perk Points, and he’d not only already regained all of his lost levels but added an extra on top. As a bonus his 50% increases in learning speed due to Lore’s
Skill Progression Multiplier meant he was power leveling all of his skills.
Gryph bent down and picked up the glowing jewel that both contained and was Raathiel’s soul. It felt warm in his hand and holding it close made Gryph’s anxiety ease. He had no idea how long the swirling lights transfixed him when Lex cleared his throat. Gryph looked up to see the Ordonian looking down upon him.
“Dude, are you okay? You’re staring at that thing like a chick whose sugar daddy just put a ring on it.”
Gryph had no words to explain, so he opened the Telepathic Bond and shared Raathiel to rest of the Adventure Party. Gasps pushed through lips and they all basked in the light of pure joy.
“Uh, guys, I think you’re forgetting someone,” Simon said, waving his skeletal hand. “I would like to join your hippy love in.” He paused, cocking his skull slightly. “What in the Abyss are hippies?”
Simon's shoulders slumped like an anxious teen. A rush of sympathy poured through him as the vision of Simon’s murder came back to him again. Gryph's torment was nothing compared to the horror Simon had experienced, and sometimes he forgot that Simon’s irritating mannerisms were the byproduct of horrific experiences.
Bring me to him, Raathiel sent.
Gryph walked up to Simon, the golden glow of the soul remnant flowing in front of him like a living thing as he approached Simon. The revenant instinctually backed away, something deep rooted in the DNA of his new form fearing the empyrean glow. 
“It’s okay Simon,” Gryph said in a calm voice and the undead teen slowed his retreat. “This is Raathiel, she would like to talk with you.” Gryph took Simon’s head lightly in his hands.
Hello Simon, do you remember me?
Simon gasped as a memory pushed into his mind. “You were there,” Simon said. “I remember you.” The members of the Adventure Party all shared in the vision of the teen boy Simon had once been, and for a time they were all Simon.
He walked wide eyed and curious through Ouzeriuo’s laboratory, eyes darting everywhere, eventually settling on the red gold cage containing Raathiel. Simon gasped in joy and ran up to the cage, reaching a finger through the bars to stroke the feather covered chin of the coatl. The mortal raised her head and stared at Simon with sad eyes.
“Why are you locked in a cage?”
“Get away from the creature boy,” a hard voice barked. Everyone in the link knew it was Ouzeriuo’s voice. Simon spun, pulling his hand from the cage and turning to see Ouzeriuo and Morrigan eyeing him. “Come here, we have need of you.”
Raathiel ended the image, not wanting Simon to experience his death again. “You were there,” Simon said. “You were so beautiful.”
Regret pulsed through the link. I am sorry, I could not help you then, Raathiel said. Perhaps I can help you now. The golden glow around Raathiel’s matrix expanded and twined around Simon’s arm. He flinched for the briefest of moments, but then let the energy move into him. I cannot undo what is done to you, but I can return some of what they stole from you.
The glow surrounded Simon and then leached into the bone of his skull. He closed his eyes and leaned back like a man in ecstasy. A moment later his eyes opened again and gasped. An odd sniffing noise came from him and he grinned at Gryph. “I can smell again.” He rushed about the room sniffing people and things. He stopped at Lex and inhaled deeply. “You reek. I love it.”
“Uh, thanks guy,” Lex muttered, unnerved by the revenant’s odd behavior. Then it got odder when Simon rummaged through Lex’s pack. “Um, dude?”
After a moment Simon found what he was looking for, one of the rations the elves had given the Adventure Party. He sniffed, tore open the leaf wrapper and bit down on the bar of nuts and honey. 
“I can taste again. This is amazing.” Simon turned back to the remnant. “Thank you.”
I wish I could do more now. I wish I had saved you then.
“I wish I could have saved you too,” Simon said. “But we are both still here and Ouzeriuo is not.”
“But Morrigan still is,” Gryph said, drawing all eyes to him. Gryph had yet to reveal the secret that Aluran was Morrigan. He’d become more reluctant after the Merchant offered a tremendous amount of Perk Points for the information. But now, as he watched the odd interaction between the empyrean soul remnant and the undead teen, he knew the knowledge was not his to hoard.
“Aluran is Morrigan.”
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The other’s anger, fear and confusion flowed over Gryph like a tsunami. Lex’s jaw dropped, while Simon shook. Tifala traced a duo of concentric circles over her heart and Ovrym gripped his sword tighter. Vonn muttered a mantra under his breath while Errat just stared ahead, an uncomfortable smile of confusion painting his face. Gryph stood his ground and let the emotions flow over him.
Finally, Lex spoke.
“I know you’re not from here dude, but suffice to say in the Realms, especially here on Korynn, Morrigan is like the result of an ill thought out one-night stand between Satan and Hitler, who then gave the child to a 'My Three Dads' style triumvirate of Genghis Khan, Vlad the Impaler and the dude who invented karaoke. He is a boogie man that makes Freddie Kruger and Darth Vader seem like solid choices for a last-minute babysitter. He is…”
“Do you think I don’t know what he is," Gryph said sharply, silencing Lex’s rant. “I saw what he did to Simon. I lived it through the Barrow King’s eyes. I felt Morrigan’s blade enter my skull. So yes, apart from Simon here, I know better than any of you what the man is capable of. Now, I am sorry I kept that information from all of you, but I didn’t know who I could trust then. I do now.”
“I need to go,” Simon said, backing into a corner of the room as if trying to will himself to disappear. “I need to go far away.” His robes shimmered and began losing their cohesion as they morphed back into the oily black smoke. 
“Simon, he has no idea you even exist,” Gryph said. “And he never will.”
Tifala placed a hand on Simon’s shoulder, and remarkably the revenant calmed under her gentle touch. She cast an accusing glare at Gryph. “You should have told us.”
“He wanted to protect us,” Ovrym said.
"If Aluran learns that Gryph knows who he is, what he is, then he would use all of his power to hunt him down," Vonn said.
“He already is hunting him, and he does not know that Gryph knows,” Lex said. “You remember, I had dinner with him.” Then, in a sharp move, Lex grabbed at his throat like an upper crust woman confronted with a shock to her sensibilities. “Wait, I had dinner with the man. Did he eat my soul without me knowing?”
“Do you even have a soul?” Vonn asked, drawing Lex’s ire. “I don’t mean to be, what did you call it, a dick, but you’re an ancient artifact mixed with whatever a banner AI is. Do banner AI's have souls?” Lex’s look of sadness suggested that he did not know either.
“Even if you don’t Lex, you’re still a far better man than Aluran,” Gryph said. “That has to count for something.” Gryph looked around to see the others nod. “But Ovrym is right. I thought by keeping the secret I was protecting you, but we are planning to take the fight to him. It is only fair you know who we'll be fighting.” One by one the others slowly nodded. "I know what Morrigan did to Simon and Ouzeriuo, but I don't know much else. Who was he?"
“The ruler of the Old Gods," Ovrym said. “He was terror personified and bore virtually unlimited power. When the other gods discovered he was feeding on souls to gain that power, they rallied the people and rose up against him. The battle to depose him caused the Ruin, and as horrific as that event was, most scholars agree it was worth the cost. What are a few million lives compared to a few billion souls? Nobody knows what he was after, but If Aluran is Morrigan then his hunger has not diminished.” 
“We need to tell people,” Simon said confidently. “If they knew the secret, then they’d turn on him.”
“They won’t believe it without proof,” Tifala said, earning a fearful look from Simon. “We have nothing tangible we can point at and say this proves it.”
“She’s right,” Vonn said. “And though it pains me to say it, Aluran has ushered in a new golden age for the people of Korynn. Even with proof, some would refuse to believe.”
“Faith is powerful,” Ovrym said.
“And delusional,” Lex countered and then glanced sideways at Vonn as if in apology.
“Not if you have faith in the right thing,” Vonn responded.
“Then we find proof, irrefutable proof.” Gryph looked around and his eyes settled on a section of the back wall. “And we start right here.” He walked forward and activated Perception. A small imperfection in the stonework drew his attention.
 
	You have discovered a Secret Door.



	You have successfully identified a Secret Door and have found the triggering mechanism. You  perceive no traps.




Gryph was about to press the trigger with his thumb when Vonn shouted for him to stop. The rogue motioned for permission to examine the wall and Gryph stood aside. A few moments later, Vonn found a second, much better hidden trigger. He pressed it and the sound of metal on stone rose inside the wall. The group took a few paces back as a ten by ten-foot section of the wall swung open. It revealed a large circular room that was familiar the way echoes of a dream can sometimes meld with the realities of life. Gryph, Raathiel and Simon knew the room all too well.
“This is where I died,” Simon said, the spectral bones of his foot easing past the threshold as he stepped into the room. The others gave the undead teen space as he moved about the room, tracing skeletal fingers along the marble slab where his body had been flayed, where Ouzeriuo had begun consuming his soul.
“Why didn’t he finish the job?” Simon asked, his tone anguished. He turned from the spot of his own murder and looked at Gryph, his eye sockets raging with eldritch green fire. “Why did he leave any of my soul behind to live this torture?”
Gryph was at a loss. It was something he didn’t quite understand either. He knew from Simon’s own words that the Barrow King had constructed his mind-verse, the odd dimensional pocket where he retreated like a hibernating bear, using the power of Simon’s soul. But why build it at all? Ouzeriuo was weak, barely clinging to his false half-life after being murdered by Morrigan. Simon’s soul could have sustained him, but instead he’d saved it and tried to consume Raathiel’s, a being whose soul proved too pure for Ouzeriuo to consume.
“I do not know Simon.”
Bring me to him, please, Raathiel said.
Gryph walked up to the teen revenant. Simon flinched, but then nodded when Gryph asked permission to place a hand upon him. The warm glow of Raathiel filled Simon’s mind and flowed through Gryph’s Telepathic Link.
It was fear, Raathiel sent. Ouzeriuo was at heart a coward. As fearsome as he was it was his own terrible fear, of death, of powerlessness, of facing what he truly was, that drove him to commit desperate, evil acts. He used your soul to build a haven, a paradise where he could hide from his fear. He thought he would feel safe there, but he never did, because of you.
“I do not understand.”
The world he built was not his world, but yours. He built it, but you were its architect. It was as much a prison to him as the Barrow. In his eons-long existence, he never stopped being afraid. Do not let his fear become your fear. Do not let his vileness stain your soul any longer. He is gone, and will never return. The only power he has over you is that which you give him. Be free, in your heart, in your mind and in your soul.
“Can I still make an effigy of him and kick him in the nuts a bunch?”
Whatever helps you heal.
“That’s a yes kiddo,” Lex said, smacking the teenage lich on the back.
Simon looked down on the Ordonian with a wicked sneer.
“Is that a smile, or are you getting ready to eat my soul?”
Simon grinned again, causing Lex to take a step back. Vonn leaned in.
“If you even have a soul?”
“There is zero conclusive evidence on that front, but right now I’m hoping your right.”
“Tell ya what dwarf,” Simon said leaning down and whispering. “I promise not to eat your soul if you bring beer and babes the next time you visit.”
“I’m Ordonian, not a dwarf,” Lex said with a pout, but then looked up at Simon. “But I like where your … um ... skull is at. We’ll get along great.” Lex rubbed his hands together. “But now it’s time for some looting.”
“For once I agree,” Gryph said. “Spread out. Let’s see what cool shit this asshole has been hoarding.”
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The group split up, each taking a different part of the room. Gryph insisted that Vonn examine anything suspicious, ensuring that nobody lost a limb, fell into a spiky death pit or got charred by a flamethrower. On his orders, everything they found was to be placed on the stone table at the room’s center. This policy earned a grumble from Lex, but Gryph assured them that all loot would be distributed fairly, with priority given to those who would gain the greatest benefit.
Gryph waited until everyone agreed to the policy, including a reluctant Lex and then crouched down next to Vonn. The Aegyptian was examining the trap Gryph had almost triggered.
“How bad would it have been?”
“Bad. Ouzeriuo was one sick bastard and evidently employed irony in his traps.”
Gryph gave Vonn a grim nod and the onetime thief delicately removed a crystalline vial from a panel in the door. It contained a murky silver black liquid. An intricately carved cap in the shape of a skull, its mouth open in a silent scream, secured the contents. The liquid writhed towards Gryph as Vonn extended the vial to him.
Gryph hesitated a moment then reached for it, but Vonn closed his fingers around it. “Do not drop this, or all of us will join the ranks of the undead.” Gryph’s eyes widened for a moment, but then he nodded and extended both hands like a man ready to hold a baby for the first time. Vonn gently placed the vial in his hands. The moment it touched his skin, Gryph heard a distant howl, like the raging of the wind through anguished mouths. His stomach churned and his Identify talent triggered.
 
	You have found Activated Lich Ichor.



	Activated Lich Ichor is a virulent substance derived from the spectral remains of a lich upon which infectious fungal spores have germinated. This insanely rare substance will expand into a gas when exposed to air, creating a cloying cloud of undead fungal spores.
Any living creature that inhales the spores will contract Lich Rot. Left untreated the victims will die and become one of the many types of corporeal undead. These new undead will fall under the mental sway of the Master. If the Master dies, then the undead become feral and will attack any living creature on site.
Current Master: Ouzeriuo.




I saw Ouzeriuo test this foul concoction, Raathiel sent. It would do the world a great service if it were destroyed.
How would one do that?
Empyrean flame is the preferred method.
If I had physical form, I could generate it.
I eagerly await the day you can, Gryph sent, saddened that day would likely be far off.
Gryph examined the vile solution and shivered when he noticed a sharp needle inside the mouth of the skull that capped the vial. “It doesn’t expect me to press my finger to that needle?” Before he even finished the question another notification popped into his vision.
 
	Do you wish to become the Master of the Activated Lich Ichor?



	Since you have slain the previous Master, you can lay claim to the Activated Lich Ichor. Do you wish to claim mastery?  If YES, press your thumb to the needle. If NO, do nothing.




Gryph hated the very idea of the vile weapon, but he trusted his mastery over any others. With a grimace he pressed his thumb against the needle. A sharp pain dug into him and a prompt confirmed he had become the ichor’s master.
He held his breath and placed the vial into his soul bound satchel. It took a moment for it to register, but then, like everything else in his bag, the Activated Lich Ichor entered a suspended state of stasis. It was as safe as it could be, for now, but he longed to place it in the vault alongside the Black Fog. Having the horrific substance on his person was akin to walking around town with a vial of Ebola in one’s pocket. Then a worse thought occurred to him. What kind of horrors would Aluran unleash if he got his hands on it?
Just another terrifying weapon of magical mass destruction I need to stress about, Gryph thought, grinning ruefully at the Lex-like tone of sarcasm intruding into his thoughts. He returned his attention to the room and spotted the cage from Raathiel’s vision, the cage she had spent the last days of her life helplessly watching as Ouzeriuo and Morrigan tortured Simon.
The cage drew his attention like a memorial to a massacre. Glinting at the bottom of the cage was a small pile of diamond like gemstones. Tears of the Coatl, Gryph thought as his Identify talent triggered.
 
	You have found Tears of the Coatl (x11).



	Tears of the Coatl are gems of condensed emotions formed when coatl witness acts of deep evil. As an empyrean being, coatl are pledged to serve and protect all life. Murder and torture cause such a visceral emotional reaction in these majestic creatures they literally shed the pain in the form of tears that turn to glittering gemstones of diamond-like hardness. They are more than just symbols of witnessed pain, however. Coatl are psychic creatures and their Tears capture the essence of the moment, including experiences, memories, skills, hopes, fears and dreams.
This rare and valuable ingredient has many uses in both Alchemy and Crafting.
You believe a Tear could make a potion that will increase XP generation by tapping into the memories and experiences of the being whose essence they contain.
You also get the sense that consuming a Tear will allow you to experience the moment that created the Tear as if you were living it yourself. This experience can have a wide range of effects, and some are dangerous. Consume at your own risk.




Gryph’s eyes widened on reading the prompt. If he understood it, then the Tears were a repository of Simon’s memories, assuming they belonged to Simon. But he no longer had to assume.
Raathiel, are these Tears all Simon’s?
No, I witnessed much pain in my final days. Five of the Tears are Simon’s, three belong to Ouzeriuo, two to Morrigan and one is my own.
Morrigan, Gryph sent, shock, fear and elation mixing in an odd mélange in his brain. Can these memories hold the secret to defeating the High God? Can you tell me what they contain?
No, for Coatl emotions are much more visceral and powerful than mortals. We cast off the tears not only as a record of the experience, but to exorcise the pain, the horror, the evil. We do this to protect our own psyches. I remember what they contain the way you retain an ill-remembered dream, but the emotional power of those memories exist only inside the Tears themselves.
But you showed me the memory of what was done to Simon, Gryph said in confusion.
What you saw was only part of what he experienced and what I witnessed. Only by consuming a Tear can you know the full context of the memory. If you concentrate on one, you will learn whose essence it bears. But I beg you to heed the warnings. The experiences secured in the Tears are much more visceral and potent than the memory I shared with you. Some who consume a Tear do not survive the experience, and it forever changes all who do.
Emotions warred with reason inside his mind. The Tears might hold the key to defeating Aluran, or the architect of Gryph’s doom. He warily scooped the Tears into his palm, each one sending a small jolt of malaise into him. I must never let Simon know these exist. He would demand them as would be his right.
But they would destroy him, Raathiel agreed.
Gryph eased them into his satchel and watched as they auto-sorted into his inventory, a part of his mind amazed at the wide variety of dangerous items he’d collected in his short time in the Realms.
If, when, I experience the Tears, will you aid me?
Or souls are melded, now and forever. If you deem it necessary to bear witness to what the Tears contain, then I will be there with you. But, for now, I must rest and regain my strength. With your assent I wish to enter a regenerative state.
Of course. Are you not well?
I believe I will be, but I must rest. Until we erase my XP deficit, even this conversation is taxing. I fear, if I exert myself too greatly, I may never awaken again.
Conserve your strength and I will work off your debt.
My deepest gratitude to you. I hope to see you soon.
Rest and we will speak again.
Raathiel retreated deep into the recesses of his mind and though he still sensed her, he felt diminished by her distance.
Her evanescent glow, that had been her marker in the physical world, dimmed and faded to nothingness. A sadness filled Gryph at the loss, and he made a silent vow to that he would work off her XP deficit as quickly as he was able. If only out of a selfish desire to get her back.
Gryph’s attention returned to the room and the growing pile of interesting items his friends had collected. Gryph walked to the table. Lex gave him the excited look of a child on Christmas morning. “Is it time to loot this bitch?”
“It's swag time,” Gryph said with a grin, discovering that even he was not immune to the joy of loot. He looked down on the pile of items and activated his Identify talent.
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The pile of treasure in front of  Gryph was impressive. Using his Identify talent he separated it into magical and non-magical. Looking down on the pile raised his suspicions. Why hadn’t the Barrow King used these items? Surely, it could have helped him over the long millennia of his half-life. “Why would Ouzeriuo not use this stuff?”
“Cuz he’s stupid,” Simon said, idly examining a ring.
“It is likely that he forgot about them,” Vonn said. “The Barrow said Ouzeriuo had been in slow decline for centuries.” Gryph nodded at the logic. “Or maybe they’re all cursed,” Simon yelped and dropped the ring back onto the table.
“Aw man, that would be just our luck,” Lex whined. “Find our first good score, but as soon as we equip it we contract junk rot or get afflicted with testicular torsion.”
“I don’t want either of those,” Simon squealed, backing away from the table. “If things go according to plan, I may have a lady to romance soon.”
“Errat does not want them either, even if he has no lady.”
Lex looked from the lich to the warborn and then to Gryph. “You know neither of you guys have … how should I say this … the requisite equipment for that, right?” He waved a hand in front of his crotch to emphasize his point.
Simon’s skull seemed to pout and Errat’s shoulders slumped. Lex opened his mouth seeking words of comfort but finding none he closed it again and glanced at Gryph with a ‘whoops’ expression.
Gryph snorted in amusement and examined the ring, drawing a question into his mind. Is this ring cursed? An overwhelming negative touched the edges of his feelings and Gryph sighed in relief and then irritation. “Idiots, they’re fine. Nobody will lose their testicles.”
“Apart from those who already have,” Lex countered, and Simon lunged at him. Only Ovrym’s interference prevented what Gryph was sure would have been an amusing tussle.
“I suggest we focus,” Ovrym said, holding the two would be combatants at arm’s length. “And let Gryph work.” 
Gryph nodded his thanks to the xydai and sorted the loot.
First up was a selection of rings. Most of them were not magical but made of precious metal and stones and would be a boon to Dar Thoriim’s future crafting economy. Gryph stashed most in his bag but gave Tifala several in case she needed coin in her quest to track down the chthonic warlock.
However, a few of the rings were enchantments. He considered slipping the bunch onto his fingers like some wanna be gangster, but Gryph knew no man survived alone. If he hoped to save Brynn, his people needed to become powerful. These rings would help them do just that. The question was, how to distribute them where they’d do the most good?
 
	You have found a Ring of Spell Turning (Order Magic).



	Item Class: Base - Item Category: Active.
This gold and iron twined ring bears a single white sapphire. Once per day per Tier of Order Magic mastery, the wearer can turn any incoming spell and redirect it at a target of their choice. Standard resistances still apply, and any Area of Effect spells will still affect the wearer if they are in range.




Gryph tossed the ring in the air towards Vonn, willing an Identify tag to remain with the ring enabling the rogue to know the capabilities of the twined ring. Vonn snagged it with ease and smiled on seeing the ring’s capabilities. “I have a few ideas on how to make this useful.”
“I thought you would,” Gryph said with a grin, several possibilities swimming in his mind. Gryph picked up the next ring.
 
	You have found a Ring of Anti-Magic (Thought Magic).



	Item Class: Base - Item Category: Active.
This silver ring bears no ornamentation. Once per day per Tier of Thought Magic mastery, the wearer can create a bubble of anti-magic around them. This bubble will be 5 feet in diameter per tier of Thought Magic Mastery.
When the wearer gets close enough to a magic user, the field will prevent any new spells from being cast unless the caster’s Intelligence + level in the applicable magic skill is greater than the user’s Intelligence + level in Thought Magic. All existing spells remain in effect unless the user’s Intelligence + level in Thought Magic is twice as high as the caster’s Intelligence + level in the applicable magic skill.




He gave this ring to Ovrym. The xydai was already the party's most able fighter and was on the front lines of any conflict. Gryph had learned the hard way that enemy mages were the most dangerous threat and needed to be targeted first. This ring would make Ovrym an even deadlier mage killer. 
Ovrym tried to refuse the gift. After all he was the stoic warrior-monk type who had shown little interest in personal wealth. Yet, when Gryph shared the rings ability with him, the adjudicator grinned and nodded his thanks.
Gryph turned Identify to the next ring.
 
	You have found a Ring of Death’s Door (Life Magic).



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




This ring was a literal life saver, and Gryph considered keeping it for himself. As a player he was functionally immortal, but when he died it took several hours before he respawned and he was always reborn at his last respawn point. The ability to avoid that inconvenience would make him even more powerful.
But, it would also be greedy. None of the other members of his Adventure Party would come back from death. Wick's death had beaten that painful truth into him. Death was inevitable for all beings, likely even for him, but this ring could save a life, and save Gryph from having to watch another friend die.
He held the ring out to Lex and the NPC mouth hung open on seeing its magic. “I can’t. Surely another is more worthy?”
“Probably," Gryph said with a wry grin. Then his expression grew serious. “But Brynn said you were special, and I can't do this without you.”
Lex nodded, his expression one of honest gratitude, and for once he made no snarky comments. It didn’t last long however as a snide grin grew across his face.
“Do not rush an enemy like some damn death-defying action hero.” Gryph’s intense gaze stole Lex’s joy. “Say the words Lex.”
“Fine, damn joy kill. I will not charge madly into the breach, guns a blazing.” Then he muttered something under his breath that sounded like “buzz kill.”
“I can give the ring to Errat instead,” Gryph said and chuckled when Errat perked up like a puppy who’d heard its name called.
“Fine, I’ll be a good boy,” Lex grumbled, but said nothing else and slipped the ring onto his finger. He cocked his head sideways and Gryph knew he was reading a prompt. He then scowled, pulled a dagger from his waist and sliced open his palm. The blood pooled and then moved towards the ring and leached into the cold, gray iron, taking on a slight crimson hue. He then cast Minor Healing on himself and the wound disappeared.
He saw Gryph watching him and gave the player an odd grin, a thumbs up and then went to show Errat his new toy. Gryph looked down on the last of the magical rings and Identify triggered.
 
	You have found a Ring of Vampiric Draining (Death Magic).



	Item Class: Base - Item Category: Passive/Active.
This black metal band bears a carving of two fangs below a pair of small rubies that resemble eyes. When worn, the ring will drain and absorb 5% (+1% for every five levels of Death Magic mastery) of the damage inflicted by a melee weapon of the user’s choice, up to the Maximum Stored Health limit. This damage is turned into stored health, which can be used at any time to heal the wearer. The ring can only pair with one weapon at a time.
The Maximum Stored Health is 100 + 10 per five levels of Death Magic mastery.
Current Stored Health: 0 Maximum Stored Health: 100 Cooldown: 5 minutes.




It surprised Gryph that the ring did not feel wrong, or evil despite it being powered by death magic. It was then he remembered something that Tifala had once said to him.
“No magic is inherently evil. Death is as much a part of existence as life. It is the intent behind the magic that determines the morality. I knew a Life Master who used his healing abilities to revive torture victims on the brink of death, so their torture could continue. Now tell me that is not more evil than the Death Master who helps people talk to deceased loved ones so they may find peace. Evil is never inherent in the power but exists only within the heart of the user.”
Gryph kept the ring for himself. Not only would it act as a refillable health potion, but he suspected it would come in real handy with his new Blood Sacrifice skill. He slipped it on and a prompt requesting he choose a weapon popped into his vision. Without hesitation he paired the ring to his spear.
Next were two magical amulets. The first was a straightforward Amulet of Healing that could heal 50 points of health three times a day. Gryph handed that one to Vonn. The second was far more interesting and had Errat’s name all over the description.
 
	You have found Amulet of the Aether (Aetherial Magic).



	Item Class: Major - Item Category: Passive/Active.
This jeweled amulet resembles a closed eye.
Passive Power:
When worn by a user skilled in Aether Magic, all spells act as if they were cast one Tier higher in respects to duration, mana cost and cooldown.
Active Power:
Once per day the user can re-cast any Aether Spell cast in the previous ten minutes without the use of mana. Casting time is instantaneous, and this ability ignores any cooldown period or mana related debuffs.




Errat’s eyes widened and like Ovrym, the warborn tried to refuse the gift. “This is too much for Errat.”
“You’re risking your life to help me save Brynn. This is not payment enough.” Gryph stared at the warborn until he nodded and placed the amulet’s chain over his head. He then grinned like the bronze medal winner, just happy to be on the winners' stand.
Next up were two smooth spheres of deep black. Each was around the size of a softball. Gryph picked one up, surprised at the weight. The muscles in his arms seized for a few moments before releasing leaving the barest hint of pins and needles. His eyes snapped to the sphere as Identify triggered.
 
	You have found Orbs of Far Thought (Thought Magic) (x2).



	Item Class: Major - Item Category: Passive/Active.
Constructed from concentrated mental energy these orbs enable the user to communicate over vast distances using Thought Magic. To communicate with another individual, both must possess an orb. Other powers and capabilities may exist depending upon the powers and skills of each orb’s creator. You may discover these other powers through examination and experimentation.




“Holy crap,” Gryph said aloud, drawing the other’s attention. He looked up and explained what he had discovered.
“It’s like a telepathic telephone,” Lex said. “Can I have one?”
“No,” Gryph said, instead handing one to Simon.
“Hey, why does…” Lex began before the logic of the move forced him to get over his childish whining.
Simon clutched the ebony sphere in a skeletal hand. His eyes flared with eldritch flames and he looked for all the world like the evil lich who’d once inhabited his skull. “You will use it only in an emergency,” Gryph insisted, a sudden image of prank calls  filling him with annoyance. “And you will answer when I call. Understand?”
“Fine,” Simon grumble and slipped the orb into the folds of his robes.
Gryph was ecstatic at the loot he’d already Identified, but it was the pile of Spell Stones that made his heart surge. They gave off a faint silver glow. His stomach felt light. Can it be?
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Gryph picked up one of the stones. It was initially cool to the touch, but then a silver glow grew in the depths of the gem and the stone grew warm. His mind sensed the knowledge they contained, and he smiled. I have Soul Magic.
 
	You have found a Soul Shield
 Spell Stone (Soul Magic) (Extremely Rare).



	This enchanted stone will allow you to learn a spell of Soul Magic.




 
	You have found a Soul Rend Stone (Soul Magic) (Extremely Rare).



	This enchanted stone will allow you to learn a spell of Soul Magic.




 
	You have found a Soul Bolt Spell Stone (Soul Magic) (Extremely Rare).



	This enchanted stone will allow you to learn a spell of Soul Magic.





 
	You have found an Emancipation Spell Stone (Soul Magic) (Extremely Rare).



	This enchanted stone will allow you to learn a spell of Soul Magic.




Gryph grinned as information about each stone filled his mind. Until now his Soul Magic skill had been an odd contradiction. It was his highest leveled skill, but due to his lack of spells in the sphere it was also the weakest. Apart from the incredible power of Soul Bind, the skill had essentially been useless.
It was not much of a surprise. He only had the skill because of his Divine Perk Assimilation. Soul Magic was one of, if not the rarest skill in the Realms. There was only two, maybe three living practitioners on all of Korynn, he, Aluran and if the knowledge lay hidden somewhere deep in his damaged psyche, Simon. Now he had four Soul Magic spell stones that would help even the playing field.
His mind jumped to his Lore skill and its perk Osmosis. Spell Stones were single use magic items. The user concentrated on the stone and if they had a high enough affinity for the sphere, they would learn not only the spell, but the relevant skill, assuming they weren’t already skilled practitioners. Once the stone was used, it turned to dust.
Osmosis gave him a chance to learn the spells without destroying the stones, meaning he could give them to another for them to learn. He had held off using a pair of Perk Points on Osmosis because he’d had nothing to test it on. Better to keep the points in reserve until he needed them. Now he had the perfect need, but two considerations stayed his hand.
The first was that Osmosis was risky. At his current tier his success rate would only be 40%. All four of the spell stones were Extremely Rare. For all he knew they were the only ones on Korynn. If he tried Osmosis and failed, those spells would be lost, perhaps forever.
The second consideration was more sinister. Say he succeeded and by the luck of the draw successfully learned all four spells without destroying the stones. Who could he trust with that knowledge?
He’d received a warning upon assimilating the skill from Ouzeriuo. Those who practiced Soul Magic walked a razor’s edge, and on either side lay a chasm of darkness and evil. Could he, in good conscience, spread the knowledge of such a dangerous power? And if he did who could he choose? Lex? Errat? Ovrym? Vonn? All were good men, but all fought their own demons, just as Gryph did. He would not add this burden to their souls.
With a sigh Gryph made his choice. One by one he concentrated on the Spell Stones and learned the new spells.
 
	You have learned the Spell Soul Shield.



	Sphere: Soul Magic - Tier: Base.
This spell creates a protective shell around your soul, or the soul of another. This shell prevents an adept of Soul Magic from stealing or feeding upon your soul. It will also reduce the damage and effectiveness of any attacks that target the soul by 2% per level of Soul Magic Mastery.
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 2 seconds.
Duration: 1 minute/level  Cooldown: N/A.




This would have been helpful when taking on Ouzeriuo, Gryph thought with a grin which then faded upon realizing he might just need it in the coming battle with Aluran.
 
	You have learned the Spell Soul Rend.



	Sphere: Soul Magic - Tier: Apprentice.
This spell allows a practitioner of Soul Magic to tear the soul of another being from their body. Be warned, this is considered an evil act by all civilized cultures. Your Reputation will suffer with anyone who witnesses the use of this spell.
Mana Cost: 100 Casting Time: 5 seconds.
Duration: Instantaneous  Cooldown: 10 minutes




A surge of oily queasiness filled him as the spell seeded into his mind. Soul Rend was horrific and the first truly evil spell he’d encountered since entering the Realms, regardless of Tifala's beliefs on the subject. He made a silent vow to himself to never use its foul power. At least the stone no longer exists to tempt another.
 
	You have learned the Spell Soul Bolt.



	Sphere: Soul Magic - Tier: Base.
This spell allows a practitioner of Soul Magic to fire one bolt of pure soul energy per 5 levels of Soul Magic Mastery. Like the bolt spells of other spheres each Soul Bolt does direct damage to a target at the rate of 5 (+1 per every 5 levels of Soul Magic Mastery) They will also weaken the target’s resistances to further Soul Magic attacks by 1% per level of Soul Magic Mastery for 2 seconds per level of Soul Magic Mastery. (NOTE: These penalties are not cumulative).
Mana Cost: 40 Casting Time: 1 second.
Duration: Instantaneous  Cooldown: 2 minutes - 2 seconds/level.




Finally, another offensive spell. So far he'd relied on Flying Stalactite for all his magical attacks. Soul Bolt gave him an entirely new means to deal distance damage.
 
	You have learned the Spell Emancipation.



	Sphere: Soul Magic - Tier: Apprentice.
Emancipation allows an Apprentice level practitioner of Soul Magic to free a stolen or trapped soul whether by a device or another being. Be warned, a soul that lacks a body or other vessel to occupy will move on from the Mortal Realm and continue upon the soul’s journey "earned" in life.
Mana Cost: 100 Casting Time: 5 seconds.
Duration: Instantaneous  Cooldown: 5 minutes.




Emancipation was the second Apprentice Tier spell Gryph had learned, but unlike the vile feeling of despair he felt upon learning Soul Rend, this spell filled him with a warm light. The word “earned” was disconcerting, adding substance to the belief that souls would pass into one of the other Realms upon death. As Gryph understood it, one’s actions in life determined the destination of their soul upon death. It was karma in action.
Finally, Gryph looked down on the real prize. Nestled inside a felt lined wooden box were a half dozen gemstones that glowed with an interior blue-white glow. Above them lay a larger black stone that shimmered with an internal glow.
 
	You have found Port Icons (x6).



	Port Icons are imbued gemstones created by the ancient Nimmerian High Men to power and open Port Gates.




The Icons shimmered with intense light, and unlike the damaged one Yrriel had provided them, all six were intact and fully charged. Gryph gently pulled a stone from its nook and felt the crackling energy inside them. For a moment he just stared into the scintillating gem, his heart thudding in his chest. Until this moment he had feared that his return to the Barrow, his entire quest to save Brynn, had been a fool’s errand built on false hope. Now, for the first time, there was a chance.
Gryph lifted the larger stone and triggered Identify.
 
	You have found a Nimmerian Knowledge Cache.



	Nimmerian Knowledge Caches are powerfully imbued gemstones that contain important information. To activate one must hold the Cache in their palm and push a small amount of mana into the device.
This cache contains a detailed map and rune combinations for the Nimmerian Port Gate system.
NOTE: This cache is locked. Only the current master can unlock this cache.
Current Master: Ouzeriuo.




Gryph’s stomach dropped when he read the last part of the description. Locked? Shit. How does one unlock it if the current master is dead? Despair filled Gryph. If he was going to save Brynn, getting access to the cache was vital.
“What is it?” Ovrym asked, drawn by the look on Gryph’s face.
“Failure.”
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Gryph explained their dilemma, and every one of them felt victory swallowed by the dark jaws of defeat. Lex complained, again, about having to walk. Errat smiled and said he liked walking. Ovrym placed a firm hand on Gryph’s shoulder, saying volumes without speaking a word. Tifala stood firm, stoically absorbing the news that her quest to find Wick had grown more difficult. Simon took the news with typical teenage selfishness.
“Yeah, feeling real bad about the mission failure. So what now? Guess you guys will head home. No reason to hang around here.”
Gryph turned an irritated gaze to Simon and was about to lecture him when Vonn walked up, hand extended. “May I?” the half-elf asked, looking down on the Nimmerian Cache. Gryph hesitated for the merest of moments before nodding. Vonn picked up the stone lightly, like a man lifting an injured baby bird. Then he turned and tossed the Cache at Simon. 
Panic surged in Gryph as the priceless stone flew towards the undead teen. Would the jumpy revenant catch the stone? Could the Cache be damaged? Why did Vonn throw it? The stone sailed and Simon screeched and reached his hands out, bobbling the glinting jewel once, twice, three times before finally securing it in a skeletal hand.
“Dude, what the hell was….?”  Simon’s eye-lights raged brighter in anger and then dimmed into slits as he cocked his skull to the side as understanding filled him. “Oh.”
“Simon?” Gryph said in an intent voice, sparing a brief glance of ire for Vonn. The rogue simply grinned, showing no sign that Gryph’s anger touched him. Gryph turned back to Simon. “Simon!”
“Yeah, yeah, I heard ya. Gimme a sec here.” His eye-lights dimmed as if he were looking at something only he can see. Several heartbeats passed and finally he opened his eyes again. He grinned and then stared at Vonn. “How did you know that’d work?”
“Hunch,” Vonn said, shrugging his shoulders.
“What worked?” Gryph asked, his irritation boiling over.
“I unlocked it,” Simon said with a grin. “When I caught the Cache a prompt popped up asking me if I wanted to access the contents.”
“But you’re not Ouzeriuo,” Lex said.
“But this body was.” Simon moved a skeletal hand up and down his robed form like a model showing off a sports car. His joy turned to despair as the full extent of what he’d said filled his mind. “I'll never be rid of him.” His shoulders slumped. “I’m stuck in a prison, a stupid half rotten skull prison.” Simon sighed, a motion which continued to unnerve Gryph and the player feared the Cache would fall from Simon’s limp fingers.
Ovrym, realizing the same danger grabbed the stone from Simon before it could clatter to the ground and handed it to Gryph. Gryph clenched it but kept his eyes on Simon. “Kid, I cannot begin to understand how you feel, but he is gone, and you are still here. That has to count for something?”
“I guess,” Simon muttered, plopping himself down onto a stone bench with an audible clatter of old bones.
“If there is a way to free you from his body, we will find it, together.” Simon turned his gaze to Gryph, the fire’s in his eyes burning a little brighter.
“Promise?” Simon asked.
“I promise to try to find you a new body,” Gryph said.
“Pinky swear?” Simon asked, extending the bone of his right hand.
Gryph inhaled deeply and took the lich’s pinky in his own. “Pinky swear.”
 
	You have made a Binding Vow to Simon, the Barrow King.



	Vows are powerful promises made binding. They are enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms and will inflict severe penalties if the Vow is broken. Gryph has promised to do all he can find Simon a new body.
Difficulty: Unknown - Reward: Unknown - XP: Unknown - Time Table: Open - Penalty for Failure: Unknown
 




“Shit, pinky swears are binding vows?”
“Don’t mess with the pinky dude,” Lex said. “The pinky don’t play.”
“Add it to my endless list of quests.” Gryph said and then gave Simon a reassuring look that said, ‘yes I will still help you, even if I feel tricked into it.’
Simon grinned again. “If you can, make my body big and muscly, like our pal Errat here.” He smacked the back of his hand against Errat’s chest and winked. “Ladies like muscly big guys.”
“Good, Errat has lots of muscles.” He looked at Lex. “Perhaps friend Lex can show us how to talk to the ladies. He tells Errat he is quite the ladies’ man.”
“If you want your night to end with a knife in the head, then that’s an excellent idea,” Vonn said. Errat grinned and Simon gave Lex a big thumbs up.
“What would you even do with a lady? Or a guy for that matter. You don’t have the required …” Lex waved his hand in front of his crotch. “Equipment.”
“Errat is very crafty. Perhaps, with friend Lex’s help, I could build my own equipment?”
Lex held his hands wide apart. “I am not pinky swearing to that.” He looked at Errat and Simon, who were both grinning at him. “And besides, you guys would make the worst wingmen of all time,” Lex muttered. 
Gryph chuckled and returned his attention to the Cache. True to his word Simon had unlocked it allowing Gryph to lay claim to the ancient repository of knowledge.
 
	You have completed the Hidden Quest Reclaim Lost Knowledge.



	You have earned 100,000 XP.
You have acquired a map and the rune codes for the ancient Nimmerian Port Gate Network and the Port Icons (6) to power them.
Reward: You now have the capability of traversing vast distances nearly instantaneously.
 




 
	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP Deficit.



	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP deficit by  100,000 XP. Current XP Deficit: - 2,500,000




Gryph grinned as the true power of what he’d found sank in. This could well be the deciding factor in the war to come, Gryph thought. He focused and a huge map opened in his virtual vision, overlaid over his own. The new map showed the entire network of Nimmerian Port Gates and for the first time Gryph understood how huge Korynn was. Across the face of the world were several continents. He shared the map with the others.
Although Ovrym was from the Outer Realms and was arguably the most well-travelled, it was Vonn who had seen the most of Korynn. But even he was amazed by the true extent of the ancient High Men’s network of gateways. There were hundreds if not thousands of gates in the network. The rogue scowled as he examined the map.
“What is it?” Gryph asked.
Vonn pointed at a gate in what looked to be a large city that Gryph’s Gift of Tongues translated as Talis Elan. “This city, in fact this entire landmass, is under water.”
“Why would they build a city at the bottom of an ocean?” Lex asked.
“They didn’t. This map details the world before the Ruin,” Vonn said. “And this, is the world as it exists today.” Vonn shared his own map. It was much more detailed than the pathetic map Gryph had built since entering the Realms, but still far less extensive than the outdated Nimmerian map. The half-elf drew them together, overlaying the Nimmerian map with his own. “I knew the Ruin was devastating, but this proves it was far worse than generally believed.”
Where there had once been mountains, there were now seas. Where verdant forests had stretched from shore to shore, there was now desert. Entire land masses had sunk, and others had risen. If Gryph hadn’t known otherwise, he’d have assumed he were looking at two different planets.
“Holy crap,” Lex said upon seeing the true extent of the world ravaging damage caused by the Ruin.
“You are more right than you know,” Vonn said. “A war between the gods caused the Ruin.”
Morrigan, Gryph thought. He knew virtually nothing about the Old Gods or the New, only that their war had resulted in both the Ruin and Morrigan being banished to Earth, where he became the man Alistair Bechard and, upon his return to the Realms, the High God Aluran. If this map was accurate, and he had no reason to think it was not, then the last battle versus Morrigan had nearly destroyed the world. So it's a good thing I’m planning on taking the fight to him. Am I a fool? He looked at his companions, those who had become his friends, and the true extent of his arrogance became apparent. Am I leading them to their deaths?
We must do what must be done. The Colonel’s voice filled his mind again, and Gryph knew the phantom voice spoke true. Aluran was a clear and present danger to every sentient being on Korynn, and Gryph suspected that the High God would eventually turn his gaze to the other Realms. What if he tried to invade Earth? He may play the role of a noble and just god well, but Gryph had seen what Morrigan once was, and Lex had exposed what Aluran still was, deep down in his heart of hearts.
He would not leave Brynn at the mercy of such a man, no matter the costs. What if the cost is a second Ruin, or something worse? The possibility dug at his soul for several long moments, but he cast the doubts aside. There was no time to worry about such hypotheticals.
He now had the means to fulfill his mission. With Vonn’s aid they found the location and runic code for the gate near Harlan’s Watch. He looked at his assembled friends, each one waiting on his lead. 
“Let’s go fuck with a god,” Gryph said.
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With the Port Icons in tow, Gryph and the gang made their way back to the Barrow’s throne room. Gryph considered telling Simon his days of calling himself the new Barrow King were over, so the undead kiddo didn’t start believing he was in charge, but then decided they had larger problems. Plus, what kid doesn’t want to play undead king from time to time. It might even help frighten any would be invaders seeking their fame and fortune inside the Barrow.
By the time they arrived at the Port Gate a somber mood had overtaken the group. Everyone knew Tifala would head off on her own, and though they all understood her reasons, not a man among them was eager to see the powerful Life Master leave. Surprisingly, Lex seemed to be taking it the worst.
“You sure you can’t come with us part of the way,” Lex begged, his often whiny voice dipping down into the realm of the pathetic, like the uncool teenage boy begging the hot cheerleader to go to the prom with him. Gryph couldn’t blame him. He felt the same way, but he knew Tifala needed to see her quest to find Wick to its end, even if he hated the idea, even if he believed it was a fool’s quest.
The NPC’s request was no more successful than the unpopular teen, but she did stretch up onto her toes and gave Lex a gentle kiss on the forehead. “You keep him safe for me Lex.”
“I’ll do my best ma’am.” For once there was no hint of jest in the short Ordonian’s voice.
Tifala said goodbye to the others and walked up to Gryph. He knelt and looked her right in the eye and she took his face in her small, warm hands. She choked up and Gryph shook his head no. “This is the path you must walk, and I have faith that we will meet again.”
Tifala nodded as tears welled in her eyes. She let Gryph wipe them away before a powerful strength filled her once more. “I cannot know what the future will bring you, but I know you will stay true to who you are.” She smacked him firmly on the chest with her balled fist. “Stay strong. Trust in your friends. You have the power to shatter the Realms or remake them. Learn to tame that power, direct it, or it will control you.”
“No pressure,” Gryph said with a wry grin that was only partially in jest.
“None at all,” Tifala said. Her shoulders grew heavy as if the true burden of the quest she was about to venture on had lowered its weight upon her for the first time. Gryph reached out and gripped her shoulder.
“Find our boy.” Gryph placed one of the precious Port Icons in her palm, causing her to look up in shock. “And when you have, come home to us.” She almost protested, but then nodded. Gryph held a hand out, hovering near her forehead and waited for her permission. After a moment she nodded, accepting both the Icon and a partial map of the Nimmerian Port Gate system. He considered giving her the entire ancient network, but that knowledge could get her killed.
Tifala turned away for the briefest of moments before rushing back into Gryph’s arms. The tall player gripped the diminutive gnome tightly and his chest went tight. After several long seconds she pulled away and set herself before the stone arch.
Gryph placed the Icon, ordered it to power up and then fed it the coordinates for the gate nearest Erram, Tifala and Wick’s home town. Gray aetherial light flowed from the Icon and around the carved niches around the gate. Then with the smallest of pops, faster than the eye could follow, another place existed beyond the threshold of the arch. 
The map told Gryph that the destination gate was located in what had once been a Nimmerian research facility deep in the ancient forest that Erram bordered. When Gryph had told the group that fact, Lex had freaked out, muttering gibberish about the Umbrella Corporation and horrid experiments gone wrong and insisted that they all help Tifala ‘ kill the mutants.’
She grinned, patted him on the chest and summoned one of her green life blades. “I hope you're right. I could use the exercise.”
Now, as the dark ruins beyond the archway came into full view, Gryph found that he agreed with Lex. Before he could speak though, her hand snapped up and her head turned back to him. “I will be fine. Find Brynn. Save your sister.” Then she hefted the life blade, called mana to her other hand and jumped through.
She gazed around her new surroundings for several seconds and satisfied she was safe, for the moment, turned back to the others.
“Good luck,” Gryph said and watched her turn and run into the dark. A moment later he powered the Port Gate down and the other place disappeared with a small pop of air. They stood in silence for several moments, each alone in their private emotional universe, when Lex ruined the moment by blowing his nose.
The sound of burbling snot rumbling down the Ordonian’s wide nasal passages caused the rest of the group, apart from Errat, to cringe and step back a few paces. The warborn took a different tack and stepped close, well beyond the borders of traditional personal space, grabbed Lex by the forehead and pushed up. Errat first stared up Lex’s nostrils seeking the source of the horrid sound.
Before Lex could complain, Errat barraged him with questions. “What is that noise? How are you making it? Can you show Errat how to make it?”
“Uhhhh.” Lex was both disturbed and confused, and then his mood moved fully into disgusted when Errat snatched the handkerchief from Lex’s grasp. The huge automaton stuck his finger into the sticky mess wadded in the small cloth and pulled his finger back, stretching the mucus and snot like a strand of spider webbing. “What is this sticky glop? Is it valuable?”
Lex regained his composure and snatched the cloth, balled it and stuck it back in some hidden, and likely vile, pocket. “Dude, the contents of a man’s nose is no other man’s business.”
“Errat does not have a nose. This makes Errat sad.”
Gryph watched as Lex silently begged for help. He passed over Ovrym, whose stoic expression bore the barest hints of irritation. He then turned his gaze to Vonn, who just shrugged in amused confusion. Simon’s jaw was askew in the manner that Gryph now understood was the revenant’s smile and his spectral shoulders bounced up and down in amusement. Knowing the teenage lich would be no help Lex turned to Gryph. The NPC’s desperate ‘a little help here dude’ expression made Gryph chuckle, and he shrugged, a small smile turned up the corner of his lips.
Realizing he’d receive no help, Lex turned back to the warborn. “Eh, noses, more trouble than they’re worth my friend.” Errat grinned back, but nobody could say if the look was one of satisfaction or irritation.
“Thank you for that information friend Lex,” Errat said with a grin which he held several seconds longer than was necessary.
“Okay then,” Lex said loudly. “Let’s activate this gate and begin our journey into terror and death.”
Gryph shook his head and walked up to the arch. He focused on his internal map and found the nearest Port Gate to Harlan’s Watch. It was located in a place called the Morphic Dungeon. The only information provided by the map suggested that it was another Nimmerian research facility, this one housed in an existing dungeon.
Gryph tapped the sequence provided by the map into the runes and a moment later another place existed beyond the arch. Where the one near Erram had been dark and deserted, this one was lit by flickering flames of deep red, black and orange. As one the members of the Adventure Party readied weapons.
“Looks like somebody is home,” Vonn said.
“This place was supposed to be our starter dungeon. It should be a cakewalk,” Lex said and then shivered. “You go first.” Gryph shook his head and took a step forward but Lex’s arm flashed up, blocking his path. “I must protect Gryph,” Lex muttered in a low and very irritated tone and then jumped through the arch.
The others followed and Gryph gave one last glance at Simon. “Try not to break my dungeon.” The undead teen grinned and gave Gryph a thumbs up. Gryph shook his head, wondering if he’d live to regret leaving Simon in charge. Or will I live at all? Then he stepped through the Port Gate which closed behind him with a silent whoosh.
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The four partially eaten bodies scattered across the ground of the long rectangular chamber was the first sign that something was amiss. The second came a few moments later when a rhythmic thumping noise rose from the passageway at the far end of the room. Every passing second brought the sound closer.
Gryph's Adventure Party arrayed themselves in a semicircle, all facing towards the sound of whatever horror was about to explode from the tunnel. Images of the monsters Gryph had faced since entering the Realms flashed through his mind as he expanded his buckler and rested his spear into its groove. He stared intently as the rasping sound of something large scraping against the walls of the tunnel flowed over him.
Stay in formation, Gryph sent via the party’s Telepathic Link and inhaled deeply, forcing calm into his frayed nerves. The thumping grew louder and closer and then a massive, furry form squeezed its way out of the tunnel. The beast swung its head back and forth, smashing the solid rock of the entrance with the curved ram’s horns that spiraled upwards from its temples. Stone shrapnel fanned into the room in a wide arc. The creature stepped into the room, sat back on its haunches and twitched its nose at the party.
“It’s a big ass bunny,” Lex sputtered in shock. “With effing horns. Who? What? Why?”
The big ass bunny was the size of an African bull elephant and looked ten times as mean. It made Gryph think of the jackalope head hung on the wall of his favorite restaurant as a kid. He’d spent hours regaling Brynn with tales about the life cycle and temperament of the antelope horned hare. Brynn had begged their parents for one for her birthday only to be heartbroken when the Colonel revealed, in his typical heartless monotone, the jackalope was not a real animal.
This is the Realms settling that karmic debt, Gryph thought. Ten-fold.
The massive rabbit stared at them through beady eyes the color of midnight and snarled, exposing two pairs of massive, razor sharp incisors.
“I think we should run away!” Lex yelled, the last bit in a desperate, high-pitched, British yelp.
“Shut up and share your Analyze window,” Gryph ordered.
“Right. Sorry,” Lex said, hefting his war hammer. A moment later a prompt popped into the corner of Gryph’s vision.
 
	MONSTROUS TRANSMORPHIC CHAOS RABBIT (Aberrant) – Level: 25.



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	665

	556

	227

	0


	This rabbit was mutated by the chaotic energy seething through the Morphic Dungeon into a huge aberration. It is always hungry for man flesh and carrots, and its horns can inflict incredible bashing damage. While the creature’s body had grown, its brain has not increased at the same rate, causing the creature to react purely out of rage and hunger. It's tough hide and thick layer of subdermal fat make it resistant to weapons that pierce, smash or slash.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Thick Hide, Rage, Bashing.

	Poison, Cold, Spells that induce Sleep.
Resistances: Piercing damage, blunt damage, slashing damage.

	Simple Minded, Rage.


	
	
	
	



Gryph barely had time to absorb the information and process the absurdity of the beast’s existence when it lowered itself onto all fours, wriggled its cotton tail and roared. The sound that punished their ears sounded like the roar of a lion who had a rabbit lodged firmly in its throat. It was powerful yet still kinda cute. At least until the creature hopped towards them in a loping charge.
Then things got worse, for the monstrous rabbit was just the cork in the bottle. As the huge creature moved from the entrance, several dozen smaller bunnies, listed as large transmorphic chaos rabbits, poured into the room like exploding champagne.
“Shit, we have a breeder,” Lex yelled as the chittering of dozens of pissed off bunnies filled the room.
The shimmering field of Errat’s Aether Shield expanded around them. Gryph sent a mental nod to Errat for the quick thinking. We need to slow the big one down, Gryph sent. All ranged attackers go for the eyes.
Gryph began to cast Sticky Mud, an Earth Magic spell that created a puddle of thick, cloying mud capable of slowing and trapping enemies. It was like quicksand on steroids, but it had a five-second casting time. Way too long if we can’t slow this beast down, Gryph thought to himself.
But his people excelled at what they did and soon a barrage of missiles hurtled towards the monstrous rabbit. Lex fired a volley of Order Bolts, shards of brilliant white light that always hit their target. Ovrym let arrows fly in quick succession. He did not augment their destructive power with his mana because of time and the constrained space. An explosion in this room would do as much damage to them as the horde of thumpers. Vonn’s arms were mana enhanced blurs as he tossed a dozen throwing daggers through the porous side of Errat’s shield.
The barrage of missiles pummeled into the rabbit’s face. A few stuck into its muzzle causing limited damage, but most bounced harmlessly off the bony ridge protecting the rabbit’s brow. Only Lex’s Order Bolts found their mark and the searing missiles of white light punched into the chaos rabbit’s eyes.
The creature roared in pain and stumbled over one of its children, crushing it into a furry sack of shattered bone and pulped organs. Its left leg crumpled under it, but it was unable to arrest its momentum and stumbled, smashing head first into the wall of the chamber.
The impact caused the room to shake and bits of stone and dust fell from the ceiling. “Yes!” Lex yelled aloud and a quick update from his shared Analyze showed the others that the giant rabbit had given itself a stun debuff. Lex’s attack had bought them twenty-seconds of precious relief from the monster’s attack.
They could not say the same for the herd of smaller rabbits that thundered towards them, heads lowered.
“Incoming,” Gryph yelled, his hands moving almost unbidden in the complex motions required to cast Sticky Mud.
Errat leaned into his casting, bracing himself for the impact. A dozen rabbits lowered their heads and punched into the shield with their horns. The impact sounded like a hundred bass drums being pounded by tone deaf barbarians. Each spot they hit, exploded with silver white energy, and Errat grunted, desperately pouring mana into the defenses. The thundering barrage of bunnies pushed him back several feet, but the shield held.
Errat cannot hold this much longer.
Just a few more seconds, Gryph sent.
I don’t think we have it, Vonn sent, as the second volley of smaller rabbits arrived, lowering their heads before impact.
This time the boom was louder as the impact shattered Errat’s shield. The force of the dozen furry battering rams splintered the shimmering wall of silver white and it exploded. Errat flew backwards like he’d been shot from a cannon, hit the wall and fell limply to the floor.
Gryph felt through the link towards the fallen warborn.
Errat is stunned for five seconds, came the warborn’s mental call.
The rest of the party formed up between Errat and the swarm of chaos rabbit. He heard Lex grunt as one of the smaller rabbits bounced off his leg. Watch out, the fuzzy bastards are going for the knees.
A sound strategy. Get us on the ground and then trample us, Ovrym sent.
Gryph watched Vonn leap and spin over a pair of incoming rabbits. As he passed over them he sunk his blades down at the base of their neck. Both creatures fell to the ground, shook for a second and died. Their hide is thinnest at the nape of the neck. Stab there and you’ll sever their spinal cord.
What if I don’t have any weapons that can stab, stab, kill, kill? Even through the link Lex’s ‘voice’ sounded whiny.
Quit your whining and smash, smash, pound, pound, Gryph sent as the last words of his spell murmured by his lips. He raised his hands above his head and then surged down, slapping both palms against the floor.
The mana surging down his arms felt like the slow movement of a thick smoothie through a straw and Gryph feared it would become clogged inside him. But then the mana exploded down and into the ground, flowing forward in a 20 by 20-foot square starting at his feet and expanding under the rabbit swarm.
The sprinting rabbits slowed, many of them falling forward as the cloying mud grasped at their furry feet. For a few seconds it held them immobile. Several dozen shrieks of rage boiled from their throats, and then, slowly they advanced again.
Their Dexterity is too high, Lex warned. They’re slowed, but still mobile.
Take the small ones out while we can, Gryph sent. The big one will be back on its feet soon.
Gryph watched in awe as Vonn and Ovrym danced among the trapped rabbits, killing them with quick, single strikes. Each time their feet hit the puddle of mud the surface seemed to solidify, allowing his friends free movement. It’s as if the spell somehow knew they were Gryph’s allies. This magic never gets old, Gryph thought to himself as he rushed to help Errat to his feet.
“Thank you friend Gryph,” Errat said. “How are we doing?”
Gryph shrugged. “Better get that axe ready.”
Errat did as requested and rushed forward to engage the trapped rabbits. Lex’s roar filled the room, drawing Gryph’s attention. The small Ordonian was sprinting towards the big bunny, his hammer glowing with furious white light. He leapt in the air ready to bring his hammer smashing down onto the back of the downed rabbit’s head.
It was then that Gryph saw the furious magma colored mana flow through the giant beast’s horns.
“Lex, watch out!” Gryph yelled, but the robed NPC was already midair and had no ability to alter his trajectory, which took him right into the path of the huge rabbit.
The cotton tailed beast surged upwards, its debuff elapsed. The ram’s horns hummed with mana as they crushed into Lex's chest. A sound like the deep twang of an electrical tower’s support wire being hit flowed through the room as the mana transferred from the bunny’s horns into Lex.
A loud “Oof” came from Lex and he flew upwards, bounced off the roof and skidded across the floor falling limp. The furiously blinking red health bar at the bottom of Gryph’s vision told him Lex was in critical condition. And the big rabbit was hopping towards him, its motion barely slowed by the thick mud.
Gryph looked around. Nobody would get to Lex before the beast. His mind scrambled for options. I must protect Lex, he thought and then he went calm. His left hand began to cast as his right reached down for the length of rope at his waist. He tossed and cast Animate Rope. A shimmering golden light flowed through the rope as it flew towards Lex.
Gryph activated his Elven Boots of Deftness and leapt towards the creature. He pushed mana into his spear and triggered Penetrating Strike and Impale.
The beast would reach Lex before Gryph, but not before his magical rope. A small grin of triumph crossed his face as the rope twined one end around Lex’s ankle and the other around the neck of one of the struggling smaller rabbits. It pulled, choking the rabbit while pulling Lex safely away from its papa’s bull rush.
Gryph thrust the spear head down with all his considerable strength, unleashing Impale. His aim was true, and the spear’s tip plunged into the monstrous rabbit's cheek, cracked through the bone of its lower jaw and sunk through the mud and into the hard-packed floor.
The beast’s strangled scream spat gobbets of blood in a wide arc, covering Gryph’s forearms in warm muck. Gryph tried to bring up Lex’s shared Analyze, but it would not respond. Gryph guessed it was because Lex was unconscious and renewed worry pushed into him. Someone tend to Lex. I have this beast.
On it, Vonn sent.
The chaos rabbit flailed at him with its massive front paw, but Gryph avoided the attack. The bunny’s rage turned to fear, and its back feet thumped quickly, despite the cloying mud that held it. With each thump Gryph's spear tore at the skin and tendons of the creature’s face.
This crazy fucker is trying to tear itself off my spear, Gryph thought, impressed at the huge rodent’s toughness. He grinned down on the squirming creature and activated Yrriel’s Maelstrom. Lightning exploded inside the creature’s face, illuminating its skull like an x-ray. It screamed and smoke rose from its skin, bringing the pleasant smell of roasted rabbit to Gryph’s nose.
The creature kicked and its ram’s horns began to glow red-orange. For a moment Gryph thought it was because of the heat generated by the lightning storm surging inside its body, but then realized he was seeing mana. The fuzzy monstrosity was prepping his bashing attack.
Another few seconds, Gryph thought and watched the life leave the chaos rabbit’s eyes. Tendrils of mana exploded from the horns and zapped to a dozen of the nearest rabbits. As they were struck, they too screamed and fell shaking to the ground as if paralyzed. Blobs of magma colored energy flowed from them, down the tendrils and into the horns of the big bunny.
The smaller ones are dropping like flies, Vonn sent.
More like the desiccated corpse of flies. The parent rabbit is draining them of life, Ovrym said.
“Shit!” Gryph said aloud and the massive beast’s eyes snapped open and glared hatred at him. It wrenched its head back and Gryph knew his spear’s hold would not last. Then he’d be within easy range of the creature’s massive incisors. Time to think quick.
Gryph let go of his spear and grabbed at the beast’s horns. They were still the furious color of lava and he half expected his hands to burn, but all he felt was the thrumming power of life pouring through them. Gryph closed his eyes and started casting.
One second into the casting the creature pulled Gryph’s spear through the torn flesh of its face. The next second, two things happened near simultaneously. One, razor-sharp teeth sunk into Gryph’s shoulder, slicing through the thin layer of protection between his breastplate and shoulder guard. Two, Gryph finished casting Shatter.
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Despite the pain surging through his nervous system, Gryph refused to let his hold slip. Waves of tectonic force rippled down his arms and a low cracking sound rose, akin to that made by ice cubes dropped into warm water. Fissures of brown energy expanded in a spider’s web like whorl across the surface of the horns and the huge rabbit shook. Its teeth bit deeper into Gryph and hummed like the blade of a reciprocating saw. Gryph screamed, gripping with all his strength. His hands vibrated so fast they were barely visible blurs. The fissures expanded as the cracking sound grew fiercer and then, for the briefest of moments there was silence.
The beast’s horns, its head and a good portion of its body exploded into a ragged bloody pulp. Brains, muck and gore flew in a wide fan pattern away from Gryph. The wave of bloody destruction shredded most of the other rabbits, both those already dead and those still struggling to escape the mud.
With no handholds left to support him, Gryph fell backwards, his vision filled with a furious red warning. I’m going to die he thought, and then, before he dipped into unconsciousness, a distant part of his mind said Flare and a brilliant white light eased him to sleep.
*****
Gryph’s mind swam through a horror world filled with fluffy tails and chomping teeth. He looked back over his shoulder desperate to put some distance between him and the thumping mob of cotton-tailed terrors.
Something struck him hard across the face and he fell. Did I run into a wall? he wondered and then another sharp jolt to the face brought him back to the waking world. His hand snapped up and caught Lex’s wrist before his NPC could slap him across the face again. “Stop, I’m awake.”
“Oh thank the gods, I thought for sure that Roided Up Thumper had killed you.”
“I don’t understand how it didn’t.” Gryph groaned as he sat up, hand going to his shoulder.
“Your armor,” Ovrym said. “It flared white, and I watched as your wounds healed. And mine.”
“All of ours actually,” Lex said. “Pretty sure you saved my life with that crazy stunt. Well that and this sweet ass ring you gave me." He looked down on Gryph. "As much as I appreciate it, don’t do it again.”
The armor in question was his Banded Leather Breastplate of the Moon, a powerful piece of armor he’d found right before his pivotal battle with the arboleth back in the Barrow. He’d wondered why such a potent magic item had been lying around in a chest waiting for him to find. Simon told him it had been the Barrow. The ancient sentient dungeon had believed Gryph was the best chance to rid itself of the Lich known as the Barrow King, so it had provided aid in the form of magic items. Gryph could still hear Simon’s taunt in his mind. You didn’t think you were that badass, did you?
Somehow, right before his health bottomed out his subconscious mind had triggered the breastplate’s Moon Flare ability and healed not only himself, but all his allies within 50 feet. Errat helped Gryph to his feet, his typical goofy grin plastered across his face. Gryph looked around to make sure everyone was okay and then opened the series of prompts he’d received.
 
	You have earned Experience Points.



	You have earned 12,500 XP (10,000 base + 2,500 Bonus) for defeating Monstrous Transmorphic Chaos Rabbit.
You have earned 25,000 XP (20,000 base + 5,000 Bonus) for defeating Large Transmorphic Chaos Rabbit (x20).




 
	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP Deficit.



	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP deficit by  37,500 XP. Current XP Deficit: - 2,462,500




Gryph smiled at the slow whittling away of Raathiel’s XP deficit, and then his mind turned to the unexpected difficulty of the dungeon. He scowled at Lex. “I thought you said this was ‘a starter dungeon’.” Gryph said, the last bit said with irritated air quotes.
“That’s what Mo said” Lex twisted his foot like a child seeking to avoid responsibility for their misdeeds.
“Lex quit passing the buck. Why was a damn bunny almost able to kill us all?”
“My only guess is that it’s seen a lot of action to have leveled this high, this quickly.”
“That may be partly true, but the real reason is worse,” Vonn said. Gryph turned to find the half-elf examining a stone table covered with runes similar to those on the Port Gates. The hairs on the back of his neck rose as he walked up to Vonn and saw that much of the surface was smashed.
“What is it?”
“This is a Nimmerian control system. I’ve seen one like it before, in a long abandoned Nimmerian research facility. If I had to guess, the Nimmerians built this dungeon to perform experiments.”
“What kind of experiments?” Ovrym asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Vonn looked down on the corpse of the monstrous rabbit.
“Chaos,” Gryph said in shock.
“I believe Vonn’s assessment is correct,” Ovrym said. “The Nimmerians were researchers, but unlike the El’Edryn, they were rash and took great risks.”
“You mean they were crazy,” Lex muttered.
“They were experimenting with Chaos Magic.”
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Lex said.
“If I had to guess, this panel was only recently activated, and with it a low-grade field of raw chaos,” Vonn said.
“Well la di frickin' dah, I’m gonna grow a second head aren’t I?” Lex whined.
“Can you shut it down?” Gryph asked, ignoring Lex.
“No, someone had a grand old time smashing the control panel.”
“Could this have anything to do with the chaos incursions back in the valley?” Ovrym asked, rubbing at his forearm where a dormant chaos infection lay buried.
“Doubtful,” Vonn said shaking his head. “Chaos is virulent, but localized. Whatever is causing your issues back home is likely something else entirely.”
“Perfect,” Lex muttered. “Does anyone else have the feeling that someday, good ol’ Lex will have to handle this chaos issue?”
“No. Nobody thinks that,” Vonn said.
“Some people might,” Lex said, and stared down upon the huge, dead rabbit and his stomach grumbled. “I think I’m gonna try some tasty hasenpfeffer.”
“I would advise against consuming any of the creatures from this dungeon,” Ovrym warned. “It is likely that chaos has infested their meat. Ingesting it could cause random mutations.”
“Who knows, maybe it would be an improvement,” Vonn said, smacking Lex on the back as the Ordonian tried to back away from the corpse.
“I’m willing to let you take the risk,” Ovrym added.
“Ha, ha, ha, you guys are a riot,” Lex said with a pout, before kicking the rabbit corpse.
Vonn turned away and gazed at the back wall. "There is something here." He laid his hands on the wall.
Gryph joined Vonn as the rogue traced his fingers across a scene of men fighting various beasts. Multi headed wolves and a horror that looked like the top half of a woman and the bottom half of a snake. Each one seemed to be some unnatural hybrid entity.
“Are these their experiments?” Gryph asked, gazing at the odd collection of drawings. His hand froze over one, a creature with the body of a lion and the head, wings and talons of an eagle. Shock pushed through Gryph as he realized this carving was newer than the others and carved in a different style.
“It’s a gryphon,” Lex said. “It’s you.”
Gryph traced his fingers over the carving. “He’s right.” The carving was exactly like the gryphon Brynn loved as a child. She had this book, with drawings of all these fantastic creatures. The gryphon was her favorite, and the origin of the name Gryph now bore. As he traced his fingers across the smooth carving, Gryph felt an anomaly. The noble creature’s left eye was raised compared to the rest of the carving.
“Brynn left this for me to find.”
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Gryph didn’t detect any traps and even though he knew he should let Vonn confirm the fact, he could not wait. He pushed the eye with a firm thumb. A small click announced success and the entire carving of the gryphon popped out several inches, revealing a hidden compartment.  
He reached into the space and removed an amulet cast from a shimmering white metal. It was vibrating slightly, a distant hum more felt than heard. It was circular and not much bigger than the palm of his hand. Carved into its face was the same gryphon that graced the wall carving.
“That is white elementum,” Ovrym said amazed. “I have only seen the metal once, an amulet like that one, borne by The Mistress of the Purity when I was a boy.”
“What does it do?” Gryph did not take his eyes from the amulet as the xydai spoke.
“Most magical items in the Realms are crafted for one specific purpose. But white elementum is different. It is like a reusable slate board. A mage can cast any spell they wish onto the metal and it will gain powers and buffs resulting from that spell. Then at a later date, the mage can erase the old spell and cast another onto it.”
“It’s a programmable magic item?” Gryph looked down upon it again. “What did Brynn program onto this?”
“Only one way to find out,” Lex said. The others turned to him. “Someone has to put it on. Should we draw straws? Vonn get us some straw.” The half-elf did not respond, causing Lex to turn towards his friend. The rogue looked tense as if something had triggered his sixth sense. “Uh, Vonn, buddy, you’re making me nervous.”
All eyes snapped to the one-time rogue. His head was cocked to the side, listening to something that wasn’t there. He turned to Gryph. “We are not alone.”
Vonn’s words were barely out of his mouth when a blur materialized a few feet behind Vonn. A rush of air zipped past Gryph and the weight of the amulet disappeared from Gryph's hand before his eyes had the time to register the theft.
Another flash of movement caused Lex to spin 360 degrees, and he nearly fell on his ass. The blur zipped by him and then past Vonn, whose hand flashed out snagging a bit of cloth. The blur slowed and came into momentary focus and Gryph saw what looked like a small boy.
“It’s a kid,” Lex said and then his eyes widened. “Hold on … I think…”
The cloth, which turned out to be the sleeve of the boys ragged jerkin, ripped free and the boy shimmered, rushed towards the door and disappeared.
“Do not let him leave this room,” Gryph howled. This was the first bit of concrete evidence on Brynn’s whereabouts, and Gryph would be damned before some street urchin would run off with it.
Lex raised his hand, palm outwards and cast Order Bolt. A single knife of white energy zipped towards the fleeing blur, but a second before the unnerving missile hit the blur disappeared and the Order Bolt soared to the roof, zipping back and forth like a heat-seeking missile searching for a target. A moment later it dove harmless into the ground.
Gryph reached out and grabbed the Ordonian by the wrist. “I said don’t let him leave, not kill him.”
“I only shot one,” Lex protested. “It probably wouldn’t have killed him.”
The blur moved again, and a plan came to Gryph. “Cast another one,” he yelled at Lex.
“What? But you just said…”
“Do it! And keep doing it until I say to stop.”
“I have a one-second cooldown between shots.”
“Thanks for yelling it loud enough for the invisible speedster to hear,” Gryph said as he and the others ran towards the blur.
“Whoops, my bad.” Lex fired another single bolt, and it flashed towards the blur once again forcing it to stop. While he waited the one-second, Lex turned to Vonn who stood there, shaking, or more accurately vibrating. “Uh, buddy, whatcha doin’?”
Lex fired another bolt without looking, his attention on Vonn. The half-elf was vibrating so quickly that another visual echo of himself seemed to peel from the original and flash towards the passageway leading from the room. Lex blinked his eyes several times, trying to understand what he’d seen when Vonn stopped vibrating and fell to one knee. The NPC fired another bolt and rushed to the half-elf’s side.
“What the hell was that?”
Vonn held out a hand that said both give me a second and help me up. Lex pulled the rogue to his feet. “I’m fine, really. Shouldn’t you be firing another bolt?”
“Lex!” Gryph yelled. “He’s getting away.”
“Oh, shit.” Lex fired a bolt. This one flashed up and over Errat and through the doorway into the passage beyond. A moment later a dull explosion let all of them know it had impacted the floor again. “Crap, Gryph is going to kill me.”
“I got it covered” Vonn said, grinning at Lex. He pulled a Stamina Potion from his pack and downed it. His breathing eased, but he still looked like he might vomit.
“How? And don’t you go yackin’ on me dude.”
Gryph ran having no time for anger at Lex. Plenty of time for that later, he thought. He reached the entrance to the passageway moments after Ovrym did, with Errat right behind them. He cursed the one-hour cooldown period on his boots and the one day cool down of his tier ability Swift as the Wind. If he was to catch this speedy youngster, he’d have to do it the old-fashioned way.
Gryph, Errat and Ovrym redoubled their efforts, sprinting up the steep incline and catching occasional glimpses of the fast-moving blur. They emerged into a large stalactite and moss filled chamber with hundreds of disturbingly large piles of rabbit droppings. He heard Lex’s voice in his head. All ingredients have their uses, my friend, even the gross ones. A small part of him chuckled at the idea of forcing Lex to harvest the droppings as penance for his sloppiness, but then he scowled. He was still pissed at his NPC.
But am I being an ass? Am I taking my fear and my frustration out on him? he wondered to himself.
He knew he was, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t make Lex sweat a bit if, when they caught this thief. Gryph scowled as he ran through another entrance and up another incline. Light bled in from above and Gryph knew the surface was close. If the kid got out before they caught him, they’d lose any hope of catching him.
We need to pick up the pace or this kid is gone, and with him any chance of saving Brynn.
Errat is fast and never tires, but blurry small man is far faster. Errat is confused.
As am I, Ovrym sent. His Stealth is impressive, one could say illogically so for one so young.
Maybe he is not young, just tiny like Lex? Errat suggested.
I heard that, Lex whined.
Quit complaining and run harder, Gryph sent and Lex cringed at the ire the player sent through the link. Then a calm voice eased into everyone’s mind.
You may slow your pace my friends, I have him, Vonn sent.
No, you don’t, Lex said. You’re running next to me. Wait, why does your voice in my head sound so distant?
Gryph ignored the idiocy and kept running. The light grew brighter and a second later Gryph, Errat and Ovrym emerged from a cave well hidden in the split trunk of an ancient tree. Standing in the grove under the canopy of leaves was Vonn, holding a boy of maybe ten years, by the scruff of his shirt.
Gryph skidded to a stop and stared.
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Gryph’s mind cycled through a variety of logical possibilities to explain how Vonn was standing in front of him, clutching the filthy boy, but none jumped to the fore as likely. Sweat dripped down his brow and a cold ache filled his chest. I’ve put my faith in this man, but how much do I know about him and can I trust him? He gripped his spear.
“You may relax friends, I have him.” Vonn grinned and then grimaced as the kid kicked him in the shin.
“Lemme go you asshat,” the kid sputtered.
“Errat is much confused. Are you very fast too, friend Vonn?”
“Something like that,” Vonn said from behind them. Gryph spun to see Vonn and Lex emerge from the dungeon entrance at a sprint. Lex was heaving, his stamina nearly depleted after his sprint.
Lex’s jaw dropped, and he pointed at the Vonn holding the kid and then at the Vonn standing next to him. “What? Who? How? When? Why?” Lex regained his breath. “Huh?”
“I concur with our confused friend here,” Ovrym said. “With less vapid yammering.”
Gryph walked up to the Vonn holding the kid. “You aren’t Vonn’s twin brother by chance, are you?”
“Nope, we’re an only child,” the Vonn next to Lex said while the one with the kid just grinned. “Probably the only reason our parents stayed sane.”
“You mind explaining all this then?”
“I apologize for holding back on some of my capabilities,” the Vonn next to Lex said.  “But what you are seeing is one of the greatest secrets of the Templars and one we only use when absolutely necessary.”
“How?” Lex sputtered. “I’m a Master of Analyze.”
“Do not believe any mortal power in the Realms is absolute my friend,” the Vonn next to Lex said.
“There are always ways around the impossible,” the other Vonn said.
Lex’s head snapped from one Vonn to the other and then back again. “Wait, wait, wait,” Lex said, holding his hands up. “We need to name you guys, or this will get real damn confusing.” He pointed at the Vonn next to him. “I’m gonna guess you're the real Vonn?”
“We are both real,” the other Vonn said. “But he is the original Vonn of this reality, so you can call him Vonn Prime. I will answer to Vonn Two.”
“This reality?” Ovrym asked.
“Yes adjudicator,” Vonn Two said. “If you are patient, I promise I will answer all your questions.”
“To the best of our ability,” Vonn Prime added. Vonn two nodded at his double.
Ovrym nodded and went silent. Lex opened his mouth to ask another question, thought better on seeing Gryph’s glare and shut up.
“What you are seeing is called Dimensional Duplication, an ability I earned after attaining my Calling. To understand how it works, you must understand how the Realms work.” Vonn Prime looked around to ensure that everyone was paying attention. “The Source created the Realms some untold time ago as a grand experiment.”
“To what end?” Gryph asked.
“Only the Source knows.” Vonn Two said.
“That type of ambiguity empowers zealots and madmen to abuse the faith of the simple,” Ovrym said. “And turn them to terror and violence.”
“That can, and has, happened,” Vonn Prime said.
“And will again,” Vonn Two added.
“But while the Source contains all possibilities within it," Vonn Prime said. “We individuals are responsible for charting our own course through the waters of reality.”
“So we’re all lab rats?” Lex asked. “To be poked and prodded and fondled oddly.” The others gave him sideway glances. “Sometimes I have weird flashes and … never mind. Continue please.”
“When a researcher conducts an experiment they set up parameters and measure the results,” Vonn Prime said. “This is what the Source does with every one of us, all the time, for all of time. When any of us make a decision, say to go left at the fork in the road versus right, or to kill or spare an enemy, we create a future for ourself, one we cannot undo or alter. I cannot un-kill someone I have killed.”
“But I can decide the path I took sucked donkey nuts and go back and take the other path,” Lex said, grinning like a college freshman convinced his frail argument was sounder than the philosophers of old.
“But you will still not be where you would have been had you taken that path in the first place,” Vonn Two said. “And you will again generate a split. The Lex who continued down the path and the Lex who turned back. Within the Source both possible futures exist, and infinite more.”
“You’re talking about the multiverse theory,” Gryph said. “The concept that every decision we make creates two possible universes.”
“Yes,” Vonn Prime said with a smile. “It is a truth in your universe as well?”
“This is that Sliding Doors thing again,” Lex said. He walked up to Vonn Two, received a kick to the shin from the kid, took a step back, flipped the kid off and paused, eyes wide. “Wait, did I just create a bunch of different mes there?”
“Yes, and some of them are more polite than you,” Vonn Prime said.
“Barely more polite,” Vonn Two added.
“So, what you’re telling us is that you pulled another you from one of these alternate realities?”
“Yes,” Vonn Prime said.
“How?” Lex asked.
“Become a Templar of the Source and you may learn how,” Vonn Two said.
“Is there an easier way?”
“No,” both Vonns said as one.
“How long does it last?” Gryph asked.
“That depends on a variety of factors. If I pull only one, then up to an hour at my current skill level. The more Vonns I draw through the aether, the less time they can stay here, and the bigger hit my stamina takes.”
“Wait, you can make more yous?” Lex asked, cocking his head to the side at the oddness of pluralizing the word you.
“He did not make me. I exist, as you do and he does,” Vonn Two indicated Vonn Prime. “He pulls me here, from there.”
“Errat can see this.” All eyes went to the large warborn. “All things have an aura crafted from bits of their true nature reflected back by the aether.” He looked at Gryph and then Ovrym. “It was how Errat knew what I knew about you when first we did meet.”
He turned his focus back to the two Vonns, pointing at Vonn Two. “You have a different aura than he.”
“Intriguing,” Vonn Prime said. “Nobody has ever been able to tell which of us was this Realm’s Vonn. I would like to study this with you when the chance presents itself.”
“Errat would very much like that.”
“You guys are boring,” the kid said. “How about you douchebags let me go and then you can have your lil’ fancy talkin’ tea party without me.” Lex looked at him, the beginnings of recognition forming on his face. He motioned and Vonn Two lowered the kid to the ground. Beady eyes stared through a shaggy mop of dirty hair. Lex walked up and pulled the hair from the kid’s face.
“Furrick?”
“Yeah, who are you ya dink nozzle?”
“Dink nozzle?” Lex muttered.
“You know this kid?” Gryph asked.
“Yeah, I taught this little ingrate how to pickpocket so he could feed his little sister.”
“I never met you before you potato nosed git,” Furrick said.
“Potato?” Lex said, reaching up to his nose self-consciously.
“Lex. Focus. Who is this kid?”
“His name is Furrick, and in one of my time loops I showed him how to steal from the rich losers in town. But, he doesn’t remember me cuz it was in an earlier loop, one that technically never happened to anyone but me.”
“Yet he knows the words douche and asshat,” Gryph said. “Those words are Earth slang. How do you explain that?”
“I dunno,” Lex said with a shrug. “I use them a lot, they’re good words. Maybe I started a trend in town without realizing it. Yay me, I’m an Influencer.”
“Yeah, we should limit that in the future,” Vonn Two said. Vonn Prime nodded his agreement and Lex scowled at Vonn Two.
“When are you going back to your … dimension?”
“I have most of an hour still. No reason to head back yet.”
“You're welcome to stay if you can keep this guy on topic,” Gryph said, pointing at Lex.
“I make no promises,” Vonn Two said.
Gryph smiled ruefully and knelt next to Furrick. “You look hungry kid.” Furrick’s eyes went greedily to the elvish ration Gryph held. “Give me the amulet and I’ll give you this.” Furrick licked his lips and his stomach grumbled, but then he stared right at Gryph.
“You gotta do better than that,” Furrick said, trying to put on a tough guy vibe. “I almost died down there and I think I deserve a proper payment, for services rendered.”
“How ‘bout you consider your life as payment,” Lex said.
“Nah, that necklace has gotta be worth more than that.”
Lex stared at the kid, mouth agape. “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”
“How did you manage that kid disappear trick?” Gryph asked.
“I ain’t sayin’ nuthin’,” Furrick scowled and thumbed a silver ring on his finger. Understanding came to Gryph.
“It's the ring isn’t it. It’s magical.”
Furrick cursed himself and then shrugged. “Maybe.”
“I thought you were poor,” Lex grumbled. “Where did you get a magic ring?
“I may have liberated it from the constable’s office when nobody was looking. I may have snuck in while everyone was up the hill waiting to see some loser hang.”
“Hey, I was that loser,” Lex complained and then scowled upon realizing he’d just insulted himself.
Furrick squinted. “If you say so. Anyway, it lets me hide in plain sight as long as I don’t move, and when I move I can move real fast.”
Gryph identified the ring and told the others it was a Ring of the Zipping Chameleon. It had some very impressive Stealth capabilities, and a serious boost to dexterity and speed. “What were you doing in that dungeon?”
“I was hired by this bunch of jerks called the Vex to be their guide.”
“The Vex?” Vonn said in alarm. “Are you sure?”
“Sure. Creepy bunch of jackholes, but they paid good.”
“Who are the Vex?” Gryph asked.
“An organized crime gang,” Lex said. “
“They’re more than that,” Vonn said. “While the lower echelons are petty criminals, the inner circle are all chaos cultists. They were the reason I was in Harlan’s Watch.”
“You didn’t tell me that?” Lex asked, annoyed. “Why?”
“I was on a secret mission, and you have not shown that you can keep your mouth shut.”
“Fair enough,” Lex said with a pout.
“It was the Vex who turned on the chaos device in the dungeon,” Gryph realized and turned to Furrick. “You saw them turn it on, didn’t you?”
“Yeah,” Furrick agreed. “Right after we beat the dungeon, they messed around with that creepy altar. Then stuff got weird. Not too long after that the big bunnies showed up. One of the Vex went nuts and smashed the altar, and the others couldn’t turn it off. Then the bunnies got bigger and meaner. So, I hid, and the Vex were all eaten and then I was stuck. I’ve been hiding for days.”
“Fascinating story kid, but it's time to hand over the amulet.” Lex stood, legs splayed wide in his best tough guy stance.
“Nah,” Furrick said. “Think I’ll keep it.”
Gryph decided on another tactic, one called bribery. He pulled a ring from his bag. It was the least valuable of the rings he’d found in the Barrow, but still worth at least a hundred gold pieces. He held it up and saw the greedy glint in the kid’s eyes. “It’s magical, like the one you already have.”
“What’s it do?” Furrick asked, eyes greedy. 
“It gives its master the power to blow off limbs; arms and legs gone.” Gryph made an explosion noise with his mouth and watched as excitement and greed battled on the kid’s face and knew he had him. “Give me the amulet and it's yours.”
Furrick thought for a moment, but no kid, especially one as headstrong as Furrick could resist the power to blow off limbs. He dug into his jerkin and handed the amulet to Gryph.
“We have a deal then.” Gryph tossed the ring and Furrick grabbed it out of midair and slipped it on. He held his hand up admiring the glint. “Oh, there’s one more thing,” Gryph said, drawing mana into his hand. A green glow flowed from Gryph’s hand and into the ring.
“What did you do?” The kid demanded.
“I needed to activate it. A simple spell.” Gryph knelt and stared the kid right in the eye. “Now, I want your word you won’t say anything about any of this to anyone.”
“That’ll cost you extra.” The kid smirked, thinking he’d played Gryph.
“Only fair,” Gryph said smiling. “And I have the perfect payment for you. I’ll let you keep your arm.”
“Arm?” Furrick asked, fear leaking into his voice. “What do you mean?”
“I told you the ring gave its master the power to blow off arms and legs. What makes you think you’re the master?”
Understanding dawned on Furrick and his eyes snapped to the ring. He reached down to tear it from his finger.
“Uh, uh,” Gryph said, wagging his finger back and forth. “Wouldn’t do that if you wanna keep the arm.”
“You’re the master?”
“Yup and here are the rules. You listening?” Furrick nodded. “Good. One, you will tell nobody you saw us, including that darling lil’ sister of yours. Two, do not try to remove the ring. Fail to follow these rules and BOOM, no more arm.”
The kid jumped back, startled by the volume of Gryph’s voice, and for a moment Gryph almost felt bad for him. Then the feeling faded. Saving Brynn required this kid keep his yap shut. A few days of well-deserved fear would ensure he complied.
“Do we have an understanding?”
Furrick nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Now go sit by that tree and stay out of the way until you’re called.” Furrick backed away, his arm held rigid at his side as if he feared that any sudden motion would cause the ring to explode.
Lex walked up and whispered in a low voice. “That was cruel. Well done.”
“Thanks,” Gryph said with a sly grin, but then a feeling of guilt built inside him and his grin turned sour. “Let’s see if this whole thing was worth it.”
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Gryph turned his attention to the amulet. Identify told him it contained a spell called Transmission. He asked, but none of the others had ever heard of it. He examined the amulet closer, searching for some kind of trigger, but found nothing.
“I don’t understand,” Gryph said, looking up at Lex, his face showing the signs of worry. “This has to be from Brynn. There has to be a way to activate it.”
“Let me try,” Lex said, holding his hand out. After a slight hesitation Gryph handed him the amulet. Lex stared at it for a moment before shaking it, like a frustrated father trying to force his kid’s uncooperative toy to work. Gryph was about to berate Lex when a pale blue light illuminated the eyes of the gryphon. “Huh, something is …”
Twin beams of searing blue light as bright as a lightning strike erupted from the amulet and slammed into Lex’s eyes. The NPC seized, shaking like an electrocuted man. A pained gurgle sputtered from his mouth followed by a froth of cappuccino like foam.
Then, with a flash, the twin beams blinked out. Lex stood rigid, wide eyes focused on nothing. “Oof,” he said calmly and then teetered backwards, like a falling tree. The others reacted, but none reached the Ordonian before he hit the ground with a fleshy thud.
Gryph rushed to his NPC’s side. While his own Analyze skill was not the equal of his downed friend’s, it sufficed to tell Gryph that Lex had lost only a few points of health in the fall. Behind closed eyelids Lex’s eyes were spastic, like a man caught in the throes of a dream.
Gryph looked to the others and shrugged. He had no idea what was happening to Lex, and by the looks on their faces neither did anyone else.
“Ha,” Furrick chortled from his spot leaning against the tree. “What an asshat.” The kid added insult to injury with a bout of exaggerated laughter. Without looking Gryph pointed at the kid, a small amount of mana glowing around the fingertip. The threat had the desired effect and Furrick went quiet, his hand rubbing at his forearm as if willing it to remain intact.
Ovrym knelt by Gryph and placed a hand on Lex’s forehead. “I can feel him, but he is distant as if…”
With a start Lex surged up into a sitting position and looked around in confusion and panic. “What the hell!” he yelled.
“Lex, you okay?” Gryph asked and the shorter man closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. Gryph and Ovrym hefted the stocky Ordonian to his feet.
“Ow, this is so weird. Gimme a minute here.” Something about his voice sounded different. The others noticed as well and the entire group fanned out, encircling the NPC. The Lex that wasn’t Lex looked around, his body growing tense as he saw the force arrayed against him. He traced his hands down his body and scowled. “Man, all that hard work and this is how he ends up. Disappointing.”
“Who are you?” Gryph asked, his grip on his spear growing tighter. Ovrym placed a hand on the hilt of his blade. The presence inhabiting Lex did not seem at all frightened as he looked from face to face, finally settling on Gryph.
“Hey man, you’re Finn, I can tell by the eyes. Same as Brynn’s. What is it with players? Always keep their eyes. Must be some kinda masturbatory identity self-love thing.”
Gryph grabbed not-Lex by the throat and pushed him against the nearest tree. “Quit yapping and tell me who you are and how you know my name?”
“First off, you can’t strangle me, but you can strangle Lex. Second, I’m a friend, so like chill dude.”
Gryph held his grip and stared. Whoever was inhabiting Lex sounded an awful lot like an Earth slacker. “You’re a player?”
“Sure am. One of maybe two dozen left in all the Realms.”
“Who are you?”
“Thought my charm and witty repartee made that obvious. I’m Sean man.”
“Sean,” Gryph said releasing his grip slightly. “You worked with Brynn, back before all this started.”
“We did more than work together,” Sean said. “If you know what I mean. Nothing serious, just friends with benefits.” Sean paused and looked at Gryph, as if remembering whose mind, experiences and skills dwelled inside the tall El’Edryn warrior. “Not that I didn’t want to get serious, but she’s a real modern girl, and…” He saw the look on Gryph’s face and felt the grip on his neck tighten. “Umm, I’ll shut up now.” 
“No, you will answer my questions, quickly and without unnecessary bullshit.” Gryph forced himself to calm and released his grip. Sean rubbed at Lex’s throat. Apparently he could feel the pain that Lex’s body experienced. That was good to know. “Where is Brynn?”
“I don’t know, I’m a little out of the loop. Been locked up in the Pit.” Sean took on an air of braggadocio. “Got sick of it, so I escaped.”
“The Pit!” Vonn said, his voice alarmed. Gryph looked to him for explanation. “It’s Aluran’s private prison, and the most feared place on all Korynn. Only the worst criminals are kept there. Escape is impossible,” Vonn said.
“Escape was impossible, Let’s say I took drastic action I'm not in the mood to talk about and leave it at that.”
“But, you are not … here,” Errat said. “You are elsewhere.”
Sean looked to Errat and squealed. “Woah, what the Sam Hill are you?”
“Errat is warborn. Errat is wrong.”
Gryph waved a hand. “We don’t have time for life stories. Why should I trust you? For all I know you deserved to be locked up?”
“There’s no need to disparage my character guy. I’m no saint, but I have done nothing bad enough to warrant getting tossed in that hell hole with those nutbags.”
“Whether you deserved it is a moot point,” Vonn said. “If Aluran put you there, he had a reason, which means he either wants something from you or he fears you. Both are bad news for us.”
“You do not strike me as one who would scare the High God,” Ovrym said. "What does Aluran want from you?"
“Hey, I’m a lot scarier than I look in this body.”
“Bullshit,” Gryph said. “Why were you locked up?”
“Fine,” Sean said. “It’s not like it's some big secret. He wants me cuz of the things I build. I have this secret identity that is kinda famous. They call me the Maker.”
“The Maker?” Vonn said, awe and disbelief warring on his face. “There is no way you’re the Maker.”
“Says you,” Sean retorted.
Gryph looked at Vonn, once again aware of how limited his cultural knowledge of the Realms was. “Who is the Maker?”
“He is a legend, perhaps the most accomplished artificer on Korynn.” Vonn’s eyes grew wide as admiration filled him.
“There’s no perhaps about it. I’m the best.”
“What does Aluran want from you?” Gryph asked.
“A weapon.”
“What kind of weapon?”
“The player killing kind. The permanent player killing kind as in no more respawns. That’s why I escaped when I did. I was close to finishing it. He knew I was close. Once I finished he'd have no more use for me and I'd end up dead, so I skedaddled.”
A surge of fear rushed through Gryph. His ability to respawn, to come back from death, was arguably his most potent ability, one that might even trump the powers granted him by his Prime Godhead. If Aluran got his hands on a weapon that could kill players permanently, he’d be unstoppable.
“He knows I’m gone,” Sean said. “He’ll send people to find me. I need you to get to me first.”
“Where are you?” Gryph asked.
“Harlan’s Watch.”
“Then why don’t you come to us," Ovrym asked.
“Cuz I need your help with something,” Sean said in a tone Gryph knew meant he’d be in the thick of the shit soon.
“What kind of something?” Gryph asked.
“I need you to break me out of jail.”
“Wait, didn’t you already do that?” Vonn asked.
“Different jail. I’m currently an unwilling guest in the finest iron barred room in Harlan’s Watch, courtesy of these dickknocker psychos called the Vex.”
Gryph and Vonn exchanged glances.
“Why don’t you break out?” Ovrym asked, snark in his voice. “Should be an easy task after the Pit.”
“You’d think so. I guess I blew my wad on that one.”
“You talk a lot like Lex,” Vonn said.
“Aw thanks," Sean said. “Makes sense, since I’m kinda like one of his dads.”
“Can we stay on point here?” Gryph grumbled and looked back at Sean. “So, let's cut this short. You need us to break you out of jail before Aluran’s minions get here and force you to complete a weapon that can permanently kill me?”
“And me, don’t forget about that.”
“Oh, we won’t,” Ovrym said, a not-so-subtle threat oozing through his tone.
Gryph looked at each of his companions and each nodded. They were with him. He turned his gaze to Sean. “We’re on our way,” Gryph said. “Now give me back my Lex.”
Sean lowered his head in relief. “Thank you, but please hurry.” His head snapped up, and he looked towards something only he could see. “Oh, shit. They’re coming. I gotta go.”
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Then Sean was gone, and Lex’s face became a mask of confusion. “Ahhhhhh!,” Lex yelled and spun, seeking an unseen enemy. He made himself dizzy and fell to the ground. Gryph helped him up. “What the hell was that?”
Gryph’s face was grim yet determined. “Hope.”
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They walked for several hours through the deep forest. A well-worded threat and the promise to release the curse on the ring motivated Furrick to act as their guide though Gryph had to redouble the threat after Vonn caught the kid trying to pickpocket Lex. As the sun dipped towards the horizon they emerged from the forest to see the town of Harlan’s Watch in the valley below. A tall tower carved from a single massive piece of glimmering white crystal, dominated the center of the town.
Vonn stared at the tower, a look of relief on his face. “That tower, it was the reason you were in town, wasn’t it?” Gryph asked.
“Yes,” Vonn said.
“What makes this tower so special?” Lex asked. “Sure it's sparkly, but I’ve seen plenty of nicer ones.”
“Because it is not a tower, it is an Order Lance, one of only 129 on Korynn.” Vonn saw the others didn’t understand and explained. “They are matrices of pure Order Magic made physical and powered by an Order Engine. Together they form a web of protection around this realm.”
“Protection from what?” Ovrym asked.
“Chaos,” Errat said, and all eyes went to the warborn. He stared at the tower, his head turned inquisitively to the side. “Errat can see the chaos, eating at the edges of reality. Only the energy of order that flows from the tower is holding it back.”
"Indeed." Vonn nodded at the massive man. “You my friend grow ever more intriguing.”
Errat smiled down at Vonn, his grin both childlike and disturbing. “As do you friend Vonn.”
“So lemme get this straight,” Lex said. “This tower, and a bunch of others like it, are like, what, huge force field generators that protect the whole fricking planet from chaos?”
“That is an acceptable description,” Vonn said. “But there is more to it. Just as the tower is not a simple tower, Harlan was not just some wizard. He was a Deacon of the Circle, a servant of the Lords of Order. It was his mission to guard this tower.”
“Was?” Gryph asked.
“He disappeared several months ago,” Vonn said. “The Circle and the Templars have long been allies, and they asked us to investigate.” Vonn spread his hands wide. “The Templars sent me.”
“Why didn’t they come themselves?” Gryph asked, already dreading the answer.
“We do not know. We have had no further contact with the Circle since they made the request. The fear is that they are otherwise occupied.”
“That is ominous,” Ovrym said. Vonn nodded his agreement, and the party walked in silence for several moments. Finally, Gryph spoke again.
“What is the Order Engine you mentioned?”
“It is a temporal matrix.”
“A fricking time machine?” Lex sputtered.
“Of a sort. Chaos is the most virulent invasive and destructive force in the Realms. It adapts far too quickly for any sane and orderly mind to comprehend. Those that try, eventually go mad, essentially becoming agents of chaos. The Lords of Order knew they could never hold back chaos in a straight up fair fight, so they use the Order Matrix to increase the flow of time inside the tower, enabling them to react and counteract chaos’ destructive influence.”
“They cheated,” Lex said with a wide grin.
“They changed the rules of the game,” Gryph said impressed.
“Exactly.” Vonn’s grin turned sour.
“Okay. Lemma see if I’m getting all this,” Lex said. “First this order wizard chap goes missing, then the Vex, who just so happen to be chaos cultists with gangster day jobs show up, then you come traipsing into town all suave and cool and then I get stuck in a murdery time loop. This cannot be a coincidence.”
“I do not believe it is,” Vonn said. “The Source has taken an interest in you, which is why I have allied myself with you. I believe whatever happens next, you,” he looked at the group, “all of you will play important roles.”
“Even me?” Furrick asked, his eyes wide with an odd combination of fear and anticipation.
“Doubtful,” Lex said, earning a scowl from the boy.
“The Source flows through all people,” Vonn said. “You may yet have a role to play young Furrick.”
“Guide us into town and I’ll consider your role fulfilled, for now,” Gryph said.
“I can get you in easy,” Furrick said. “But you goobers will get yourselves caught right quick.”
“Why do you say that?” Lex asked, offended.
“Vonn and Gryph will do fine,” Furrick said and looked at Lex. “But, you’re a dwarf of the Grumling clan, with a noose waiting for you. This guy is an Accursed, and I have no idea what the heck tall, bald and creepy is here. You guys stick out like sore thumbs.”
“He’s right,” Gryph said.
“No, he’s not,” Lex whined. "I’m an Ordonian not a Grumling."
“Really?” Furrick asked. “Kinda short don’t ya think?”
“I’m taller than you are, ya annoying bugger.”
“Quit arguing with the kid Lex,” Gryph said. “Besides, he isn’t wrong. We need to blend.”
“I can help with that,” Vonn said, reaching into his bag. He removed a pair of pearlescent white stones and held them for all to see.
“Those are pretty and all, but how do they help us?” Lex asked.
“They’re Mimic Stones,” Gryph said, as he read the prompt triggered by his Identify talent. “When swallowed they allow the user to take on the form of another person. A person whose pattern is stored within the stone.”
“I stole them from a noble in Gypt who fancied himself a costumed vigilante. He was caught and imprisoned not too long after, but I’m sure the two events aren’t related.” Vonn grinned evilly and explained that the stones mimicked anyone whose blood they’d been soaked in. It was not an illusion or a surface level shape shift, but a transformation at the base level of who you were. Only a Grandmaster of Analyze would be able to see through the subterfuge. They only lasted an hour because it was easy to lose oneself to the new role if you remained the other person for too long.
“Blood? Eww.” Lex screwed up his nose in disgust. “You want us to swallow those? Whose blood did you use?”
“Seraphine and Gaarm.”
“Wait, Seraphine the cute barmaid turned psycho assassin and Gaarm the beast loving thug?”
“The same.”
“How did you get their blood?”
“Gaarm’s was easy. He’s an idiot who loves to fight. He left his blood all over the damn place. Seraphine was a bit trickier. Let’s say she was into some freaky stuff and leave it at that.” Vonn let the smallest of grins turn his mouth as he reminisced.
“No, we will not leave it at that. Spill the deets dude.”
“A gentleman does not kiss and tell.”
“Wait, aren’t you some kinda holy man?” Lex asked.
“Even holy men have needs, and Seraphine introduced me to several I didn’t even know I had.”
Lex covered his ears. “I do not want to know.” He pulled his hands from his ears and stared at Vonn. “Wait, yes I do.” Vonn smiled and held the stones out, one to Ovrym and the other to Errat “Hey why do they get them? I’m the one with a death warrant ready to cinch around my neck.”
“Because your appearance is much easier to alter,” Gryph said.
“Alter?” Lex asked, a bewildered look crossing his face. Gryph nodded at Vonn, who grinned and reached into his bag, pulled out a straight razor and flipped it open. Understanding dawned on Lex and he stroked his beard lovingly.
“Come on man, I’m Ordonian, I need this beard. It has … cultural significance.”
“Name a single Ordonian clan,” Vonn said, moving in on Lex.
“Umm,” Lex said backing away until he backed into Gryph. "Come on guys. It makes me look manly and the chicks dig it.”
“What chicks?” Gryph asked and grabbed Lex by the arms.
“Hypothetical chicks man. The ladies love something to grab onto.”
Vonn walked up and grabbed Lex’s beard with his free hand. “Sorry buddy,” he said and then sawed at Lex’s beard.
Several minutes later the Adventure Party resumed their walk towards town. A pouting Lex dabbed at a few spots of blood marring his otherwise youthful baby face. Ovrym as Gaarm, lumbered and wheezed and grumbled at having lost his graceful bearing. Only Errat as Seraphine bore a smile as he glided along on light feet.
Lex cringed. “It is really creeping me out that my Analyze skill cannot see through these disguises.
“I told you they aren’t disguises. They have effectively become Gaarm and Seraphine,” Vonn said. “Speaking of, be on guard for any odd feelings. It is not unheard of for some traits of the mimicked person to affect the host.”
Errat leaned down and caressed Lex’s clean-shaven face. “Errat think Lex looks very handsome.” Lex flinched away, unnerved by Errat’s sultry voice. He then cast a nervous glance at Ovrym. “If you start having urges to make the acquaintance of the local livestock, please let me know, so I can move quickly in any other direction.”
“I am an adjudicator,” Ovrym said in Gaarm’s stupid tone. “Not some weak-minded slovenly fool.” Just then a rumbling burp exploded from his mouth and Ovrym pulled his hand to his stomach in alarm.
“You were saying?” Lex said with a grin and moved to the head of the party. Gryph held a hand out to allay any of the baby faced Ordonian’s further complaints.
Sometime later they reached a rise just as the sun dipped below the horizon. Gryph held a fist up arresting their motion, and then lowered the fist into a flat, downward facing palm. The silent order told them to hit the ground and find cover. It had been part of his training with them in case their Telepathic Bond ever failed, and they needed to communicate in silence.
Vonn and Lex eased up next to Gryph.
“What is it?” Lex asked.
Gryph pointed to the fresh gallows atop a nearby hill. Hanging from a noose was the decomposing body of a man in a full-length robe. Lex tensed as the memory of his near execution filled him with angst.
“Aw, man that’s …” Lex said and squinted at the corpse.
“Arno? Yeah,” Vonn said, his voice dour. “Like I said, Fire Magic is not for the weak of will.”
“Shit,” Lex said, caressing his neck.
“That’s not all,” Gryph said. “Near the bridge, hiding in the shadows of the bushes.”
Vonn nodded. “I see them.”
Lex squinted. “See who?”
“Scouts, guarding the bridge.”
“Crap,” Lex muttered. “Who are they?”
“The Vex,” Vonn and Gryph said together, and Lex pouted.
“I only knew one of those guys and I already hate them.”
Gryph motioned for Furrick to come closer. The kid pouted, but Gryph could see the fear behind his eyes. He worries about his sister. “Is there another way into town?”
Furrick thought for a moment and then nodded. “Yeah, but, it's a shitty way.”
“Dude, language,” Lex said, earning a glare from Furrick.
Sometime later the group huddled in the shadows near a worn old sewer tunnel. A slow trickle of fetid water flowed from the pipe.
“When you said a shitty way, I thought you were being descriptive,” Lex complained.
“I was,” Furrick said, waving his hands at the sewer line, his face screwed up into the classic ‘well duh’ face.
“I hate you,” Lex grumbled until Gryph henpecked him into helping the others pull back the rusted grate. They moved through the sewer system and emerged into an alley near the town’s administrative building. Ahead was the Constable’s office, and the jail holding Sean.
Gryph looked down on Furrick. “You did good kid. Thanks. We couldn’t have done this without you. Now run home. Take care of your sister. In a few days, the curse on that ring will fade and you can remove it. That’s assuming you keep your mouth shut. Got it?”
Furrick nodded with a grim smile, looked to the others as if waiting further words, extended his index and middle fingers at Lex and zipped off. The group chuckled at the kid’s chutzpah, but Gryph suspected the kid was lonely and had wanted to stay. Last thing I need, is some kid under foot.
Gryph nodded to the others, and they made their way to the end of the alley when the sound of approaching voices held them fast. Several seconds later a group of thugs led several manacled prisoners towards the jail.
“Please, I’ll head home,” a thin, bedraggled looking man said. “I didn’t mean to miss the curfew.”
“Shut up you bastard,” one thug said and brought a blackjack down hard on the man’s neck. He fell to the ground in a heap, unconscious.
“Well now look what you did,” the leader, said. “Now you're gonna have to drag him to his cell.”
“But he’s heavy,” the head thumping thug complained.
“Shoulda thought ‘bout that before you smacked him.” The leader walked on, leaving the other thug to drag the unconscious man none too gently by the arm.
“What in the mother loving blank is going on here?” Lex asked.
“My guess is that this has something to do with you,” Vonn responded.
“Me,” Lex said. “How?”
“Well you helped get most of the local criminal syndicate arrested which opened a window of opportunity for another group that had been looking to make inroads.”
“The Vex,” Lex whispered eyes wide. "This is my fault." Before anyone could respond, something blunt poked into Lex’s back and a voice rose behind them.
“Well, well, well, what do we have here, a gang of miscreants out after curfew,” a voice said from the darkness behind them. “Turn around slowly and raise your hands. Looks like good ol’ Gaarm is gonna earn some coin tonight.”
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Lex raised his hands and turned slowly. The rest of the group followed suit as Gryph sent a warning though the link to remain calm and not draw more attention to themselves. Mental nods filtered through the link.
“Hey Gaarm, ol’ pal,” Lex said.  “How’s it hanging?”
“It’s Officer Gaarm to you.” Gaarm squinted at Lex. “Who the hell are you?”
“It’s me Le…” Vonn elbowed him in the side. “Larry.” Lex faked a cough to cover his near faux pas. “Remember, we worked that top secret Vex mission in ... um … Erram.”
“Never been to Erram. Don’t know you. What kinda stupid name is Larry?”
“Not sure. French maybe?” Lex said, head cocked sideways in thought.
Gaarm pointed the truncheon he’d used to poke Lex. “Shut up and tell me whatchoo doin’ here?”
“Uhhh,” Lex said, wondering which of the conflicting orders he should obey. He raised his hand higher like a school kid asking permission to speak, but then went quiet.
“You no wanna talk, well that’s fine with Gaarm.” He drew a whistle to his mouth and got ready to blow. Before he got a chance Lex was pushed aside and the man who’d pushed Lex stepped into the light. Gaarm's eyes widened as his dim brain attempted to process his own face staring back at him.
“Imposter!” Ovrym hissed, spittle exploding from his mouth.
“Wha … wha … wha?” Gaarm said, the whistle frozen halfway to his mouth. Before the misfiring neurons in Gaarm’s mind could find the pathways that might suggest he was in trouble, Ovrym punched him full in the face. Gaarm stopped sputtering and collapsed into a slovenly heap like a sack full of rotten potatoes.
“Am I really that ugly?” Ovrym asked.
“Don’t forget smelly,” Lex said as he bent down to search Gaarm. The lapel of his jacket was slick with some unidentified muck and Lex scowled. “Not to mention filthy.” He rummaged for a few seconds and tossed a dented tin badge up to Ovrym. The xydai caught the badge and pinned it to his lapel.
Errat and Lex dragged Gaarm’s prone form behind a pile of broken-down wooden crates. Lex looked up from the heavy, unpleasant work sensing eyes on him. Errat stared at him through Seraphine’s eyes in a manner that made Lex shiver. “Uhh, dude? You okay?”
In answer Errat smiled, and Lex moved a few steps away as they reached the end of the alley and the rest of the group. "If Gaarm is a deputized officer of the law, then Harlan’s Watch has taken a definite downturn. But, do not fret, for I have a plan."
*****
A few minutes later the door to the Constable’s station opened and a weary, middle aged man looked up, his hands deftly hiding a pamphlet of lewd drawings underneath some paperwork. The sergeant grumbled as he saw Gaarm entering. His scowl turned to an odd grin upon seeing the barmaid Seraphine and then to a scowl when he realized she wore manacles. He ignored the short, beardless dwarf next to Seraphine. “What’s all this then?” The sergeant stared hotly at Gaarm.
The look of pride on Gaarm’s face irritated the sergeant to no end. He was one of the old guard, a tried-and-true lawman who knew when to thump heads, when to take a bribe and when to shut his yapper during a political coup. As long as he got his gold, his drink and the chance to bust some heads, he cared not who ran the town. But making Gaarm a deputy is an offense to all officers of the law, the sergeant thought.
The sergeant’s lustful gaze fell to Seraphine who returned his attention with intense ardor. She stared at him, her chest heaving up and down, with each ragged in and out of breath. To the sergeant she looked aroused. A crimson flush flowed across the lawman’s face and he looked down, cursing himself for his inability to hold the woman’s intense stare. He turned to Gaarm.
Gaarm grinned widely, like a man unused to his own teeth, which was odd, because the porcine Eldarian had few teeth to speak of. “Hello,” Gaarm said. “I, Gaarm have several criminals to place into our jail.”
The sergeant stared at Gaarm for a moment before sighing. “What’s the charge?”
“Ummm,” Gaarm ummed and a mild look of panic surged through him. “What charge you say?”
Seraphine looked at the short, badly shaven dwarf and lightly caressed his face. “You are bleeding. Do you need special attention?”
“Cut it out dude,” the dwarf snapped, pulling away. The dwarf’s voice sounded familiar, but the sergeant was so bewildered by the look of disgust on his face, that the recognition fluttered away behind a surge of jealousy. The sergeant licked his lips as a growing tightness built in his trousers.
He swallowed and snapped at Gaarm. “What’s the charge you dimwit? I don’t have all day to stand here and…” His rant was cut short by the lightest of caresses across his forearm. His eyes snapped down to see Seraphine, a woman who’d received a good percentage of the sergeant's gold as tips these last few weeks, smiling up at him. The sergeant’s face turned into a grin of pure joy. I knew she’d come around, eventually. Oh, the things I’m gonna do to… 
“The charge is sexual deviancy,” Gaarm yelled, startling the sergeant out of his fantasy.
“Really, Gaarm?” the sergeant said, turning his gaze to the slovenly deputy. “You bucking for a promotion, or just tired of romancing the food stock?” Gaarm snarled, glared at the beardless dwarf and then turned back to the sergeant and shrugged.
An uncomfortable silence hung in the air for a few moments, then the sergeant waved his arm towards the cell block. “Take them to a cell, but make sure the lady gets her own, preferably a quiet one at the back. We can’t have her hassled by the ruffians we have back there.”
“Yes sir, sergeant sir,” Gaarm said, giving an odd salute and then leading his prisoners towards a heavy, iron shod door. The sergeant shook his head and tapped the control rune on his desk. The door opened and Gaarm pushed the dwarf through, dragging Seraphine behind him. She turned and grinned at the sergeant. It was an odd smile, like one delivered by someone who’d forgotten how smiling worked. He wondered if Gaarm had hit her on the head and hoped that was not the origin of her suddenly amorous attentions.
*****
Ovrym closed the door behind them and then helped Errat and Lex out of their manacles. He used one pair to secure the door and then nodded to Lex to move on. The NPC cast a worried look at him as he adjusted his crotch. “Wha?” Ovrym asked,  a distant part of him appalled at his sudden lack of good diction.
“You okay guy?” Without looking, Lex slapped Errat’s questing fingers from his chest.
“Sure. Real good,” Ovrym muttered and then his eyes went wide, and he shook his head. “We need to hurry. I’m feeling dumber by the minute.”
“Yeah,” Lex agreed. “And handsy here is proving the adage that looks aren’t everything.” He looked at the warborn warily. “I had no idea Seraphine was so randy.”
“I am sorry friend Lex,” Errat said. “These feelings of …”
“Lust,” Lex said helpfully.
“… lust are confusing, and I am having difficulty controlling them. Warborn do not experience sexual desires and this Seraphine has many, many such feelings. I think she may have a problem.”
“Ya think?” He looked at Ovrym. “You, cling to the part of you that understands grammar and proper hygiene.” He turned to Errat. “And you, chickadee, remember that you are Errat, warborn warrior. Control your feelings, try to channel them into something useful.” The nods he got back did not reassure him. “Let’s hurry before you two completely devolve into dumb dumb and skankalicious.”
Lex led the way down the hallway, past several cells. Catcalls and hoots flowed down the hallway and Lex had to steer a grinning Errat away from the bars. They rounded a corner and came to another heavy door, this one guarded by an intense looking man overflowing with muscle.
Ovrym came to a clumsy halt and gave the guard an idiot grin. The guard tensed. “Turn around Gaarm. Nobody is allowed in the …” The guard’s eyes went wide in confusion as the small barmaid’s fist came at him lightning quick. The punch crushed his nose, and he crumpled to the ground.
“Woah,” Lex said. “Nice job dude.”
Errat grinned. “Errat did as friend Lex suggested and channeled his desires.”
“Well done.”
Lex reached down and grabbed the guard’s keys, unlocked the door and they were through. Ovrym used the second pair of manacles to secure this door. Lex snuck to the corner and peered down a short hallway, illuminated by moonlight pouring through the smallest of barred windows. Four cells, two to a side, lined the short corridor. Shadowy forms slumbered in three of the cells..
“Sean,” Lex hissed, and three heads rose from slumber.
“Lex? Is that you?” Sean called from the furthest cell on the left.
Lex rushed up, jingled and dropped the keys, before retrieving them and unlocking the door. Sean pulled Lex into an embrace. Lex struggled for a moment, but then hugged the thin man back, feeling oddly comforted.
“Thank God, I knew you’d come.” Behind him, Errat and Ovrym came into the light. Sean freaked “What are you doing with them?”
“They’re cool man,” Lex said. “Don’t worry, they’re not who they look like. They’re friends of mine.”
“Oh Kay,” Sean said.
“Look it’s been real cool meeting you, but we really gotta go.”
“And just how do you expect to escape?” a deep rumbling voice said from the shadows behind him. Lex spun to see Nahrman, the Constable of Harlan’s Watch, ease up to the bars. He bore a black eye and was missing a tooth.
“Woah, what happened to you Constable?” Lex rushed to the bars and eased a comforting hand through. The large man coughed, and Lex could see he’d taken quite the beating.
“It's just Nahrman these days. There’s been a passing of the baton in town.”
“How?”
“Cuz you couldn’t keep your damn nose out of other people’s business,” came another voice, one that made even Gryph’s intense baritone seem unimpressive. On instinct, Lex turned and raised his arms above his head. The man in the shadows chuckled. “You can put your arms down lad. Unfortunately, they didn’t let me keep my crossbow.” The man came full into the dim light.
“Grimslee? What the hell is going on?”
“The Vex,” Ovrym said.
Grimslee eyeballed the disguised xydai and then turned to Lex. “Your well disguised colleague is right. You exposed my whole operation, got my men killed, and me locked up. Then you disappear and leave Harlan’s Watch wide open to those crazy bastards the Vex.” Grimslee breathed his rage down. “Now, I may be a crook, but I love this town, and you’ve ruined it.”
Lex opened his mouth to make a snarky response, but then honest feelings of guilt filled him, and he hung his head. “I’m sorry. That isn’t what I wanted.”
“Maybe I’ll let you make amends by freeing me.”
“You want me to let you go.” Lex looked over his shoulder at Nahrman. “What do you think?”
“He is a murderer and a thief,” Nahrman said, earning a white-toothed grin from Grimslee. “But, he speaks the truth, and I have allied myself with worse.”
“Better the devil you know and all that,” Lex said and tossed the keys to Errat. “Let them both out and keep your hands to yourself.” The warborn giggled, tossed his nonexistent hair coyly and unlocked Nahrman’s door. The lawman eyeballed the disguised warborn warily as he exited.
Errat unlocked Grimslee’s cell and the gang leader scowled down at him, seeing only the assassin sent to kill him. An evil glint filled Errat’s eyes and Grimslee backed away. “I think I’ll keep a few bodies between me and whoever it is mimicking my old barmaid.”
“How did you know?” Lex asked.
“Do you think you’re the only one that's used Mimic Stones? They come in real handy in my line of work, but they can have unpleasant  … side effects.”
“You ain’t lying’ there pal,” Lex agreed, eyeballing Errat. “I’d say it's about time we get the hell outta Dodge.”
“And how do you plan to do that?” Nahrman asked. “Half the Vex in town are between us and the only exit.”
Lex grinned and motioned for everyone to back as far away from the barred window. We’re ready, Lex sent through the Telepathic Bond. “All right, here we go. Hold your ears folks.” Lex placed his hands over his ears and the others rushed to do the same.
A moment later the far wall started to rumble. The sound of stone splintering rose, and cracks appeared, spidering up and away from a centralized disturbance. A few seconds later the wall shattered.
The dust fell and a pair of shadows coalesced into Gryph and Vonn.
“Well that was easy,” Lex said with a grin, and rushed through the opening.
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At the edge of town, just out of the range of the Vex sentries, a tall, lean man stepped from the shadows. He was impeccably dressed in a suit of silver-black and a wide-brimmed circular hat hid his eyes. At his neck a gemstone roiling with silver energy thrummed and then calmed. He leaned casually on a cane of wood so black it seemed to absorb the ambient moonlight. The man stood silently, head cocked sideways as he listened to his surroundings. After a moment the brim of his hat rose just enough to expose a pair of deep black eyes flecked with star-like points of silver.
He is close, the man thought, and a distant chorus of chittering voices hummed deep within him. Close. cLose. cloSE. CLOSE! ClosE. C-L-O-S-E.
A small smile turned his thin lips up and he walked towards the bridge, his cane thumping on the hard-packed earth with each step. His movements were fluid, sinuous, almost reptilian. The sharp clack of his cane accompanied his first step onto the bridge as it hit stone in perfect timing with his cadence.
The sound flowed through the still night and drew his prey to him. Tap, tap step. Tap, tap, step. Tap, tap, step. He was halfway across the short stone span when a dozen forms emerged from the shadows and flanked him. He stopped and let the gurgle of the river move though him, a calming draught for the innumerable souls contained within him.
The calm would not last. It never did.
“Halt!” came a powerful, cocksure voice from the shadows ahead of him.
The bank of clouds obscuring the full moon chose that moment to part and bathed the men and women surrounding him in cool blue light. Without turning his head, he expanded his mind over and through them, assessing and quantifying their essence. They were all unimpressive; common footpads, grunts and thugs. None had the faith to warrant joining their quintessence, but the Scourge knew his wants were secondary concerns to the success of the mission. One would join them tonight because it must be. The Scourge would deal with the consequences when they rose.
“Who are you?”
“We are the Scourge,” the man said, his voice calm, elegant, enchanting.
“Well Scourge, you are out after curfew, which…”
“We apologize for the misunderstanding, but our name is not Scourge. We are THE Scourge.” His accentuation of the word the had the tone of a kindly teacher, eager for his student to learn, but hiding underneath was malevolence.
“Well, Mr. THE Scourge,” the speaker said, taking a step closer. “You are out past curfew. Which means we have to take YOU into custody.” It was clear from his focus on the word you that the leader had noticed the Scourge’s use of the plural when referring to himself. Noticed and chosen to mock.
“We have no quarrel with you Tarl of the Vex, or the Princes you serve. At least not today.”
Low murmurs passed among the Vex, and Tarl took an involuntary step back, frightened by the man’s knowledge of who he was and who he served. It was possible, if unlikely, that word of the last several days events in Harlan’s Watch had reached the outside world. What was impossible was that anyone, including most of the Vex foot soldiers, knew why they had come. But somewhere deep inside Tarl, in the part that longed for meaning, the part he had given over to the Princes of Chaos, he knew this man did know.
The gemstone hanging at the Scourge’s neck flared silver.
“Take him,” Tarl ordered and his men rushed the lone man.
Before a single foot fell onto stone, the Scourge was moving. He drew a thin bone-white short sword from his cane and in a blink of an eye shifted a dozen feet forward impaling a brutish man with a scar from ear to nose through the chest.
The dead man hadn’t even realized he was dead before the Scourge moved to his next victim, a thick set woman bearing dual cudgels. She brought both heavy clubs down, but the Scourge drifted aside as swift as a whiff of smoke moves in a stiff breeze. The woman fell to her knees before she felt the deep slice across her neck. She toppled forward into an expanding pool of her own blood.
Three more bodies littered the ground before any of the Vex realized the first was dead. Another three fell as three more heartbeats passed. A pair of cowardly men showed a hint of wisdom and jumped off the bridge, letting the current pull them where it would. Another man tried to run towards town, but the idea had barely gone from brain to legs before his heart was skewered.
Tarl was the only one standing. He quivered as every nerve in his body begged him to run from this demon hiding in the flesh of a man, but fear held his heart and his mind. The Scourge walked up, slow and graceful, as if he had no care in the world, as if he had not just killed eleven people in fewer seconds.
“Please … please don’t kill me,” Tarl begged, warm urine turning the front of his breaches dark. But still the Scourge came. The man sheathed his sword and walked closer, tapping his cane in time with his footsteps. Tap, tap step. Tap, tap, step. Tap, tap, step. Tarl tried to close his eyes but could not. Was it fear, or some nefarious power of the Scourge? Tarl did not know.
“Why do all of you beg for your lives as if we had any interest in such paltry gains? Your life is finite and therefore meaningless. Do we look like we covet the worthless?”
Tarl shook as a primal fear tore away his sanity. “Puh…puh..leeze.”
“What is your life worth, Tarl?” the Scourge said, easing closer. “What will you give us if we spare it?”
A tear skittered down Tarl’s shaking face and he wanted nothing more than to turn away from the Scourge’s utterly alien eyes. But the motes of silver light flickering in the pools of inky blackness held Tarl rigid, and then he saw.
“Yes,” the Scourge said in a voice seething with revelation. “You have wasted this life, corrupted it with banal servitude to vile masters. The Princes of Chaos care not for you. They are false gods devoted to nothing but destruction.”
Tarl sputtered a slew of nonsensical syllables as if his mind was losing its connection to his mouth.
“This life is over Tarl. You understand that, don’t you? Sadly, if left to your own devices, we hold little faith that your next life will be any better. You lack direction, purpose. But we have good news. We can offer you that purpose. Join us and find meaning. Join us and the fear will end. Together we will bring the High God’s enlightenment to all the Realms. Through him lies the road to salvation. All other paths end in cold darkness.”
The Scourge stared at Tarl without sympathy, for sympathy was a concept long ago burned from the Scourge.
“Do you wish to end the fear Tarl? Do you wish to join us?”
Tarl’s sanity sputtered and bubbled, like egg whites on a hot skillet, sending one final choice seething down his neural pathways and into the nerves of his neck. With the smallest of motions Tarl nodded his head.
“We’ll take that as a yes.” The Scourge stopped and lowered his head. Tendrils of silver laced darkness seeped through his skin, coalescing and expanding into a quartet of snake-like apparitions. They stretched upwards from the man and solidified around him. As one they opened their jaws and hissed.
The sound shattered what little remained of Tarl’s sanity and as his eyes rolled back into his head, all four serpentine phantasms struck down as one. Their fanged mouths latched onto his neck and chest, his arm and his shoulder.
The Scourge fed.
Tarl spasmed and sputtered and a low moan pushed past his lips. Inside the semi-translucent bodies of the spectral serpents globes of silver energy drained back into the Scourge, quickly at first, then slower and slower, until they ceased altogether.
The serpents detached, faded once more into silver-black smoke and leached back through the Scourge’s skin. The Scourge opened his eyes, eyes now swimming with a bright silver light. They focused on something unseen and a small smile crossed the man’s lips. The silver twined its way deeper and deeper into the Scourge’s eyes until it became just another speck in the cascade of stars.
“Welcome Tarl.”
Somewhere beyond the edge of mortal senses a scream faded away to nothingness. The Scourge stood tall, adjusted an errant lapel on his jacket, walked across the bridge and into Harlan’s Watch leaving the sack of flesh, blood and bone wide eyed and vacant.
“Ngghhh,” the shell that had been Tarl said and a trickle of drool flowed from the corner of its mouth.
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Gryph looked up and down the alley as Lex and the others jumped through the hole he’d made with his Shatter spell. He eyed the two burly strangers with them but knew there was no time for a round of introductions. He’d have to trust Lex’s judgement, a feeling that did not fill him with the warm and fuzzies.
“Thank you,” Sean said and wrapped his thin arms around Gryph, pulling him in for a big hug. 
“We don’t have time for this,” Gryph said as the sound of running feet approached. “We need to get off the streets.” They rushed into a nearby alley.
“I have a place we can lie low for a while,” Grimslee said.
“What kind of place?” Gryph asked, the threat inherent in his voice.
“I know the sewers, catacombs and tunnels under Harlan’s Watch better than anyone. There are plenty of hidden nooks and crannies under our feet that nobody else knows about, well nobody alive, anyway.” Grimslee gave an evil grin to Nahrman. “And I just might have a place.”
“You have a safe house,” Lex said.
“More of a safe basement, but yes.”
“What do you want in exchange for this safe basement?” Gryph’s eyes were hard.
“Consideration in the form of a future favor.”
Gryph looked at Lex who shrugged. “I do not trust him,” Lex whispered. “He’s the Whitey Bulger of Harlan’s Watch, but he repaid his debt when I needed it, so… What do you think Constable?”
“Grimslee is a traitorous rat who cares for nothing but his own hide. He will stab us all in the back if it suits his needs,” Nahrman said, earning a wry grin from the mob boss. “But, he has no friends, no allies, no hope for survival by himself, so for now our needs are his needs.” This last bit made Grimslee scowl, but he said nothing.
Gryph nodded. “Lead the way, but know, when you try to betray us, you will taste the sting of my spear.”
Grimslee nodded, and without further comment led them down the dark alley. They disappeared into the darkness just as a mob of Vex foot soldiers descended on the ragged hole in the cell block wall.
A few minutes later the group climbed down the mouth of an old well and emerged into a long-forgotten cellar. They had been there less than a minute when Ovrym and Errat, still wearing the bodies of Gaarm and Seraphine, fell to their knees.
Gryph’s eyes snapped to Grimslee. “What did you do to them?”
“Me? Nothing. I’m innocent,” the crime boss said, hands held wide, but an amused grin painted his face.
Vonn ran to aid them. “It wasn't him. The Mimic Stones have reached their time limit. What goes down must come up.”
“Eww,” Lex muttered. “I may be okay with my beard shearing after all.”
Ovrym and Errat started to hack and choke.
“Easy,” Vonn said patting Ovrym’s back.
Ovrym bent over at the waist and heaved. Bile and spittle exploded from his mouth and with it a dull gray stone. Ovrym held his hand out to let the others know he was fine but needed a moment. Errat had a much easier time, as he spat up his stone like a drunk college kid spitting up the last shot of Jager. The stone landed in his hand and he grinned. A moment later both men were themselves again.
“That was fun. Can Errat do that again?”
“Your idea of fun is ... curious,” Ovrym said, his voice ragged from expurgating the stone. Both men handed their stones to Vonn, who grimaced before storing them in his bag.
“Told ya it wasn’t me,” Grimslee said.
Gryph glared at Grimslee who gave him a smug look. Errat, Ovrym, Gryph sent through the link. Keep an eye on Grimslee. The moment he tries to betray us, kill him.
Gladly, Ovrym sent back.
Gryph turned back to the others. “We’ll hang here for an hour and let that hornet’s nest calm down. Then we get out of town.”
“We can’t,” Sean said. All eyes turned to the small player.
“Why not?” Gryph asked, his exasperation growing.
“Cuz the assholes who caught me took something from me, and I need it back.”
“So, when you said you needed us to help you with something, you meant two somethings,” Vonn said.
“Three actually,” Sean said, his eyes meek, his face a nervous grin.
“What things?” Gryph asked, his voice tense.
Sean looked down, guilt slipping into his tone. “The Vex have the weapon.”
“The weapon that kills players?” Gryph said, his tone rising sharply.
“Yeah, that one,” Sean said, dipping his head in shame. “I don’t think they know what it is.”
“Don’t think!” Gryph said rather a bit louder than intended.
“Look, it wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
“What do you mean?” Gryph asked.
“I wasn’t making a weapon to kill players. I was making one that would give a person their stolen memories back. It just had a few … side effects.”
“The player killing kind of side effects?” Vonn asked.
“Yeah, those kind.”
“Why would you need a device like that?” Ovrym asked.
“For Brynn,” Gryph said, remembering Eris’ warning that Brynn, or Ferrancia as she was now known, did not remember who she was. “You wanted to use it on Brynn.”
“Yes.”
“Is that before or after you discovered it killed players?” Gryph’s voice was hard, his gaze deadly, but to his credit Sean met it levelly.
Guilt swirled inside Sean. “Before. I didn't know it would kill her, I swear. I found her, had her in my sights, ready to fire, when another player, some stooge Aluran had sent to keep eyes on her, got in my way. The weapon killed him. Then Brynn’s attack paralyzed me.”
“How do you know there is anything left of her,” Gryph asked, unable to keep a twinge of worry from his tone.
“Because I saw her, deep inside. Brynn looked down on me, and even through Ferrancia’s false shell, I sensed her. She was still in there and I almost killed her.” He looked up at Gryph, tears filling his eyes. “Even after the paralyze debuffs wore off, I lay there, too guilty to move. Then, in a flash and a fury, Aluran came for me. I thought he would kill me, but he saw the potential in what I had made and … convinced me to perfect the weapon.”
Gryph knew that convinced meant torture, and for the first time he felt sympathy for Sean. He decided to try to give the guy some slack.
“So why come here after you escaped?” Lex asked. “Harlan’s Watch is nice and all, but there’s got to be a hundred better places to hide.”
“That’s the third something.” Sean said. “Harlan’s Watch is much more than some quaint town. It harbors ancient and powerful magic. Magic that can help me fix the weapon.”
“You want to use the Order Engine,” Vonn said.
Sean’s eyes snapped to Vonn in surprise. “Yes, exactly. I think I can use it to make the weapon safe.”
“You think?” Gryph’s voice tensed.
“It’s just a theory. I’ve only heard about Order Engines. I’ve never actually seen one. “
“Few have,” Vonn said. “But the theory is sound.”
“If I can get into the tower and then to the Order Engine, I should be able to fix the weapon.”
“If you can get into the tower?” Ovrym asked.
“Well yeah, it’s a super cool wizard’s tower. You don’t think they leave the front door open. How do you think I got arrested?”
“Friend Sean was trying to break into the tower?” Errat asked. Sean glanced sideways at him, opened his mouth to say something and then nodded his head.
“We need to get inside,” Sean said. “Then I can fix the weapon. Once it's fixed I’ll get close to Brynn and free her.”
“You make the weapon work. I’ll get close to Brynn,” Gryph said. “And you’re staying behind. Aluran is already looking for you. The last thing we need is you tagging along, attracting attention. You had your chance.”
“No, I’m coming. If something goes wrong with the weapon, you’ll need me there.”
“Like it accidentally kills someone again?” Lex asked.
“I know what went wrong, but I can fix it.” Sean looked at Gryph. “And nobody apart from Aluran and that creepy hooded bastard that always floats around him even knows what I look like. I pose the same danger as you and Lex. Don’t forget, he’s seen the two of you as well.” Sean paused and a heavy silence hung in the room. “Bottom line is, I care for Brynn as much as you do, and you can’t stop me from helping save her.”
Gryph stared at Sean for several moments and finally spoke. “Fine, but you follow my lead, listen to my orders, no questions, no arguments.” After a tense moment, Sean nodded and Gryph turned his thoughts to their next play. “First things first, we need to find the weapon.” He looked up at Nahrman. “Where would the Vex keep something like that?”
“Logic would suggest it would be in the secure chest in my old office, but the Vex aren’t known for abiding by the rules of logic, being devotees of chaos and all.” The gruff ex-constable scratched at his beard. “But I can think of no other place they’d store it.”
“How do we get into this chest?” Vonn asked.
“It is password protected,” Nahrman said. “Place a hand on the top, think Freedom, and it will open.”
“Your password is Freedom?” Lex asked.
“Yup,” Nahrman said with a nod.
“That’s funny,” Lex said.
A sudden rush of wind whistled through the well, causing the entire group to jump and look around warily. Gryph looked to Grimslee, seeking any sign of betrayal on the man’s face, but he seemed as genuinely surprised as the rest.
“Errat, do you sense anything?” Gryph asked.
An odd look that might have been confusion crossed the warborn’s face. He cocked his head to the side, opened and closed his mouth. And then looked at Gryph. “Errat thought he felt something, but now nothing is there to be felt.”
They listened intently for several long moments, but no further sounds rose. A moment later Lex spoke.
“So to summarize, we need to sneak back into the place we just broke out of, find some chest that may or may not contain this weapon, use a hilariously ironic password to open the chest, steal the shit, sneak back out past a gaggle of asshole cultists without being seen or caught. Then after ensuring said asshole cultists aren’t following us we need to break into an impenetrable wizard’s tower to find a time manipulation doohickey. Then we gotta hope my surrogate pappy here can actually fix the weapon, but we won’t know unless we test it on a player which might kill them. And we only have two of them guys to test it on, so I say Sean gets to volunteer. After that, all we need to do is find a missing goddess, whose current location is a big mystery, and zap her with the weapon. If all goes well, and the weapon works, Ferrancia will become Brynn again. Yay, big ol’ happy family reunion, Lex gets a big ‘you saved me’ kiss and we all live happily ever after.” Lex was out of breath after his furious rant and inhaled deeply.
“You’re forgetting about the High God who will do everything in his considerable, earth shattering power to not only stop us, but kill us all,” Vonn said, idly chewing on an apple he’d pulled from his bag.
“And all that stuff he said,” Lex agreed. “Sounds easy, except for one part. How do we do that first impossible sounding thing way back at the beginning!?”
Silence hung in the warehouse as every member of the group contemplated Lex’s surprisingly accurate, if blathering, summary. The group went quiet as they tried to find a path to success when another rush of air swooped down the well. Everyone drew weapons and looked around. Breathing grew ragged and heartbeats raced, but there was no further sound or motion.
Suddenly Errat laughed and smiled. “Hello friend Furrick, it is good to see you.”
“Aww, man,” came a childish voice that seemed distant and shrouded and then the spot in front of Gryph shimmered and Furrick appeared.
“Furrick? Why aren’t you with your sister?” Gryph asked.
“I was. She’s fine. She’s staying with an old friend of my mom’s.” The kid’s face turned melancholy and Gryph felt for the boy. “I was gonna stay, but then I realized that she'll never be safe as long as those jerks are in town. So, I’m here to help.”
“That’s real nice kid, but how are you gonna help?” Lex asked.
“I figure this is a good start,” Furrick said and held out an eight-inch wand made of smooth, white wood.
“The weapon,” Sean said in shock.
“One impossible task down,” Lex said. “Unknown number of impossible tasks to go."
Gryph grinned at Furrick and nodded thanks. "Well, what are we waiting for?”
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Gryph told the group to relax, eat and rest. The next several days would unfold at a furious pace, and they would need to be focused, rested and ready. Ovrym entered a meditative state. Lex walked up to Grimslee’s makeshift bar, eyed the selection of bottles with a grin, but thought better of getting drunk, and plopped down in a plush chair. Errat stared around the room, a confused smile on his face. Eventually he sat as well, closing his eyes in imitation of the xydai.
Gryph gathered Vonn, Sean, Nahrman, Furrick and Grimslee together and peppered them with questions. He needed to know the lay of the land and what they were up against. As they talked a picture formed in his mind.
“The Vex have wanted to get their grubby hands on Harlan’s Watch for some time,” Grimslee said. “Now I won’t blow hot air up your skirts and say I’m some noble force for good, but as you can see my rule was much more benevolent.”
“Tell that to the people you killed,” Nahrman said gruffly. Grimslee eyed the one-time constable, old hatred burning inside him.
“We do not have time for old feuds and grudges,” Gryph said. He turned to Sean. “How were you planning to get in?”
“I didn’t, per se, have a plan,” Sean admitted with a shrug. “I was just running, trying to put as much distance between me and Aluran as possible. I’m pretty much making this up as I go. How was I supposed to know this effing tower had no doors?”
“Coulda asked me,” Furrick said, accepting a piece of jerky from Vonn with a nod of thanks.
“You don’t actually know,” Lex said, earning a glare from the kid.
“There are ways into places that are not doors,” the Templar said between chomps of jerky.
“Explain,” Gryph said.
“I already told you that the tower isn’t really a tower. Think of it as energy that has taken physical form. We cannot see it, but beneath the surface, deep inside the tower, its crystalline matrix is constantly shifting, changing, adapting to the chaos trying to tear it asunder. Harlan, or another Adept of the Circle, can manipulate this process and create an opening. It takes a very specialized understanding of Order Magic to accomplish this.”
“Should I assume that if you possessed such an understanding we would already be inside the tower?” Gryph asked. Vonn nodded, kicking his feet up onto another crate. “Can we get in touch with this Circle, explain our situation?”
“Even if we could, the Circle would pay us no heed. They’re not the friendliest folk in the Realms. They have one mission, to protect the Realms from chaos and they care nothing for the petty squabbles of gods and men, nor for horrors such as the Prime. They did nothing while the Ruin ravaged Korynn, despite the knowledge and resources at their disposal. To them, all such threats are paltry and irrelevant.”
“They sound like every other bunch of jerks with power,” Furrick said. “Stomp on the little people like we’re less than pig dung.”
Gryph realized that Furrick was right. Same in the Realms as it is on Earth. He vowed to himself that if he lived through the next few days, he would be a different kind of ruler. The kind that protected the weak instead of preying on them.
“So we’re screwed,” Sean said. He stood and walked back and forth, his frantic state causing him to hyperventilate. “I’ve failed her, as I always do, cuz I’m a fuckup and a fool.” Gryph felt sympathy for the player, realizing that there was someone else in the Realms who cared for Brynn as much as he.
A heavy silence hung over the group as each of them became lost in their own private world of thoughts and worries. After several minutes Lex broke the silence.
“I know a … guy … who may be able to help, but if it costs me another eye I am gonna be pissed.”
Vonn eyed him, the slow grin of realization dawning on his face. Lex sat forward and explained.
“You trust this Rubik?” Gryph asked, cycling between Lex and Vonn.
“Hell no, the bastard tore out one of my eyes.” The others looked at him like he was full of it. “I got better, obviously.”
“Have you cast Commune since becoming an Apprentice in Order Magic?” Gryph asked.
“No,” Lex said, his eyes growing brighter. “Hold on a sec.” Lex closed his eyes and then with a grin he shared the status window for Commune.
 
	Commune.



	Sphere: Order Magic - Tier: Base.
Allows the caster to Commune with beings from the Realm of Order once per day. The Realm of Order is one of the Higher Realms, therefore streams and snippets of information flow to it from the Mortal Realms. During this communing, the caster may ask a simple question and receive a simple answer.
While the answer is always truthful, the servants of the Lords of Order are odd beings by mortal standards and therefore their answers may hold several meanings or be obfuscated. Trust them at your peril. Servants of the Lords of Order find precision and perfection appealing. Properly asked questions may be rewarded with a Boon. Beware, Boons always require payment.
Mana Cost: 100. Duration: Instantaneous. Cooldown: 1 day.




“Awesome, I can now ask the square bastard a simple question,” Lex said. “Whatever the hell that means.”
“It means we need to word the question with precision and without  … verbose excess,” Ovrym said without opening his eyes.
Lex jumped. “Dude you’re both a creepy lurker and kinda a jerk.”
“Errat says we should send someone else to talk to square friend Rubik.” His eyes were open and stared unblinking at Lex.
“Do none of you guys know what get some rest means?” Lex grumbled.
“More focus, less stupidity,” Gryph said, feeling like a broken record. “If we are in an active Telepathic Bond when you cast Commune, will we see what you see?”
“Only one way to find out,” Lex said, and he started the motions to cast Commune. Gryph grabbed his hands, arresting the casting before the mana could build up.
“We don’t know the question yet,” Gryph hissed through closed teeth.
“Oh, yeah. Right. Sorry.”
They debated for several minutes, but finally decided on an approach. Lex cast Commune as Gryph willed Telepathic Bond to strengthen.
The world slowed and then stopped. A foggy haze rolled across the room, like an early morning fog over a lake. The room grew distant as those not a part of the Telepathic Bond were shrouded from view. A shape parted the mists and floated towards them.
The being that floated towards them was not the simple cube Lex had described, but a pair of dull gold cubes, one on top of the other, connected by some kind of gear shaped junction. The top cube looked a lot like Rubik, complete with two eyes, one a perfect match for Lex’s own. A pair of spindly, almost rubbery arms extended outwards from the sides of the box. The bottom of the creature was another cube that bore another set of spindly arms.
The creature floated up to Lex and stared through its massive, unblinking eyes.
“Hey, Rubik. I’m diggin’ the new look,” Lex said He used Analyze.
 
	DuoQuadrata.



	Level 12 H: 218/S: 354/M: 223/SP: 0
DuoQuadrata occupy the second lowest echelon in the hierarchies of the Realm of Order. They are simple dual cube shaped creatures whose function is the maintenance and repair of the mechanisms that power the Realm of Order.
Strengths: Order Magic. Immunities: Mental Attacks Weaknesses: Chaos.
 




It appears to be the same entity you described, only evolved, Ovrym sent from behind Lex.
Yes, he has Lex’s beautiful eye, Errat sent.
Lex snapped his head around to stare at the warborn’s spectral form. “You sure you don’t still have a bit of Seraphine in you?” It appeared that the bond allowed the others to experience Commune, but they could not speak aloud or, as Lex learned when he tried to punch Errat, be touched.
Can we get on with this please? Gryph sent.
“Fine, fine.” Lex turned and faced the DuoQuadrata again. “Hey Rubik, I have a question for you, but please don’t rip my eye from my skull this time.”
The dual cubed creature did not respond, staring unblinkingly at Lex.
“Okay then, here goes nuthin’.” Lex clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “How can we gain access to Harlan’s Tower?”
FOLD THE UNFOLDABLE MANIFOLD the creature said, not aloud but inside all of their heads. Then it turned and floated away.
“What!” Lex yelled after it. He tried to run after the creature, ready to kick it where its crotch wasn’t, but even though he felt himself moving, he got no closer to the vexing creature.
Lex, stop! Gryph sent though the link. Lex stopped running and turned to see the others toppling head over heels as if his mad dash was clumsily tugging them behind him on invisible tethers. When Lex stopped running the other’s erratic forward motion did as well. Gryph and Ovrym both landed on their feet while Vonn looked queasy and Errat bore the grin of a kid desperate to get back on a tilt-a-whirl at a suspect carnival.
“What the hell was that?” Lex raged as the others regained their feet.
Our answer, Vonn sent, incorporeal hands leaning on incorporeal hips as he tried to regain his composure.
“Well it was a shitty answer,” Lex roared as the mists pulled back and time started again. “How can you fold the unfoldable? And what the hell is a manifold?”
“I’ll simplify it for you as best I can,” Vonn said, still sounding queasy. “Basically a manifold is a conjunction of multiple points of reality behaving as one, but shifted.“
“What?” Lex said, throwing his hands in the air.
“Think of it as one of those puzzles where you fold paper until it reveals another form,” Vonn said. “Only instead of paper, we use it to alter the energetic matrix of the tower itself, in effect creating a door where none exists.”
Lex looked at him blankly for several moments. “Are you saying we need to origami the fricking tower?”
“Yes,” Vonn said. “See, you get it.”
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Gryph was sure he did not ‘get it.’ As best he understood, Order Magic was the closest thing in the Realms to advanced mathematics, and when Gryph had been Finn, his knowledge in that arena had maxed out with a C+ in high school calculus. Yet Vonn not only seemed to understand what Rubik had revealed, he seemed positively giddy to put it into action. That left Gryph with the job of getting them to the tower unseen and then buying Vonn enough time to work his manifold magic.
All that stood in the way was a small army of chaos worshipping criminals.
The Vex had entered the town in force a few days ago. That was right after Nahrman, using the information provided to him by Lex, had dismantled the entirety of Grimslee’s rival organization.
“I was close to getting the Mayor too, when the Vex arrived and bolstered the crooked harpy’s power position,” Nahrman grumbled. “She conjured up flimsy evidence and convicted me of corruption and tossed me into the same cell block as Grimslee. I imagine she found the irony amusing. A day later Sean joined us.”
The Vex caught Sean trying to break into the tower. He’d been in town for a few days watching and waiting for the Vex to give him an opportunity to get close. “But they never did. I was growing desperate. I’m relatively certain that Aluran hadn't tracked me here, but it was only a matter of time before he did. Plus, I’m not great at waiting.”
“So, you got caught cuz you got bored?” Lex asked. Sean hung his head in shame and nodded. Lex turned to Gryph. “You see? This is where I come from, now we know why I’m a bold risk taker.”
“You’re an idiot who doesn’t think things through, has zero patience and very little concern for how your actions will ripple into the future or who they’ll impact,” Ovrym said.
“See, he gets it.” Lex clapped Ovrym on the back. “We’re in sync.”
“None of this helps us with our current predicament,” Gryph said. “We need to get close enough to touch the tower without the Vex seeing us and then we have to secure our position long enough for Vonn to get us inside. How do we do that?”
“You could fly to the top like a raven,” Furrick suggested.
“Great plan kid, with just one minor problem, none of us can fly. Wait, can anyone fly?” Lex asked, snark in his tone and looked around with all the smugness of a man who already knew the answer to his query. Nobody could. “Can anyone transform into a bird, or summon a flying carpet or call down the stairway to heaven?” Again, nobody could. Lex was about to ask another rhetorical question, but Gryph’s glare cut him off.
The group went silent as they considered. The only sound was a slow, rhythmic dripping of water from the well entrance. The sound was hypnotic, almost meditative and Gryph found his eyes drawn to the dripping water. An idea tugged at him from the deepest recesses of his mind and he drew it to the surface. He smiled.
“What?” Lex asked.
“We don’t go up, we go down.” Nods of understanding and appreciation moved through the group. Gryph looked at Grimslee. “And you’re gonna guide us.”
Lex scowled and looked down at his boots. “Oh man, I just got all the crap off my boots.”
It took the group nearly an hour to make their way through the hidden world under the streets. Twice they had to alter their routes when they came upon Vex patrols. This intense, and uncharacteristic focus of the Vex made Vonn nervous.
“The Vex’s dedication to chaotic principles has always been their greatest power and their greatest weakness, but what they lack in cohesion they’ve always made up for in numbers.”
“Why would anyone serve such a cause?” Ovrym asked, the disgust in his voice plain.
“The Vex recruit from the dregs of society, the poor, the outcast, the mad. Those who have nowhere else to go.” Grimslee lacked his normally smug expression. “They will always have recruits as long as the rich and powerful hoard more than their share.”
“So you’re some kinda social justice warrior now?” Lex muttered.
“No, he is a parasite and an opportunist,” Nahrman said. “But that does not mean his words lack for truth.”
“You think their arrival is related to Harlan’s disappearance,” Gryph said to Vonn.
“Yes, and the Templar’s inability to contact the Circle. I fear that Harlan’s Watch is not the only town that has seen an increase in Vex activity. If they gain access to the tower, then it is only a matter of time before it falls. And that would be … bad.”
“So it’s a good thing they know nothing about folding unfoldable manifolds,” Lex said. 
“But chaos is change. That state of affairs is unlikely to last.” Vonn looked directly into Gryph’s eyes.
“Are you suggesting we give up our quest to save Brynn? Take on the Vex instead?” Gryph asked, his jaw tightening.
“No.” The half-elf said emphatically. "The Source has sent me down this path. It has placed me where I need to be even if I cannot yet understand why. We find your sister. I just fear that something else is happening here, something we cannot yet see."
Gryph clasped Vonn on the shoulder. “When the time comes, we will tackle it together.” Vonn nodded his appreciation. They walked the rest of the way in silence, eventually turning a corner to emerge in a large natural cavern with an underground lake.
At the lake’s far side a wall of white crystal shimmered with a dull internal light. The root of Harlan’s Tower dug further into the earth, providing a foundation for the incredible weight and height of the structure.
“We need to get over there?” Lex asked, warily eying the dark, still water of the lake. “Cuz that lake definitely has creepy tentacle monsters lurking in its inky depths.”
“He’s right. I’ve seen the same movie,” Sean said, nervously.
Gryph glared at them and they went silent. “Errat, do you sense anything?”
The warborn walked to the edge of the lake and knelt. He closed his eyes and eased his hand into the edge of the water, causing ripples to expand across the glassine water. Lex flinched and Sean grabbed the NPC’s arm. Several heartbeats passed before Errat stood. “There are many fish, several reptiles and…” he looked directly at Sean and Lex, his eyes wide, as if in fear, “… much algae.”
“Algae?” Lex asked. “Oh, you bastard.”
“Ha, Errat make funny joke.” He turned to Gryph. “Errat senses nothing in the water that poses any danger. However, the lake is very deep.”
Gryph considered for a moment and turned to Vonn. “How long will you need to get us in?”
Vonn shrugged. “Hard to tell. It isn't like I’ve ever done this before.”
“What is your best estimate then?” Ovrym asked.
Vonn shrugged causing Gryph to scowl. He then turned to Nahrman. “You look strong, think you can make your way back through the tunnels burdened?”
Nahrman grinned. “I think I can manage.”
“Hey, wait,” Grimslee protested, his eyes going wide as comprehension filled him. He had no time to react before Gryph’s fist impacted his jaw. He fell backwards onto the hard ground, unconscious.
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The group looked down upon Grimslee’s unconscious form, each privately praising Gryph’s one punch knockout.
“Aw man, I wanted to do that,” Lex said with a pout.
Ovrym bound the downed man’s hands and Errat hefted him onto Nahrman’s shoulder. Gryph knelt next to Furrick who frowned. “You want me to go with him, don’t you?”
“It's for your own good kid. Go take care of your sister.” Gryph held his hand out, and the kid shook it. Gryph slipped the cursed ring off and flipped it up. Furrick caught it and stashed it in the folds of his jerkin. Then he looked at Gryph.
“It was never cursed, was it?”
“No,” Gryph said with a sly grin. “Sorry about that.”
“I was pretty sure it wasn’t, but I had fun adventuring with you guys. Maybe we can do it again sometime?”
“Sure thing, kid.”
Furrick stood next to Nahrman and the gruff ex-lawman nodded. “You boys take care of yourself.”
“You too Constable,” Gryph said. The gang watched as man and boy disappeared down the tunnel and then turned to Gryph. The player’s hands moved in a fluid motion and mana trickled down his arms like chill, but soothing water. He held the spell, adding the entire Adventure Party to the casting. A moment later five spheres of air formed around their heads. Gryph cast the spell again to give Sean, who wasn’t a member of the Adventure Party, his own bubble of regenerating fresh air.

 
	You have mass cast the Air Magic spell Halo of Air.



	As the leader of an Adventure Party you can provide Halo of Air to those under your command for an additional mana cost of 1.25 spell cost per person.
Total Mana Cost: 144 (30 + (4 x 37.5)) (.80)
Duration: 26 minutes (5+ 1 per level of Air Magic Mastery.)




Lex laughed as the prompt explaining the spell pushed into his mind. He turned and ran towards the water, dove in and submerged his head. The others looked to Gryph, some in disbelief, others in unkind judgement. Gryph simply shrugged.
A water muffled roar reached their ears. “Mrrffmghh iddd, grrfpphg”
Lex, you’re underwater, we can’t hear you, Gryph sent.
Oh, right. Sorry. I said, this is great.
Uh, oh. Errat sent.
Uh, oh what? Lex’s panicked mental voice asked through the link.
Errat grinned at Gryph and nodded at the coil of Empyrean Spider Silk Rope at the player’s waist. An evil smile crossed Gryph’s face and while he knew he shouldn’t be wasting time with such stupidity, he tossed the rope towards the water and cast Animate Rope. He just couldn’t help himself.
Errat may have been wrong when I said there were no tentacle monsters in this lake. The warborn struggled to make sure that none of the mirth on his face pushed through the mental link. Something is approaching.
What?!?! Came Lex’s desperate call.
Gryph directed the rope to wrap around Lex’s ankle and the NPC burst from the water. A high-pitched scream exploded from his mouth as he lumbered, dripping wet, from the lake. He spun and raised his hands into a classic fisticuffs stance searching for his attacker, and then hid behind Gryph.
“Holy … fornicating … ball bags!” Lex yelled through desperate, ragged gasps of air. “Fricking tentacle monster.”
The group’s laughter erupted like an unleashed geyser. Even Ovrym was chuckling. Lex’s panicked eyes looked at them in disbelief. The rope slithered behind him and arched up like a cobra ready to strike. It eased in and tapped Lex on the shoulder.
Lex screamed again and spun, swinging a wild fist at the rope, which easily evaded the clumsy attack. On seeing the rope wave at him, he turned and raged. “Oh, you bunch of bastards.”
Errat laughed uncontrollably. It sounded like a dying water buffalo mating awkwardly with a beach ball, all gasps and wet squeaks. It was so horrid it caused the group to laugh even harder. A few moments later the laughter faded.
“Errat make very hilarious joke.”
“Yeah, you’re a regular Pauly Shore,” Lex grumbled.
A few minutes later the entire group walked slowly along the bottom of the dark lake, protected by Gryph’s Ring of Minor Air Shield. The ring was one of the first items Gryph had acquired in the Realms and it had been the difference between life and death several times since. It created a sphere of solidified air that blocked any physical, and many magical attacks. Now he used it to hold back the tons of water pressure building as they walked deeper.
“Why didn’t you tell me we could stay dry?” Lex asked, picking at the crotch of his drenched clothes like a kid at a summer pool party.
“Nobody told you to jump into the lake,” Gryph retorted.
“If we had a fire mage here, I’m sure they could dry it up real quick,” Vonn said.
“Shut up.”
A few moments later they reached the wall of the tower. Gryph extended a tentative hand, caressing the crystal. The surface was smooth and faceted, and Gryph sensed the energy coursing inside. He stood aside and let Vonn get to work. The half-elf hovered a hand almost reverently above the crystal and then laid it flat on the surface. He closed his eyes and a subtle white aura grew around him. For a moment nothing happened, but then the fractal patterns hidden inside the crystalline structure shifted to the surface.
What started as triangular shapes folded and morphed into pyramids, tetrahedrons and icosahedrons, and then collapsed in upon themselves to begin anew with a host of other geometric shapes, some recognizable, some with angles, edges and surfaces that Gryph’s mind could barely comprehend.
The wall shimmered and pulsed and then snapped back to its original smooth surface. Vonn’s knees shook, and he fell. Errat caught him before he hit the wet sand of the lake bed. Sweat poured down the half-elf’s face, and he looked pale.
“This is too great a task for me,” Vonn said, his chest heaving.
“So we’re screwed?” Lex asked.
“Not necessarily,” Vonn said. “I have an idea, but I’ll need all the stamina potions we can spare.”
Gryph pulled two from his bag and Vonn downed them with greater ease than a beer chugging champion. He took two more from Ovrym and turned to the others. All told, Vonn drank ten of the green potions in less than 30 seconds. Each one would replenish his stamina by 2 points per second for two minutes, but they could not raise his stamina above its maximum.
“Dude, you just chugged like ten magical Red Bulls,” Lex said impressed. "That has got to make your heart explode.”
“Stand back,” Vonn said in a shaky voice, wild eyes staring at Lex “I'll need extra space.” Gryph expanded the air shield outwards, knowing the increased surface area would allow more water and more pressure to press down on the shield’s surface, reducing the time it would last before it collapsed. The others stepped back, pushing themselves up against the shield wall.
Vonn turned and began to shudder and shimmer as if a dozen versions of himself were jostling for the same space. He thrummed, moving so fast that visual echoes of himself pulsed in and out of the host Vonn. A dozen pairs of hands moved along the wall and the cascade of fractal patterns began anew.
For a time Gryph could follow and process the shapes and their movements, but soon the shapes defied logic. Fractals swirled outwards as Vonn’s multiple apparition like arms expanded in a halo. It reminded Gryph of the multi-armed gods of Hinduism, as Vonn expanded and contracted within himself.
The Vonns drew their arms back and the cacophony of shapes coalesced back into a single point, before expanding again. Gryph could not be sure, but it appeared that part of the wall folded in upon itself. Vonn pushed forward and the wall moved inwards a few inches to the tinkling and grinding of crystal.
Vonn grunted and another expansion of spectral arms flowed outwards like the fan of a peacock. More intricate patterns morphed and pulsed, folding in upon themselves before expanding outwards again. The motions grew in intensity and Gryph had to turn away, his stomach churning and his head pounding.
Behind him he heard Lex vomit and above him he saw the air shield shimmer. He opened the shield's status window and grimaced. Even at the expanded size the shield should have held out long enough for the ring’s cooldown time to elapse, but something was draining the shield’s health much quicker than expected.
Gryph returned his gaze to Vonn and had his answer. Subtle waves of force were expanding from the vibrating collection of Vonns and impacting the underside of the shield. The drain was slow, but constant and if Gryph’s quick and dirty math was right, the shield would fail in a little over a minute, long before the cooldown had elapsed allowing him to use the ring again.
“Errat can your aether shield bolster my air shield?”
“Errat will cast.”
The warborn held his hands about and gray energy flowed around them. A bubble of aetherial energy pulsed upwards under the air shield and then flashed and rippled. The wave of gray energy rebounded down and into Errat. The spell failed and the warborn grunted in pain as raw mana punched into his body. A shock that felt like a taser hit Gryph. His health dipped by a few points, but then the shock faded.
Lex’s shared Analyze told them the warborn’s health had dropped by a third and he suffered from a mana debuff. Vonn had lost a dozen times the health Gryph had, but grunted, forcing himself to focus through the pain.
Can we not do that again please, he sent. This is hard enough as it is.
“What the hell was that?” Lex roared, helping Errat to his feet. His hands moving in the familiar patterns used to cast Minor Healing.
Gryph grabbed his hand to arrest the casting. “Nobody cast another spell,” Gryph warned.
“I concur," Ovrym said. “Whatever Vonn is doing it seems to disrupt the normal workings of magic.”
The disruption is not my doing, Vonn sent. The tower is emitting an anti-magic field, fighting back against my attack. It has increased in intensity with every layer I’ve folded.
The news went from bad to worse when Gryph discovered the feedback from Errat’s spell had taken another chunk of the air shield’s remaining health. The shield would last another 30 seconds before dropping tons of water on top of them.
“We have less than half a minute before this thing fails. Ideas?” Gryph looked from one face to another.
“I vote that Vonn should hurry,” Lex said.
Not helping, Vonn sent with a grunt. He pushed forward, and the wall rippled, folded and expanded. It rushed back into another singularity and Vonn pushed again. The wall moved in upon itself again, and Gryph thought he could see the dim outline of a room through the thin layer of crystal.
“He’s close,” Gryph said.
“Not close enough,” Ovrym said.
It was not for a lack of trying however as Gryph was sure the pace of Vonn’s movements had increased. Gryph’s mental countdown was down to ten and his heart sank. He would respawn back in Dar Thoriim, but none of his friends would survive the onslaught of water that would pummel them as hard as an oncoming freight train. Lex would live for a few more seconds longer because of the magic in his Ring of Death’s Door. It would stabilize him at a paltry one point of health, just enough to let him die by drowning.
Some gift you gave there, he thought.
He opened his mouth to say he was sorry when a thought occurred to him. Lex’s ring wasn’t the only magical item he’d given his friends. A desperate plan formed in Gryph’s mind and he shared it with the others. A slight surge of hope pushed through the link as Errat grabbed the amulet hanging from his neck and tossed it upwards. A second later gray light flared from the amulet and Gryph’s air shield collapsed.
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Gryph felt, as much as saw, the collective cringe move through the group as the weight of several million gallons of water fell several feet. It crashed with a cacophonous thud into the shimmering field of gray energy milliseconds before the smoking amulet landed in the soft wet dirt of the lake bottom. The pools of water on the ground sizzled under the onslaught of the near-molten metal, and the closed eye carved into its surface shimmered as if alive.
The aetherial shield held under the onslaught of the kinetic pounding, but the whorls of light pulsing through the globe of gray energy hinted that the field would not last long. Gryph looked to Errat to see if his theory had proven true. The warborn gave him a worried grin and turned his attention back to the dome of water hanging barely a foot above them.
Errat’s original casting of Aether Shield had backfired on him because he had been the source of the spell, a spell that failed because of the anti-magic field put off by the tower. When all that mana had rebounded on him he’d lost concentration. That lost concentration led to spell failure. Spell failure led to a mana feedback debuff.
Gryph’s desperate hope that the amulet could ignore the feedback and complete the spell had, apparently, been accurate. Though the full brunt of the mana had still pummeled the magic item, perhaps beyond repair. A small price to pay for all our lives, Gryph thought.
He turned to Vonn. The half-elf collapsed to one knee, and the pace of his furious movements slowed.  Despite the potions he’d downed Vonn’s stamina was bottoming out. What happens if it does before he completes whatever mathematical wizardry he’s performing?
Vonn grunted as a last layer of impossibly complicated shapes folded back and into themselves. He shimmered and drew his echoes back into his body, and with the last of his might, he pushed forward. The last manifold of the crystalline wall moved forward and peeled back upon itself, revealing a way into the tower.
Vonn collapsed and fell into unconsciousness.
“Go!” Gryph yelled, and as one the rest of the Adventure Party rushed through the opening. Errat and Ovrym grabbed Vonn under his arms and pulled him through the opening. Sean leapt through, right on their heels. Last came Gryph and Lex, but Lex slipped, his foot finding little purchase in the muddy ground.
Gryph landed inside the tower. Lex fell face first onto the hard floor. A second later he screamed. Gryph spun to find the NPC’s boot stuck inside the reformed wall of crystal. Gryph reached back, grabbed Lex by the belt and tugged.
Lex screamed again as the crystal flowed up the edges of his boot, threatening to envelop his entire leg. Then Errat was there and helped Gryph pull Lex free. Lex wrenched his leg back, pulling his foot from the boot. The flowing crystal stopped its advance and most of the boot fell to the floor with a leathery thwack. A portion of the boot remained inside the wall, floating beneath the surface as the liquid crystal froze solid.
Lex’s scream turned to a pathetic blubbering, and he pointed a shaking finger at his foot. He wiggled his toes. The majority of his big toe was missing. It had not been cut or pulled off, for there was no blood, and the skin around the small nub had the appearance of an old amputation.
“Ahhhhh! That fucking wall ate my damn toe!” Lex yelled.
Errat knelt next to the wall and pointed. “Friend Lex is right. I see his toe there.” The last knuckle of Lex's toe hovered in the crystal like a fly in amber.
“Ahhhhh!” Lex yelled again.
“Would you mind keeping the unnecessary screaming to a minimum,” Vonn said. “Your old lady cackling is splitting my skull open.”
Gryph, Ovrym and Errat rushed to the half-elf’s side. Vonn assured them he was okay. He just needed time to recover. Gryph handed him a full wineskin and Vonn nodded his thanks, gripped the skin in shaking hands and took a large swig.
“But, my toe,” Lex whined.
“It’s barely a flesh wound.” Vonn coughed and grimaced at the pain it sent through his head. “My mind was nearly splintered, so I'd appreciate a little peace and quiet.”
Lex looked to Vonn and realized just how pale his friend was, just how much sweat shined his face. He shook like a man suffering from palsy and could barely lift his own head. “Sorry man.” Lex hung his head. “Thanks for saving our asses back there.”
“You’re welcome.”
The rogue took another deep pull from the wineskin.
“You summoned more of your duplicates didn’t you?” Gryph asked.
“Not exactly, but it is a similar technique. Where my Dimensional Duplicate ability allows me to pull other versions of myself into this Realm, what you saw allows me to harness the mental abilities of several of my other selves. They call it Mind Expansion and it allows me to expand my intelligence exponentially by drawing the intellect of the other versions into my mind. It costs a staggering amount of stamina and can be dangerous.”
“You chugged Stamina Potions like sorority chicks slamming Washington apple shots. I’m impressed.”
“I guarantee I am paying a higher price than your chicks.” Vonn held his head as Errat helped him to his feet.
“Depends on who you wake up next to in the morning,” Sean said, raising his eyebrows knowingly at Lex.
Vonn shook his head in bewilderment and the rush of pain and nausea made him regret it. He shared his debuff window.
 
	DeBuff Added - Stamina Poisoning.



	You have ingested an excessive amount of Stamina Potions in too short a time and are now afflicted with Stamina Potion Poisoning. For the next hour you will regenerate your Stamina at 10% of your normal rate. This rate will increase by 10% per hour until your max Stamina is reached. Health, mana and spirit regeneration are also reduced by 50% until your Stamina returns to 100%.
Stamina poisoning will remain dormant in your system for the next 24 hours. Any Stamina Potions drank during that time will set your regeneration rate back to 10% and the 24-hour clock back to zero.




“Dude, that is one potent hangover.”
Reassured that Vonn would be fine, Gryph turned his attention to their surroundings. They were in a large room the size and shape of old Earth theaters. It reminded him of a childhood visit to Radio City Music Hall with Brynn and their mother. A warm sadness filled him. I’m coming Brynn.
The walls, ceiling and floor were made of the same crystalline material as the outer walls. Old, yet solid, wooden crates filled a good portion of the room and a single door lay in the opposite wall.
A dim, comfortable glow permeated the entire room and Gryph had difficulty determining the source. The light seemed to just be. While Lex kept an eye on Vonn, Sean, Errat and Ovrym searched the boxes for anything useful.
As Gryph walked towards the door, a sensation of oddness filled him. He stopped, turned and looked around the room. The room’s shaped suggested that it took up one quarter of the tower’s base. The hairs on his neck rose as he got close to the door. He felt as if he were being watched and he looked to the left and the right but saw nothing. It was only when he looked back at his compatriots did he realize why the world was wrong.
“This room is too big,” Gryph said.
“That’s a little judgmental man,” Lex said. “Just cuz you used to live like a broke bachelor doesn’t mean folks with more means shouldn’t live it up a little.”
“Not what I mean,” Gryph said.
“Your instincts are right,” Vonn said, still leaning on Lex. “The space we are in is larger than the outside dimensions of the tower could contain.”
“That makes no sense,” Lex said, but the doubt on his face disappeared as he looked around.
“Because you’re suddenly an expert on intra-dimensional spatial geometry?” Vonn asked.
“I’m a famous Lexicon, I'm probably an expert on lotsa stuff I don’t know I know.”
“Said with great wisdom and aplomb,” Ovrym said.
Lex tossed a thumb over his shoulder at Sean. “It’s only cuz of this guy that I’m so dumb.”
“Father taught Errat not to blame others for one’s own deficiencies.” Lex scowled at the warborn and muttered under his breath.
“Right,” Sean said. “You don’t know what I had to work with, guy.” Without warning Sean stumbled and nearly fell. Only Errat’s quick reaction saved the player from face planting the floor.
“Are you okay, friend Sean?”
“I…,” Sean ran his hands over his body as if checking that all his parts remained intact. “Something touched me … at the core of my being. Something malevolent.”
Errat’s eyes went wide, and he hovered a hand over Sean. Then he turned towards the door. “Friend Gryph, be on guard. An entity has reached through the aether and touched friend Sean. I have blocked it, but I fear not in time. Something is coming.”
Gryph’s eyes flashed to Sean who nodded and said he was fine. “Let’s hope whatever that was, it has a harder time breaking into this tower than we did.”
Gryph nodded and turned his attention to the door, a calming sensation flowing through him. He placed a hand, palm out, over a circular impression on the surface of the door. Latent energy coursed through the crystal, and he moved his hand closer when something stopped him.
Gryph willed his hand forward and pressed it against the circle. Two arcs of white light flared upwards from the bottom of the circle and met at the top. When they did, the door flowed open with a rush of air.
On the other side stood a man-like figure made of lighting and metallic crystal. The creature looked like a surge of electricity had animated parts of a suit of armor. Bracers, gloves and greaves of a shimmering metallic glass covered the hands and feet. A blue-white cuirass bearing an arrow-like sigil gave substance to the creature’s core. Its face was a blank mask that portrayed no emotional resonance, but the sparks of power that gazed from its eyes bore a deep intelligence. Connecting all the physical parts, were streams of electrical pulses that resembled a human nervous system illuminated from within by blue-white torrents of energy.
Before Gryph could react, the creature lashed out and pummeled him in the chest with the palm of its hand. Shocking power thrummed though every nerve in Gryph’s body seizing all of his muscles as it pushed him backwards. He flew across the room, knocking Sean and Vonn off their feet. All three men tumbled to the floor, grunting in pain.
 
	Debuff Added: Paralyzed.



	You have been hit by a powerful blast of Order Magic and are now paralyzed.
Cooldown: 5 minutes.




Five minutes, Gryph thought in alarm as his body seized. Gryph had the merest of moments to realize he suffered from the paralysis debuff before the creature spoke in a voice both melodic and fierce.
“Interlopers. Your presence is invalid. Leave or face discontinuation.”
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The Scourge walked on light feet into the town of Harlan’s Watch. As he moved, he drew memories forth from the newest member of the quintessence. Tarl exposed the Vex’s plan. They had come to Harlan’s Watch to destroy the tower, to usher in a new era of chaos, but their attempts to breach the Order Lance’s protections had been frustrated. From deep within, Tarl screamed that tonight the Realms would change.
The Scourge did not care what their plans were as long as they did not threaten his mandate. Any who got in his way would join the Scourge or die. He closed his eyes and sniffed the air through wide nostrils, seeking the Maker. It was more affect than requirement as scent had nothing to do with how the Scourge tracked his quarry. Yet the deep inhalations calmed the current host body.
The Scourge called on a soul. In life the sentience that emerged from the deep ocean of voices had been an orc, one of the Raal Zanaag, a once proud race long ago fallen to disgrace. Unlike the wretched creatures of today, this orc had once been a deadly tracker and illurryth hunter. It was this ability that had led the Scourge to Harlan’s Watch.
The Scourge reached through the aether, parting ripples and delving through flows and then he felt the Maker. He is in the tower. A rumble of voices returned his thought. Tower, tOwer, T-O-W-E-R, toweR, ToWeR. The Scourge pushed deeper, twining fingers pushing through the aether, seeking, sensing. A burning pain built behind his eyes with such suddenness that an involuntary gasp passed through lips that had long ago learned to ignore physical discomfort.
The Scourge opened his eyes and grimaced at the shard of white crystal. Something had pushed him out, creating a hole in the aether where he could no longer see. A small smile turned up the corner of his mouth. The Scourge no longer felt emotions as others did, but some remnant of an old life came to the fore bringing with it a need for revenge, a chance to earn penance from the one who’d sealed the aether from him.
He strode forth, the light of the full moon casting a long shadow ahead of him. Whenever Vex patrols passed, he dipped into alleys or disappeared into darkened doorways. He did not fear confrontation, he simply had no interest in the Vex and saw no reason to waste time on them.
He moved past them unseen, a barely noticed gust of wind. Sometime later he stood at the edge of darkness, staring at the beacon of order among a vortex of impending chaos. Assembled around the base of the tower were a large contingent of Vex, arranged in a series of concentric circles. Armed thugs, pawns in a game they did not understand, guarded their compatriots, fierce eyes watching the gloom.
At the center of the group, inside an intricately woven pattern of seething orange runes and symbols known as a rune-form, stood a woman. She wore deep orange robes that flowed like magma. She held her arms high and wide over her head, her chanting sapping mana from those surrounding her.
The Scourge’s sharp eyes, yet another gift of the quintessence, saw fine pattern of reddish scales flowing up and down the woman’s arms. Dragonkin? he thought with the barest hint of surprise.
The anomaly should have demanded an explanation, but he would not let curiosity impede his mission. He did not care why the woman bore the blood of the dragon, or how she was here, or even what she wanted. He cared only for what she knew and how it would aid his mission.
He triggered Analyze.
 
	SAKTHU (Dragonkin) – Level: 39.



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	325

	416

	1,135

	0


	Dragonkin are humanoid mages who long ago bonded themselves to the great dragons of old. This bond alters them on a primal, physical level granting them an array of powers common to dragons, most impressive is a dragon breath weapon. Long ago an unknown apocalypse nearly drove the Dragonkin to extinction.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Regeneration, Scaled Defense, Breath Weapon.

	50% Resistance to all Spheres of Magic. Resistance to poison, disease, hunger, stun, paralysis.

	Aether Magic, Cold.


	
	
	
	



The most ancient of the souls residing inside the maelstrom of the Scourge recognized the intricate spell Sakthu was casting as a ritual. It was common knowledge that the art of Ritual Magic was lost during the horrors that followed the Ruin. To find a practitioner here and now was unexpected.
The woman continued to draw power into herself, twinning her arms in intricate patterns as she drew the complicated forms required to unleash the ritual. Rumbles of discontent entwined with the barest hints of fear bubbled to the surface of the Scourge.
The glowing rune-form shuddered and rose, pushing dust into the air as the incredible amounts of mana flowing through the area disrupted the natural order of gravity. The rune-form rotated on the horizontal axis becoming parallel to the surface of the tower. Sakthu pushed the massive matrix of energy forward. Drops of mana, so highly concentrated that it had become liquid, dripped to the ground, sizzling as their raw power ate away at the fabric of the earth. 
Left unopposed, the ritual would grant the Vex access to the tower, access to the Maker.
The tactical experts residing inside the Scourge processed this new information. ThE Vex mUst NoT GaIN acceSs to the M-A-K-E-R, came the conclusion. He BeLonGs to the High God aLone. KILL tHe DRagonKin
and ClaiM the kNowlEdge of hEr RITUAL.
The Scourge did not hesitate as he called up an array of skills and abilities. First, he suffused his body and his minds with an array of boons. He was stronger, faster, more resilient, able to sense danger and uncover weaknesses. Then he turned his focus towards power.
Lightning flashed across dark clouds that had not existed moments before. Many of the Vex guards looked up in surprise and worry, but neither the dragonkin, nor those feeding her their mana turned their focus from their task.
Pressure built and nature went mad as half a dozen bolts of lightning thundered down unleashing fury among the ranks of the Vex. Screams lasted mere seconds before the electricity ripped apart bodies casting their charred remains in a wide arc.
That was only the beginning of the carnage. Dozens of the Vex who’d been lending the dragonkin ritualist their mana, fell to the ground, their bodies seized by mana feedback paralysis. Sakthu fell to one knee and the rune-form of her ritual shuddered as the sudden drop in mana innate affected its cohesion.
The Scourge stared at the dragonkin, impressed that she still stood. The amount of mana that had recoiled back onto her would have vaporized most practitioners, but she didn’t even suffer the normal paralysis debuff associated with mana feedback.
I must dispatch her quickly, the Scourge thought. He drew his blade and his arms and legs hummed with kinetic energy. He launched forward, his blade singing through the air, the bone white flashes barely registering in the minds of the men and women who fell to the weapon.
The Scourge did not slow as he sliced his way through a dozen bodies. He did not care if they lived or died, so long as they no longer impeded his progress. From his own perspective the Scourge moved with calm grace, but to any outsider he was a whirlwind of arterial spray and instant death.
The dragonkin ritualist turned towards the Scourge, rage flowing across her face. He had seen such arrogance many times before, once been its victim, before he’d joined the quintessence, before he’d become the Scourge. Soon she too would know the peace of the High God’s embrace.
A trickle of green blood flowed from her nose. The Scourge found this curious. She is true dragonkin then and not some imposter. Curious. He pushed down the last thought. He would not let the weaknesses of his past stay his hand. His old life, his life before the Scourge, had been one of sin and despair. But the High God had found him, given him purpose, given them all purpose. They owed the High God all. They would not fail him now.
The woman started to shake and then the fine scales along her face and arms thickened and her body expanded. Her features morphed and elongated, becoming draconic. She opened her mouth and belched pure chaotic flame at the Scourge.
The Scourge dropped his blade and crossed his forearms. Another of those within him came to the fore and a pale blue globe formed around him. Dragon flames roared over the air shield with rumbling force, pushing the Scourge to one knee. The hair on his arms smoked and charred as he willed the shield to hold. His face blistered, like a man too long in the sun, and still the draconic fire came.
The Scourge grunted, forcing himself to focus through the pain, drawing on the willpower of a dozen others. He lowered his right hand, and his shield weakened. The fire scoured at his skin as his fingers twisted into the complicated forms required to cast his spell. He ignored the pain but knew this body could only survive so much. Deep in the maelstrom of souls that seethed within him yet another of the High God’s servants asserted dominance and the world shimmered and folded. The Scourge stepped into the aether and flickered out of existence.
*****
Sakthu blinked in surprise as the man disappeared and ceased her dragon flame. The mystical fire was a gift from her ancestors and few beings in all the Realms could survive its assault. A strange quiet hung in the air and for the briefest of moments she rejoiced.  She was Sakthu, daughter of the immortal Dragon Mage Ichtherion. She was dragonkin and no servant of a paltry god would defeat her. Her triumph was her master's triumph.
That joy was short lived, for a moment later the world shifted and the man with the alien eyes appeared behind her. Sakthu spun as the thin blade entered her side. Somehow the bone white shard pierced through her draconic hide like a razor through paper. Her mind had only a moment to  process the unlikeliness of that occurrence before the man thrust upwards and pain erupted inside her chest.
Forcing the pain down she reached back with clawed hands and wrenched the edges of the rune-form towards her. The ritual pattern crackled with energy as it flowed over and around her attacker. Pure mana scoured at his skin as the rune-form passed through him. The raw chaos emitted by the rune-form disrupted reality, shearing, tearing and reforming the motes of his being into new and random forms.
The man howled in agony but did not release the grip on his blade. Sakthu could not understand how the man’s body could bear up under the onslaught of so much reality distorting mana. That his mind remained intact was even more disturbing. A matrix of chaos had enveloped the man, yet somehow he was still whole.
Sakthu lost control of the entropic rune-form and it flowed past the man and through her. She was a devotee of chaos, and her Princes protected her, body and soul, from the reality shredding power of chaos. The rune form moved past her and then blinked and shimmered. I am losing control, Sakthu realized. She sent a mental plea to her masters, but the man shoved the sword further and the tip entered her heart.
A shower of deep orange sparks exploded from the rune-form in a wide arc. Wherever they landed they charred flesh, metal and stone, as fiercely hot as magma. To Sakthu’s surprise the rune-form sustained its cohesion. It slowed its motion and the fine mesh of lines, whorls and symbols stabilized. Sakthu saw this and wept, not for the pain, not for the certainty that her life would soon end, but because at the moment of victory she had failed. The rune-form was complete, but she was dying, and her mission would die with her.
“You have a choice,” came the silky baritone of the man’s voice. He pressed his lips to her ear. “This life is over, but you can be so much … more.”
“I do not fear you.”
“No, we sense that is the truth,” the man said. “We are impressed. Impressed enough to make you an offer.”
“I serve the Princes of Chaos,” Sakthu sputtered, a gobbet of blood flying from her lips.
“You serve them, but you also fear them, you’re precious Princes.” He leaned close and she could feel his breath on her neck. “What do you think they will do to you, now that you have failed them?”
Fear pushed through Sakthu. He was right. The Princes of Chaos were among the most powerful entities in the Realms. They were primeval forces of pure entropy and while they were endless, immortal, they were not known for their patience. I have failed them, she thought and a fear, that had nothing to do with the spike of metal splitting her heart, filled her with shaking dread. When she died, her soul would be theirs, to shred and remake over and over until they grew bored. Then they would consume her soul or worse, lock it away in the endless void at the heart of the Realms.
“You do not have long,” the man said. “We are the Scourge. Join us and we will show you the true way. Join us and serve the High God. Serve him well and he will never toss you aside, never deem you unworthy. Decide now.”
Sakthu felt her life leave her and made her choice.
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Before Gryph could focus on what had happened, Errat rushed across the room. The warborn stood a head taller than the electro-mechanical man, granting Errat a perfect angle to bring his double-bladed axe down. With casual ease, the electrical golem raised its left hand and a tangle of lightning exploded from the palm. Arcs of energy twined around the head of Errat’s axe, arresting the weapon’s incredible momentum. It then flexed the hand open and the axe, and Errat, flew head over heels into the stack of crates. Wood splintered and the stack of boxes crumbled, burying the warborn under a pile of debris.
“Refusal to obey my commands has sealed your fate. I am logic made physical. I am the sentience of order.” 
Gryph willed the paralysis debuff to wear off, but the Realms paid his demands no heed, and the seconds ticked away with glacial slowness.
Ovrym drew his bleed metal saber and moved on swift feet towards the creature. Power erupted from its right hand and sped towards the xydai. Ovrym gripped the hilt with both hands and intercepted the surging bolt. Ovrym grunted as his sword drank in the creature’s attack.
A distant whine built as Ovrym’s sword vibrated. The creature’s assault ended and its head cocked to the side, curious. Then a ragged arc of cobalt exploded from Ovrym’s blade and punched the creature full in the chest. Ovrym’s counterattack pushed the electrical mechanical man back through the open door. It skidded on its back across the floor of a large circular room and slammed into the smaller tower that acted as the support spine of the larger one.
Lex, Analyze that thing. The NPC did not respond, and a low crackling filled the Telepathic Bond with static. Shit, Gryph thought. Somehow it is blocking the link. He stared at the automaton triggering his own, much less effective Analyze.
 
	ARCHON – Level: 48.



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	2,165

	5,652

	2,324

	0


	Archons are beings of primal order whose mission in the Mortal Realm is as guardian of an Order Lance. They are highly competent Order Magic practitioners, who are incredibly difficult to damage. As engines of pure order, they are also vastly intelligent, outstripping all but the most brilliant of mortal minds.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Regeneration. Immortality. Perception.

	Unknown.

	Unknown.


	
	
	
	



Gryph had barely registered the information in the prompt when the archon got to its feet. The Analyze window showed that the servant of order had taken less than a hundred points of damage from Ovrym’s counterattack.
Ovrym wasted no time and rushed forward as graceful as a hunting cat. The archon raised a hand up towards the ceiling and a geyser of liquid crystal exploded from the floor and flowed around Ovrym. It enveloped the agile xydai up his chest and around his mouth, preventing him from speaking and therefore casting. Then the liquid became solid crystal once more, trapping Ovrym.
Lex regained his feet and with a roar fired a volley of Order Bolts. The knives of unerring white energy zipped towards the archon, but the merest glance in their direction by the automaton caused them to fly around him and then arc back towards Lex. The NPC tried to dodge the bolts, but they slammed into his chest, knocking him from his feet for the second time in less than a minute. He hit the ground hard and grunted in pain.
Gryph wanted to howl and rage, but all he could manage was the merest of strangled squeaks. His paralysis debuff counted down slowly, and he watched as the archon advanced upon him. The mechanical man reached down and lifted Gryph up by the neck of his breastplate, pulling him off his feet with ease.
He pulled Gryph close and raised his other hand, the energy of order blazing from it with threat. “You are not Vex. Why are you here?”
Gryph tried to speak, but the paralysis made it impossible for him to talk. The archon stared at him for a long moment, granting him what it deemed to be an appropriate amount of time to respond. Doesn’t it know I cannot speak?
“As you wish, your unwillingness to comply has sealed your fate.”
The archon carried Gryph to the wall and slammed him against the hard crystal. After a moment the surface softened, and the archon pushed him into the viscous surface. Gryph felt like he was being pushed through cold honey and panic grabbed ahold of him. The archon was pushing him through the wall, kicking him out like a drunk tossed by a bouncer. Only instead of ending up face down on a grimy sidewalk, Gryph would end up at the bottom of an underground lake.
Gryph howled in rage or tried to anyway. What actually happened more closely resembled a toddler spitting up his strained peas and was no more effective at communicating. Gryph was going to die. The paralysis debuff would prevent him from casting Halo of Air and he would drown.
Then his friends would join him. While he would respawn, his friends would not. For them death was permanent. Gryph felt the chill wet of the underground lake against his back and knew he had mere seconds.
“Archon, they are friends. Please release them,” came a calm voice that Gryph recognized as Sean’s.
The archon stopped pushing and turned towards the voice. “Harlan?” the archon asked, his monotone voice almost edging into surprise. “I apologize. I did not sense your arrival.” It said the last bit with an edge of worry.
“Yeah, sorry … uh … we had some trouble with those asshats outside, so we had to enter via alternative means.”
“The Vex are nothing if not persistent.” The archon pulled Gryph back through the wall and lowered him to the ground and turned towards Sean. “Was your mission successful Harlan? You were absent for so long I feared you had met an unfortunate fate.”
“Uh, yeah, the mission was… the mission was great. Thanks for asking.” He looked nervously to Gryph, who leaned against the now solid wall, still trying to recover from his paralysis debuff. 
“Are you positive they are all friends?” The archon pointed at Ovrym. “This one is one of the Fallen.” He turned his gaze towards Errat who was pushing his way from under the pile of broken crates. “That one is a warborn, a race bred for conflict.” Finally, he turned towards Gryph. “And this one possesses a powerful matrix of possibility. It resists my analysis, which is troubling.” The archon cocked his head. “Releasing them could have unforeseen consequences.”
“Them? Yeah, they’re all great,” Sean said, ignoring Gryph intense ‘what the hell is this’ stare. “They saved my life, these guys.”
“Are you injured Harlan? You seem different. I am concerned that your travels may have damaged you in some manner. Perhaps it would be wise for me to examine you.”
A look of panic filled Sean’s eyes, and he held his hands up. “No, nope. I’m good pal. Just, ya know…” An incredibly unconvincing yawn split his face, and he raised his hands above his head like an actor in a sub-par mattress commercial. “… I’m just a bit tired, with ya know the mission and all.”
“I wish there were time to rest old friend, but you have returned at a most opportune time. The Lords of Order are surely working through you.”
Gryph struggled against wobbly knees as he stood. Without another look the archon walked up to Sean and extended his hand. After a moment’s confusion, Sean shook the offered hand. “Are you sure everything is alright Harlan?” The archon gaze examined Sean. “You seem shorter.”
“I’m great. Sometimes we flesh and blood types … shrink as we age. It’s a thing. But I assure you I’m fine and dandy.”
“Excellent,” the archon said and spun on his heels and marched towards the door. “Follow me please. The Vex are about to breach the walls. I require your assistance.”
“Can you give us a moment?” Gryph asked wobbling up to the others.
“As you will. Yet, please do not delay too long. A breach is imminent. I will await you in the control room. Just step inside the Port Circle when you are ready.” The archon indicated a port circle near the central support tower. Without looking back the archon exited, walked to the Port Circle and disappeared.
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Gryph eyed the Port Circle for several seconds, ensuring that the archon’s departure was real and not some trick. Satisfied, he turned back to Sean. The other player grinned up at him nervously. “Want to explain that?” Gryph asked.
“No.” Sean tried to walk around Gryph, but found his way blocked by Ovrym and Errat. Neither of them seemed pleased.
“It wasn’t a request,” Gryph said intently.
Sean sighed like a teenage girl, all exasperation and faux superiority, and looked up at Gryph. “Fine. You already know I’m called the Maker, but what you don’t know is that it’s not just a title, it’s my Specialty. And to my knowledge I’m the only one in all the Realms who has it.”
“How can you know that?” Ovrym asked.
“Because I invented it.”
“You made it up?” Lex asked, then shook his head. “Of course you did.”
“Yeah. Back on Earth I was a hacker and a programmer. Ya know, a bad boy in the cyber-underworld. Probably why Brynn was so into me.”
“Unwise dude,” Lex said, nudging Sean with a hard elbow. Sean’s eyes snapped up to Gryph.
“Anyway, I was great at finding the weaknesses in systems and exploiting them. That’s how I snuck your Godhead past Aluran’s spyware, and how I layered good ol’ Lex here onto your banner.”
“You gave me the Godhead?” Gryph said. “What, you couldn’t leave an instruction manual?”
“Technically, it was Brynn who gave you the Godhead, I only facilitated the transfer. As for instructions, I put everything we knew about it into Lex. Why didn’t you ask him?”
“We kinda recently got the band back together. Haven’t had a lot of time to talk.”
“He can’t remember,” Gryph said.
“Shit, I was afraid of that,” Sean said.” I ran into a slew of problems bonding the Lexicon to your banner. I might have had to take a few shortcuts.”
“Are you saying you turned me into a moron?”
“I was gonna say challenged, cuz moron has kinda gone out of favor, but yeah, sorry about that. Tell you what, if we live through this, I’ll see if I can fix you.”
“I am not letting you poke around inside my brains after you admitted to mucking them up in the first place.”
“None of this applies to our current predicament,” Gryph said.
“Says you man. You didn’t just find out your pappy screwed up your whole life.” Lex paused and his eyes went wide as he realized what he’d said. He looked to Gryph. “Well you kinda do with that whole Dad shooting you thing.”
“Can we get back to it,” Gryph said through gritted teeth. “I swear it's like I’m babysitting toddlers.”
Sean held his hands wide. “You’re right. Sorry. Anyway, if I went to all the trouble to set you guys on the path to success, you’re sure as shit that I was gonna do the same for myself. So, before entering the Realms I added a packet that gave me access to a unique Specialty called the Maker. Unfortunately, I couldn’t fake the experience and levels, so I had to grind the old-fashioned way. It took a while to level up and complete all the quests, but eventually I gained limited access to the Game Mechanics.”
“You can alter the Game Mechanics?” Vonn said in alarm. His tone suggested that he considered the idea some form of heresy.
“Tweak,” Sean said, holding his fingers up to show that it was just a little. “That’s how I made this.” He flipped a circular device the size of an American silver dollar into the air and caught it. “It allows me to alter the archon’s perception of me. I knew I’d need to convince Old Sparky here that I was Harlan, and this little fella does just that.”
It was clear by the looks the others gave Sean that they doubted his tale.
“Why didn’t the Vex find it when they imprisoned you?” Vonn asked.
“Let’s just say it was well hidden.”
Lex’s eyes went wide. “Aw, dude, please tell me you didn’t…”
“Desperate times, my friend.”
“Let’s all try to forget that and get back on point here,” Gryph said. “Tell me how it works.”
Sean held the coin between his thumb and index finger and then flicked it back and forth along his knuckles like a stage magician. “This little guy puts off a field of energy that targets the perception center of the archon's mind and tweaks it just a bit, allowing me to present any facade I want. As long as the archon is within range, nothing it observes will alter that belief. Unless I instruct otherwise.”
“Dude, you’re like Mysterio,” Lex said wide eyed.
“Exactly man, but with a far less stupid outfit.” He beamed with pride, but then saw the other’s expressions. "Don't worry, it only works on beings from the Realm of Order." He considered for a moment. "I might be able to make one that works on mortals, but it would be a real pain."
"If you attempt such a travesty, I assure you there will be much pain," Ovrym said. Vonn nodded in agreement.
“If that coin is so awesome, why did you let the archon kick our asses before activating it?” Lex grumbled.
“Yeah, sorry about that,” Sean said, eyeing Gryph. “The Coin of Mystery needed time to imprint the archon’s underlying code before it could work. That took a bit longer than expected, but as you can see everything worked out great.”
“You named it the Coin of Mystery?” Lex asked.
“Cool, huh?”
“Actually, it’s badass, and oddly appropriate considering where you store it.”
“Come on man, that was a one-time deal, it’s not like it’s a habit.”
“Whatever ya gotta tell yourself guy.”
“Toddlers,” Gryph said shaking his head as he walked from the room. The others followed and soon everyone stood in the Port Circle. Gryph sent a command to the circle and reality folded. A moment later they stood in another Port Circle at the edge of a massive circular room. At its center, working at a central table, stood the archon.
“Good, you are here,” the archon said and tapped at a few runic symbols. “Something intriguing has occurred.” The entire circumference of the room became one large crystalline window. They were high in the air, likely near the top of the tower, but the archon tapped the control panel a few more times and the perspective zoomed down to ground level.
The group grew nauseous at the sudden change in viewpoint. Lex bent over at the waist as he struggled to keep the contents of his stomach. “Woah, that … don’t do that again.”
“I agree,” said Sean whose face had gone pale.
Gryph, who was trained to deal with sudden perspective changes and increased g-forces, recovered quickly. Ovrym and Vonn were also quick to adapt. Errat showed no ill effects.
All eyes went to the vision of carnage outside. At the base of the tower dozens of bodies littered the ground. Standing amidst them, cast in the red-hot light of flame, stood a thin man wearing a dark silver suit and a wide-brimmed circular hat. He held a thin white sword in one hand. In the other was the body of a reptilian woman with a small puncture wound in her side. She coughed one last time and then died. The man lowered her to the ground as her body morphed back into human form.
The entire scene was shocking, but it was the quartet of twining, snake-like apparitions of oily smoke flowing up and around the man’s back that sent chills of fear through the group. The misty forms played tricks on the eyes, for every time Gryph tried to bring them into focus, they shifted position. The man’s eyes were closed, as if experiencing some kind of ecstasy. This held true for several seconds before the serpentine appendages hissed as one and then retracted into the man’s back. 
“What the what?” Lex sputtered.
“Aptly stated,” the archon said. “I have never seen a creature of this ilk.”
“Lex, can you Analyze it?”
Lex squinted and stared and then shook his head. “Nope, I don’t think it works through this big ass TV.”
The man opened his eyes. They were uniform pools of deep black lacking any pupil or sclera. A mote of silver light swam in the sea of darkness. It spun deeper into the murky blackness and then settled. Only then did they see it was one star among dozens.
“Is he a member of the Vex?” Gryph asked.
“I do not believe so,” the archon stated. “The draconian woman he slew was their leader.”
“So he killed all the Vex?” Sean said. “That’s good for us, right?”
Gryph stared at the man through the viewscreen. “What does this man want?” The others looked to him questioningly. “I will not lose any tears for the Vex, but he killed them for a reason.”
“Maybe he’s just a good guy,” Lex said.
“Good guys do not kill with such ease,” Ovrym said. “Whatever he wants he had to eliminate the Vex to get it. That does not bode well for us.”
“Perhaps he is working for Aluran,” Vonn said and looked to Gryph. “Maybe he is here for you.”
“Possible, but doubtful,” Gryph said.
“Why’s that?” Lex asked.
“Because if Aluran knew I was here, he’d come for me personally.”
“Normally I’d say you have yourself a big head guy, but I had dinner with the man, and he’s got a real angry hard-on for you. He’d be here if he knew you were.”
“Accurate and disturbing.” Gryph watched the viewscreen as the man stepped forward, an orange light of unknown origin illuminating his face. He appeared to be examining something they could not see. “What’s he looking at?” The archon tapped a few more controls. The viewscreen’s perspective pulled back and the source of the fiery light was revealed. A massive circle of mystical symbols made from sputtering magma colored mana hung in the air.
“What is that?” Gryph asked.
“A rune-form of Ritual Magic,” the archon said.
“Ritual Magic?” Ovrym said in shock. “By the Stars, how is that possible?”
“It should not be, but it is,” the archon said. “That the Vex can harness such power is deeply disturbing.”
“What in the hell is Ritual Magic?” Lex asked in the tone a man uses when he does not want the answer to his question.
“An art thought long lost in the Realms,” Ovrym said. “Magic, while incredibly powerful, has always been constrained by the mana pool of the user. Even the gods have a finite pool, limiting their ability to affect the world around. Ritual Magic circumvents this limitation. It is not a sphere, like Life, Chaos or Aether Magic. Instead it is a method for harnessing the mana pools of groups of people. A Ritual Magic practitioner can then meld and direct that mana into rune-forms capable of incredible feats.”
“So if that dragon lady made that rune-form, and now she’s dead, why is it still all floaty and sparkly?”
“Because once powered a rune-form will retain its stored mana until it is used or enough time passes for it to dissipate,” the archon said.
“How long until it dissipates?” Gryph asked.
“Hard to say,” the archon said. “Every rune-form is different, and hard to predict. That one is a rune-form of Chaos Magic and therefore even more unpredictable.”
The silver suited man stared at the rune-form like a man studying a high order mathematical equation.
"So, if this skill is rare, it is unlikely that Jeepers Creepers out there can do anything with the rune-form before it dissipates. Right?" The expression on Lex’s face was that of a man who feared his words had jinxed the situation.
“The odds that he is able to manipulate the rune-form are….” the archon began, but then the man held his hands wide and the rune-form twisted and changed. It moved towards the wall of the tower, the chaotic swirl of patterns and runes shifting faster and faster. The matrix of energy impacted the wall of the tower with an audible thung and the entire crystal edifice sung.
“You were saying?” Lex muttered.
The archon turned to Sean. “We have little time. Follow me.”
The archon stepped into the Port Circle and waited on the others. Once they were all inside the archon activated it and reality shimmered again. They reappeared in another large room. The roof was high overhead and at the room’s center spun an intricate sphere of energy.
“Woah,” Sean said. “It’s more wondrous than I imagined.” The others all stared in silence at the multi-hued bubble of energy. Surrounding the pulsing energy was an array of crystal-metallic struts that spun around the sphere. The surface was a cascade of rippling colors like an oil spill in a puddle. The energy expanded upwards nearly kissing the undersides of the spinning arms before retreating back into itself.
Some kind of containment field? Gryph thought. He activated his Identify.
 
	You have discovered an Order Engine.



	Order Engines are near infinitely complicated mathematical structures created by the Lords of Order to combat the infection of Chaos across the Realms. They are vastly powerful artificial intelligences capable of manipulating the flow of time, restructuring matter and a wide variety of other functions. Be warned using an Order Engine will task even the strongest of minds.




“You sure you want to do this?” Gryph asked Sean.
“No,” Sean grinned, but stepped forward and gingerly pulled the wand from his bag. He held the weapon gently as if it were some odd combo of a newborn babe and deadly viper. He looked up at the archon. “I am ready. Open the Order Engine.”
The archon inclined its head slightly and turned to the Order Engine. By some unvoiced command the spinning halo of struts slowed and then stopped, folding themselves into a single ring that reminded Gryph of a childhood trip to the circus. He almost expected the circle to burst into flames to prepare for a lion’s leap.
Sean breathed heavily and closed his eyes, mentally preparing to risk his sanity, perhaps his very life. “If I don’t get this right, the Order Engine will fragment my mind. If that happens, I may need… ”
“Don’t worry, we’ll put you down if you go rabid,” Lex said, and then surprised everyone and pulled the small player into a deep hug. “Stay sane.”
As Sean prepared to step into the maw of the Order Engine a deep rumbling crack hummed through the entire tower. The archon cocked its head sideways as if listening to a voice only it could hear. “We have an intruder.” He looked at Gryph. “Do what you can to slow his progress. I will remain here as guardian.”
“Good luck,” Gryph said, gathered his troops and stepped into the Port Circle.
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The world shimmered and Gryph and the others disappeared, appearing a moment later at the bottom of the tower. They stepped from the circle and rushed to a balcony that overlooked a large room below. A set of stairs descended several dozen feet to the ground floor of the tower. The same subtle blue-white light that suffused the rest of the tower illuminated the huge room. Against the front wall an orange magma glow of the rune-form slowly peeled the layers of crystal. The whole tower sang under the rune-form’s rhythmic assault.
“That would be one beautiful symphony if it wasn’t a harbinger of our doom,” Lex said.
“Quiet,” Gryph scolded. “Everyone who is able to, cast Blade Ward now and any other buffs you have. The second he is through hit him.”
Gryph spent the 40 mana on Blade Ward, an Earth Magic spell that would deflect the next successful attack made using a ferrous metal weapon. The tingling shiver of magnetic energy flowed up and down his arms and then settled deep inside him, ready to turn the next successful attack.
Over the next minute he cast Demon Scales, Stone Skin and Mind Shield, each one improving his physical or mental defenses. He watched the others casting their own buffs.
“Any chance you can do that Multiple Man trick again?” Lex asked Vonn.
“No, my cooldown won’t expire for 23 hours.”
“Guess that would have been too easy. A legion of Vonn's would really help slow this guy down.”
The words gave Gryph and idea and he cast Auriel’s Perk Share, sharing one of his newest perks with the others.
 
	You have cast the spell Auriel’s Perk Share.



	As the leader of an Adventure Party, you can provide Auriel’s Perk to those under your command for 40 mana per person.
You have shared your perk Skill Resistance 50% with Lex, Ovrym, Errat and Vonn.
Total Mana Cost: 200
Duration: 20 minutes (10+ 1 per level of Life Magic Mastery.)




Each member of the Adventure Party received a prompt. “Lex, the moment he’s through use Analyze on him. We need to take out his primary skill and hit him hard with our distance attacks. Errat hold your shield as long as you are able. Do not get close until absolutely necessary.”
The rune-form’s inexorable push through the wall was nearly complete, and it cast a fiery glow across the entire room. The vibrations increased and the singing of the crystal rose in both volume and intensity, harmonizing like a thousand crystal goblets being rubbed in concert. As Lex said, in other circumstances it would have been beautiful.
“Get ready, he’s almost through,” Vonn said, drawing blue-white mana into his hands. Lex did the same and Gryph knew they both prepped Order Bolt. Ovrym had his bow ready, the barest sparks of mana flowing around the tip of the nocked arrow. Errat’s hands crackled with aetherial energy, ready to throw his shield between them and the monster in the form of a man.
Gryph cast Sticky Mud at the floor, hoping that it would work on the odd crystal. He then powered up his new spell Soul Bolt. A part of him felt giddy that he could deal direct damage with his highest leveled skill. I hope it’s enough.
The harmonics reached their highest pitch and with a final push the rune-form pushed its way through the wall of the tower. The fiery matrix of angles, lines and arcs hung for the merest of moments before disappearing with an underwhelming pop of air and a cascade of shimmering sparks.
In its wake was a perfect, circular hole about ten feet in diameter and five feet in depth. The man with the cane stepped inside on light feet, his tapping cane echoing on the shorn crystal. Tap, tap step. Tap, tap, step. Tap, tap, step. The sound
put Gryph on edge, and he clenched his teeth. The man stepped from the hole onto the floor and sunk up to his knees in a morass of crystalline mud.
Lex shared his Analyze window.
 
	THE SCOURGE OF SOULS (Soul Wraith) – Level: 56.



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	2,245

	3,456

	1,456

	2,165


	The Scourge is a hybrid entity containing an unknown number of souls that have willingly given themselves over to the service of the High God Aluran. It can draw upon the knowledge, skills, perks and boons available to the souls it contains, but will favor the skill set and powers of the current host. The current host is a peerless swordsman who relies on agility and misdirection.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Error.

	Error.

	Error.


	
	
	
	



Lex, what the hell is happening with your Analyze?
Not good man. I’m getting so much information from this dude it is overwhelming the interface. He has just about every skill I have ever heard of, but not all of them are currently accessible.
What does that mean? Ovrym asked.
Like the prompt says, this thing is some kinda hybrid. From what I can tell the host is the dominant personality, so its skills and powers are most likely the ones it will use. His Long Blades and Dodge skills are incredible, and he has a Dodge perk called Hyperkinesis that tells me the dude can move like the Flash.
Simple explanations, not obscure pop culture references please.
Sorry. The dude is really fast. That’s how he took out the Vex so easily. Your muck will not hold him long, so I say we use Skill Reduction against his Dodge skill.
You heard the man. All five of them applied the 50% Skill Reduction to Dodge.
The Scourge looked down at his trapped feet in calm curiosity, more annoyed that the cloying floor had interrupted his rhythmic tapping than he was about being trapped. Then he turned his gaze up to Gryph, and the player knew there would be no negotiating, no parlay.
Now, Gryph sent. Searing bolts of energy exploded from several outstretched hands at the same moment as Ovrym let his enhanced arrow fly. Errat’s shimmering Aether Shield expanded behind the volley, creating a wall between the group and the Scourge.
The missile weapons screamed towards the man, whose level of apprehension did not seem to change. The Scourge threw up a hand and Ovrym’s arrow altered course and sped through the hole in the crystal wall of the tower. It impacted a building across the wide square with concussive force, blowing a large hole in the wall.
Gryph’s Soul Bolts arced up and converged down, twining as they dove at their mark. The Scourge shimmered and moved to the left, the thick crystal glop failing to restrain his motion. The Soul Bolts all missed and sunk into the muck where they fizzled with a dull thud.
Shit.
Lex and Vonn’s Order Bolts were as unerring as their description stated, and over a dozen of the shimmering blades of energy pummeled into the Scourge. He grunted and fell to one knee, but his overall health did not drop as much as Gryph hoped.
He’s absorbing the mana from our attacks, Lex said through the link.
How?
No idea. That ability did not show up in my Analyze.
Perhaps it is his suit? Ovrym said.
Gryph triggered his Identify talent but had no time mid-battle for a detailed analysis and just sent its name throughout the link. It’s called the Magebane Aegis, and it definitely absorbs mana.
Looks like its skull smashing time, Lex sent and hefted his hammer, filling it with the glow of Spirit energy. The others drew their own weapons and prepared for battle.
The Scourge got back to his feet, drew his sword casually and peered at Gryph from beneath his wide-brimmed hat. “I do not know who you are, but I have no quarrel with you. I am here for the Maker. Give him to me, and you shall all live.”
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He’s not here for me, Gryph thought in surprise. After learning the wraith served Aluran, he’d assumed he was the target. He doesn’t know who I am. Relief built inside him and he felt shame and then a twinge of panic.
He doesn’t seem to know who any of us are. Let’s keep it that way. Especially you Lex.
Come on, dude. What kinda idiot do you think I am?
The idiotic kind, Vonn responded.
Gryph looked the Scourge directly in the eye and braced his spear on his buckler. “Now there’s a problem with your request. You see, the Maker is a friend, and where I come from we stick up for our friends. Turn around now and I will let you live.”
“We have struck terror into the very souls of the Pantheon. You are only a minor inconvenience to us. Stand aside and you may continue to live your pathetic lives under the light of the High God.”
“Nah, I think we’ll stay,” Gryph said, readying himself.
The Scourge smiled up at Gryph and then moved. Gryph had never seen anyone move so fast. Sticky Mud did nothing to slow his advance as he surged up the stairs toward them. He slammed into Errat’s Aether Shield and began vibrating. Errat grunted and fed more mana into the shield but the Scourge shimmered, and the shield collapsed. The warborn fell to his knees as a wave of mana surged back over him.
Errat is paralyzed for twenty seconds, the warborn sent as he fell onto his side with a grunt.
Gryph activated his buckler’s spell storage capability and a volley of Flying Stalactites exploded towards the Scourge. The buckler, a gift from the Regent Barrendiel, absorbed a small amount of any incoming damage and converted it to stored mana. That mana then powered whatever spell Gryph had loaded into the buckler.
The piercing shards of stone hurtled towards the Scourge, but as he had with the Soul Bolts he sidestepped the earthen missiles. His sword arm lanced out and clanged against Ovrym’s saber. Both Ovrym and the Scourge gave looks of surprise. Skill Reduction was doing its job.
Blade Ward did not trigger, Ovrym sent. There is something odd about his sword.
A quick glance at his Identify talent showed Gryph that Ovrym was right. It’s made of bone.
What kinda psycho makes a sword from bone? Lex asked.
The Scourge wasted no time and became a blur of motion again. He spun and brought his blade low, slicing at the back of Ovrym’s thighs. Only the xydai’s quick reaction avoided a dual hamstringing, but the blade bit deep into the back of his right knee as he leapt. He tumbled forward, down the stairs, his head crunching against the hard crystal.
Ooh, that looks sharp, Lex sent.
It is, the xydai sent through the link with a grunt. And I’m fine. Gryph heard the confusion in the tone and suspected the man was concussed.
Vonn spun at the Scourge, dual short blades twirling faster than Gryph’s eyes could follow. The Scourge activated Dodge, but both of Vonn’s blades found their mark, drawing blood from two wounds to the Scourge’s chest and sword arm. Another look of surprise crossed the Scourge’s face, but he wasted no time and twisted up, easing his sword past Vonn’s guard and sliced his left forearm, causing Vonn to lose his grip on one of his blades.
The Scourge turned his wrist and pushed upwards, stabbing the point of his blade through Vonn’s right shoulder. Vonn screamed and lost his grip on his other blade. The Scourge let Vonn fall and turned his attention to Lex and Gryph.
“You sure we can’t sit down, have a beer and some grub and talk this out?” Lex asked, shifting his glowing hammer from hand to hand.
“No,” the Scourge said and launched himself at Lex.
Gryph tried to scream in warning, but the Scourge was just too fast, and his blade sliced towards Lex’s neck. Just as the blade was set to decapitate, and permanently silence the verbose NPC, Lex pulsed and stepped aside faster than even the Scourge could move.
Before the soul wraith had time to react Lex punched up hard with his hammer. He landed a crushing blow to the underside of the Scourge’s chin and all the pent-up Spirit energy exploded into the man. The Scourge flew off his feet and smashed with a crunch into the railing to the left of the stairs.
"God I love Avoidance!" Lex roared.
Gryph quickly checked Lex’s Analyze window.
 
	The Scourge is suffering from Debuffs.



	Lex has landed a Crushing Blow against the Scourge. The Scourge now suffers from the following debuffs.  -10 to Intelligence, Dexterity and Wisdom for 30 seconds. -20% chance to hit for 20 seconds. The Scourge suffers cannot activate any Perks for 20 seconds.
The Scourge is stunned for 20 seconds.
EDIT: The Scourge’s perk Reduce Debuff has triggered. All debuffs reduced by 80%. -2 to Intelligence, Dexterity and Wisdom  for 6 seconds. -4% chance to hit for 20 seconds. The Scourge suffers cannot activate any Perks for 4 seconds.
The Scourge is stunned for 4 seconds.




The debuffs would have been amazing, had the bastard’s Reduce Debuffs perk not automatically triggered.  Despite that, Lex’s blow had done 200 points of damage. It wasn’t even 10% of the Scourge’s overall health, but it was more than anyone else had managed. The Scourge’s Reduce Debuff perk was annoying, but Gryph would not waste the opportunity Lex’s blow had given him.
Gryph leapt and poured mana into his spear, spent the 25 charges required to power Yrriel’s Maelstrom, and activated Penetrating Strike and his improved Impale. He came down hard on the Scourge and unleashed hell on the wraith.
The spear tip entered the Scourge’s shoulder and electrical power exploded through the man’s body casting bolts of electrical power in a wide arc. The Scourge screamed in horrid cacophony of multiple voices, but Gryph was far from done. Impale and Penetrating Strike both succeeded, likely because of the Scourge’s Stunned designation. All told, Gryph’s attack did over 500 points of damage and Impale prevented the man from counterattacking.
Gryph pulled his spear free and then punched it back down, activating his Quick Strike perk. The last second of the Scourge’ stun debuff prevented him from moving and Gryph’s second blow did another 200 points of additional damage.
The Scourge’s clumsy counter attack missed and Gryph spun out of range. He prepped Impale again, but this time activated Perk Surety. The nifty Tier Ability was usable once per day, and it guaranteed the success of one of his Stave/Spears
Perks. Gryph’s third attack was guaranteed and Gryph’s spear impaled the Scourge through the stomach. He couldn’t use Yrriel’s Maelstrom again for another hour, but he did add another 36 points of electrical damage by triggering Yrriel’s Bite.
All told, Gryph and Lex’s attacks had reduced the Scourge’s health by nearly half, but it wasn’t enough. The soul wraith somehow ignored the stun debuff associated with Impale and wrenched Gryph’s spear from his stomach. He pushed with surprising strength and Gryph flew backwards.
Lex, how the hell did he do that?
Another damn perk. This guy has a shit ton. That one's called Counter Debuff.
Lex swung his hammer again, but without the element of surprise and the ability to power up with his perks, the clumsy swing missed. The Scourge lashed out with a powerful sideways kick and hit Lex in the chest. The NPC flew backwards and toppled over the edge and off the balcony.
“Lex!” Gryph screamed as the Ordonian disappeared. A second later a fleshy thud announced Lex had hit the floor, hard.
Ouch, Lex sent dully through the link. That hurt.
Satisfied that Lex was still alive Gryph returned his attention to the Scourge. He wheezed as the Stamina drain burned into his side. He readied his spear and stared at the Scourge.
The Scourge smoothed out the creases in his suit as if he didn't have a care in the world. That his own blood marred the material didn’t seem to bother him. “It has been an honor,” the Scourge said. “Too bad our mission lies elsewhere, for you would make an admirable addition to the quintessence.” He leaned back into a defensive position, his sword pointed at Gryph. He didn’t stay there long.
Before Gryph could react the Scourge was on him. He ducked under Gryph’s spear and pushed his blade under Gryph’s breastplate and into his side, adding a new wound to compliment the scar left by the Aberrant barely a week earlier. A pulse of energy zipped up the blade and into Gryph. He screamed as his health plummeted.
The Scourge pulled the blade free and the player collapsed to the ground, coughing up a spray of blood. Gryph saw the Scourge’s arm tense and knew a deathblow was coming. With the last of his strength, he rolled out of harm’s way and into a defensive stance.
The Scourge smiled wryly, pointed his blade at Gryph and backed into the Port Circle. A second later he shimmered and disappeared.
Gryph collapsed to the ground as the others shambled up to him. Errat helped him to his feet while Vonn and Ovrym each downed a health potion. Gryph stared at the empty Port Circle and all hope drained from him.
“Well that went well,” Lex said in a pained grumble as he sidled up next to the others, holding his broken left arm.


58

The archon cocked its head to the side as it watched the battle between Gryph’s Adventure Party and the Scourge reach its undesirable, yet inevitable, conclusion. He’d seen the action unfold from multiple angles, studying, extrapolating. Even now, he replayed the action in his head. He was sure that the Scourge’s aim was not aligned with that of the Vex. Had he been mortal this would have come as a relief.
But the archon was not mortal, in fact by the strictest definition of the word he was not even alive. He was a bipedal extension of the tower, created as both guardian and facilitator. Everything he was, the tower was. Everything he saw, the tower saw. For he was the tower, and the tower was he.
The fragment of pure order that powered his sentience simulated the situation a dozen times in the few seconds it took the Scourge to remove his blade from Gryph’s side and step onto the Port Circle. Each iteration returned the same result.
I cannot defeat the Scourge, the archon thought.
He turned and looked at the Order Engine. Inside the sphere the man pretending to be Harlan was moving faster than even his eyes could follow. The archon had turned the temporal acceleration field inside the engine to maximum. The device was draining the tower’s mana reserves at a furious pace and the field would not remain intact for long. What he was about to do would tax them further.
Hurry, the archon thought. There is not much time.
The archon cocked his head to the side and focused on sealing the opening in the tower wall. Had the archon been capable of the expression, he would have scowled. Never in all the millennia of its existence on Korynn had this tower been breached.
The Vex’s rune-form had done its job well, and while the devotees of chaos were erratic, they were not stupid. More Vex will come. He needed to be ready. He needed to warn the others. With a mental twinge he activated the beacon and transmitted his warning across the veils between realms to the Lords of Order.
Satisfied that he had prepared as well as he could the archon turned his attention to the door. Soon, the Scourge would break through. Then this existence would end and make way for another. He felt the Scourge outside the door and watched as the soul wraith delved deep inside searching its many selves for a way through the door.
The archon prepared itself and waited. Behind him the high-pitched whine of the Order Engine slowed and time inside the sphere returned to normal. He has done it. Without turning his attention from the door, the archon watched the exhausted man stumble from the field.
“Congratulations,” the archon said. “It seems your efforts have garnered a positive outcome.”
“Yeah,  I think so." Sean said. He was about to say more when the archon’s hand snapped up, silencing him.
A high-pitched whine rose, and the surface of the door shuddered. The archon examined the phenomena with his enhanced vision and saw that the molecules, the very atoms, of the crystal structure were shifting and moving, singing another tune. Harmonics reached a peak, and the Scourge stepped forward, easing between the atoms of the door and into the room. The noise ceased and the door’s solidity returned. The Scourge looked at the archon, and then past him to the man who wasn’t Harlan.
“We are the Scourge. You have been named heretic by the High God. Give us the weapon, come peacefully and you have our word we will not hurt you. Refuse and we will unleash every one of our considerable gifts to ensure all you know is pain.”
*****
Fear clutched at Sean’s heart, but he was a born and bred rebel, and would not let his fear deter him. Sean looked at the wooden wand in his hand and then, extended the middle finger of his other hand, adding a “pffft” with his tongue for good measure. “Yeah, don’t think so.”
The Scourge gave Sean a sinister smile. “Have it your way.” The soul wraith launched himself towards Sean, but the archon moved between them and reached for the Scourge.
The Scourge moved faster than Sean’s eyes could follow and his blade punched into the space between the archon’s cuirass and faceplate. The archon twitched as the blade warped the currents of energy that acted as the automaton’s nervous system.
The archon lost control of its motor functions and it spasmed violently. Arcs of blue-white electricity erupted from the automaton and lashed the air. Sean ducked to avoid an arc and fell to the floor. He crab walked backwards, his back slamming hard into the edge of the Order Engine.
The Scourge twisted his blade and severed the connection between the archon’s head and body. The head rolled back, held by the thinnest of energetic tendrils. The archon’s upside-down face stared at Sean, looking for all the world like the victim of a botched beheading.
“I would strongly advise that you move aside,” the archon said calmly. “I will only get one opportunity."
“Opportunity? What opportunity?” Sean sputtered, but rolled aside on seeing the archon move.
“This,” the archon said and wrapped both arms around the Scourge and leaped backwards into the Order Engine. As both inhuman creatures passed through the edge of the device, the archon triggered the field. A sphere of slow time expanded around the two combatants.
The Scourge's sword arm moved at half speed, slowly, inexorably removing the archon’s left arm. As the arm fell to the floor, time slowed again and by the time the Scourge's arm came down for the killing blow, time moved at a quarter normal speed.
The Scourge’s arm skittered and jumped forward as it tried to counteract the temporal dampening, but by the time the tip of his blade entered the glowing mote of order energy that was both heart and brain to the archon, time had slowed so much that only one-second passed inside for every one hundred outside.
“No!” Sean yelled and stood, ready to jump inside the Order Engine in some vain attempt to save the automaton who had saved his life.
Stop! came a voice nowhere and everywhere. This Iteration Of Me Is At An End. There Is Nothing You Can Do To Stop That.
“I can’t leave you.”
I Will Reform, In Time.
“You saved me, and I’m not even Harlan.”
I Know.
“You know? Then why did you help me?”
It Was Important, Required. I Have Decelerated Relative Time Inside The Order Engine. The Scourge Will Be Trapped For One Week, Two Days, Eight Hours, Twenty-One Minutes And Three Seconds. Then It Will Be Released. You Must Be Gone Befo…..
The Scourge’s blade sliced through the archon’s core and the archon died. A second later time seemed to stop inside the Order Engine. Sean held the white wood of the weapon to his chest and wept.
That was where Gryph and the others found him a few minutes later. Gryph helped him to his feet and asked him what had happened.
“He died saving me. He knew I wasn’t Harlan, and he did it, anyway. Why would he do that?”
“Because what we do is important.”
“That’s what he said.”
Gryph squeezed Sean’s shoulder in a sign of solidarity and then looked down on the weapon. “Does it work?”
Sean gripped the wand, a rueful grin crossing his face. “Only one way to find out.” He turned the weapon on himself. Gryph’s eyes went wide, and he reached for Sean, but the weapon fired before he could stop him.


59

Gryph expected the wand to fire a dramatic beam of energy, or a pulse of lightning, something that would have satisfied the raw effort and pain that had gone into making it. But there was none of that. Instead, the smallest of distortions, like a beam of heat passing through the air flashed from the tip of the wand into Sean’s chest.
Sean’s muscles froze like a man in the throes of an electrical shock. He tried to speak, but the only sound that came from his mouth was a sputtering wheeze. A trickle of drool slipped from the corner of his mouth and his eyes rolled back into his head.
“Catch him!” Gryph yelled and Errat reached out with his massive hands and caught the smaller player. He eased him to the ground and Gryph went to one knee, placed two fingers on Sean’s temple and cast Telepathic Link.
Gryph closed his eyes and sent his consciousness through the link. He flashed down a vortex of swirling color and landed in a child’s bedroom. Next to him stood Sean. The man seemed oblivious to Gryph’s presence, and he was just staring at a young boy laying in his bed, patting an old golden retriever. There were tears in the boys' eyes.
“You’re going to love it at the farm,” the young boy said, patting the dog gently. “You’ll get lotsa pats and you can run as much as you want.” The boy sniffled and turned towards the closed door to his room. His gaze looked through Gryph and Gryph realized that the boy was a young Sean.
The door opened a second later and the kind voice of a man called though. “Sean, it’s time.” The man entered, lifted the dog from the bed with a grunt and carried him from the room. Young Sean followed, eyes misty.
“Buster will love it at the farm, won’t he dad?”
“He will son. He’ll have a great time.”
Father and son left the room and then the world shifted again, pulling Gryph and Sean from Sean’s memory.
They were back on the floor near the Order Engine and Sean’s eyes snapped open. “Easy, easy,” Gryph said. Sean inhaled as he returned to consciousness and Gryph held him until his emotions settled. 
“Oh, Buster, dammit,” Sean said, a ragged sob filling him, which then turned to a scowl. “Well, fuck me. I can’t believe my parents got me with the old ‘we’re taking the dog to a farm’ lie.” He let Gryph help him to his feet. “What a bunch of assholes.”
“So the weapon works?” Gryph asked looking down on the shaking player.
“Apparently,” Sean said, rubbing a forearm against his nose and sniffing.
“You okay?”
“I miss Buster,” Sean said with a sob.
“Yeah, he seemed like a good dog.”
“The best,” Sean said, wiping his nose. “He would do this thing with his paw, when he wanted to play.” Sean mocked a dog smacking him in the face. “Sure it hurt sometimes, but I loved it.”
A throaty ‘MmmmHmmm’ interrupted the nice moment. “I hate to be a douche, but I think we should hurry. This guy is moving.” Gryph and Sean turned to see Lex pointing at the sphere of energy contained within the Order Engine.
The Scourge was moving, slowly, yet inexorably. Gryph stared into the man’s flecked black eyes and saw determination bordering on the zealous. In that moment Gryph understood that the man would not stop, ever. And then, because of his Identify talent, he understood something else.
“We’re not going anywhere.”
“What?” Lex squealed, gripping his broken arm. “Why the hell not?”
Gryph pointed towards the Scourge. “Because he can help us find Brynn.”
“How can you possibly know that?”
“Call it a hunch.”
“You’re going in there on a hunch?”
“If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”
“He doesn’t,” Vonn said.
“I might,” Lex countered and glared at Vonn.
“Lex, do you have a better idea?”
Lex nodded his head up and down spastically. “Ye….. No! I do not, that doesn’t mean your stupid idea gets to win.”
“Lex, this is why I am here. I need to save Brynn, just as …”
“I must protect Gryph,” Lex muttered in annoyance. “Yeah, I get all that, but this guy kicked all of our asses, then came in here and tore through the archon like he was a dollar store Threepio.”
“I have something the archon didn’t.” Gryph held up his hand and a shining silver glow built around it, becoming a near blinding beacon.
“You know we can all make our hands shiny,” Lex whined in a defeated voice. “Doesn’t make you special.” 
“Yes, and I’ll need all of your shiny hands to make this work.”
A few minutes later Gryph finished explaining his plan and had cast a variety of buffs on himself. The others stood in their places, ready to do their parts. Lex and Vonn stood behind and to each side of Gryph. Ovrym and Errat stood behind Lex. Sean stood behind the others looking unsure.
Lex looked at Gryph. “I’m coming with you.”
“You’re in no shape to be fighting anyone, and I need you here. And if the worst happens, you need to go after Brynn.” He reached into his bag and grabbed one of the Advanced Health Potions and handed it to Lex. “It’ll take a few days, but your arm will heal, assuming you don’t do anything dumb with it in the meantime. Stay here and heal.”
“Dude.” Lex moved to stop Gryph, but Errat and Ovrym restrained him. Lex looked down and then nodded slowly. “If you get yourself killed, or eaten, I will kick the crap out of your corpse. My arm may be broken, but my kicking feet are right as rain.” He kicked an invisible target several times as proof.
“Fair enough,” Gryph said with a wry smirk. He looked to the others. “Everybody ready?” A round of nods confirmed that they were. Errat tightened his grip on Lex, arresting any last-ditch attempt to protect Gryph.
Gryph turned back to the Scourge. In the time it had taken them to plan, the Scourge had moved barely a millimeter. This has to work. He grabbed the length of spider silk rope and moved his other hand through the intricate gestures required to cast Animate Rope. Behind him the glow of blue-white mana rose.
“Now,” Gryph said and tossed the rope towards the sphere of slowed time, activated his Boots of Deftness and then jumped. A second later a dozen Order Bolts zipped past Gryph and into the Order Engine. The bolts of energy instantly slowed and then the length of animated rope followed.
Gryph passed through the event horizon and into the Order Engine and for the briefest of moments he felt like he was being torn apart. Because my body is moving at two different rates of time? Gryph thought, but then he was through and the sensation ceased.
Time turned back to normal and Gryph watched as the Order Bolts punched into the Scourge. As expected the force of the blows caused the man to grunt in pain and stumble. Also, as expected, the bolts did minimal damage, as the Scourge’s Magebane Armor absorbed a large percentage of the mana.
So far, so good, Gryph thought and sent a mental command to his rope. The length of shimmering golden-white silk snapped forward and wrapped itself around the Scourge’s sword arm, arresting the blade’s advance. Gryph sent the Compel command to the rope but was not surprised when the Scourge ignored the attempted mental domination.
The Scourge grunted more in irritation than pain and his eyes snapped to the rope as it twisted his arm, forcing him to drop the sword. Gryph unfurled his spear and thrust forward empowering it with Penetrating Strike, Impale and Yrriel’s Bite.
The spear tip was a mere inch from the Scourge’s face when the world shimmered, and the soul wraith moved. Gryph scowled in irritation. He hadn’t expected the attack to work, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t grumpy about it. The irritation exploded into pain as the fingers of the Scourge’s other hand jabbed up and into Gryph’s ribs.
Pain exploded through Gryph and his health dropped by 100 points. Of course, this asshole is a ninja too. Gryph bent over at the waist from the force of the blow as the Scourge launched his knee upwards and into Gryph’s face. Pain exploded in a spatter of blood as the blow broke Gryph’s nose and stole another 100 of his health. Gryph fell backwards, losing his grip on his spear, as a third blow hit him in the throat for another 150 points of damage.
Gryph heard a strangled chortle and realized it was his own failed scream. It was barely five seconds into this battle and his health was already down to 164. The next blow could kill him, and he couldn’t have that. The Scourge pulled his arm back and brought it down into the side of Gryph’s head. Before the pain could reach him Gryph activated his tier ability Refraction. The Scourge grunted in pain and shock as the force of the blow backlashed into him.
 
	You have used Refraction.



	Refraction is the Apprentice Tier Ability for Light Armor and allows you to refract the damage of a successful attack back upon the attacker. This ability is usable once per day at your current tier.
You have refracted 150 points back on the Scourge.




The Scourge stumbled backwards more in shock than in pain. Gryph took advantage of the brief respite and triggered Moon Flare. His breastplate exploded with a brilliant white light and healing warmth flowed through him to the tune of 280 points, bringing him nearly back to full health. But you can only do that once dude, he heard Lex say in his head, knowing it was his own asshole subconscious.
Gryph rolled away from the Scourge and reached for his spear. A look of rage filled the soul wraith’s eyes, and he extended his free arm, his hand aglow with fiery yellow mana. In a panic Gryph cast Life Shield. A bubble of translucent green energy snapped around him as a jet of flame erupted from the Scourge’s hand.
An evil grin flowed across the soul wraith’s face as the flames ate away at Gryph’s shield. Damn, Fire Magic does make you crazy, Gryph thought and then panicked as he watched the shield’s health counter descend quicker than a plummeting plane that had lost all engines.
He extended both hands and launched a volley of Soul Bolts. The shards of silver energy slammed into the Scourge’s chest and the Flames spell ceased. A second later his Life Shield blinked and failed. The Scourge grinned and raised his hand again.
Gryph sent a desperate order to his rope and watched as the length of spider silk unfurled some of its length from the Scourge’s sword arm and snapped around his free arm. The rope yanked just as the renewed Flames tore from the wraith’s palm, exploding upwards towards the ceiling. The Scourge howled in rage and pain as the rope wrenched his arms backwards. He glared at Gryph and the silver flecks in his eyes disappeared, replaced by a deep purple-black light.
Shit, Gryph thought, recognizing the color of Death Magic, and tried to move aside. Twin beams of ragged necrotic energy erupted from the Scourge’s eyes and punched into Gryph. Horrifying pain surged through him as the putrefying energy began to kill individual cells in his body. He spat up blood and his flesh began to desiccate.
In seconds he’d lost nearly half his health. The pain was crippling and Gryph knew if he didn’t do something soon, he would die. His mind scrambled and the memory of the first hack he’d learned on entering the Realms pushed through the fog. With a herculean effort he dragged his five remaining Attribute Points into Constitution. He felt a surge of life and his health bar refilled instantly.
The Scourge blinked in surprise as his death attack ceased, his eyes flared back to normal. “How do you still live?” the Scourge sputtered in shock.
Gryph wanted to laugh at the Scourge, wanted to taunt him, but unfortunately the hack had done nothing to counteract the death spell’s debuffs.
 
	Debuff Added: Necrotic Poisoning.



	You suffer from Necrotic Poisoning due to exposure to high amounts of Death Magic energy. Your physical attributes are reduced by 80% and you are afflicted with exhaustion.
Cooldown: 1 minute.
NOTE: Due to your 50% resistance to Poisoning, the attribute reduction and cooldown are reduced by half.




A hacking cough pushed a spatter of blood past Gryph’s lips. He felt weak, decrepit, like an elderly man about to take his last breath. I’m going to die, he realized. As the Scourge walked towards Gryph a shifting haze of black smoke flowed from his back. It formed a quartet of tendrils that grew ever more solid as they arched up and around his shoulders.
Gryph tried to raise a hand, but he could barely move. The Scourge reached down, grabbed the edge of Gryph’s breastplate and hauled him upwards pulling him close. Gryph saw the cascade of stars return to the black void of the Scourge’s eyes and felt fear.
“We’re going to give you a choice,” the Scourge said. “You can die a meaningless death or join us and serve a higher purpose.”
The tendrils of oily smoke solidified into the heads and bodies of four black scaled serpents. They opened their mouths, hissed and snapped their jaws down onto Gryph.
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Pain surged into Gryph and within seconds the spectral serpents had reduced his health to a paltry 25 points. Then, without warning, all four fanged mouths released him. Gryph spat up a gobbet of blood and tried to focus through the pain.
“Did you say something?” Gryph said, his voice cracked and pathetic.
“We said, you are dying, nothing can change that. But death does not have to be the end. We offer you a choice. You can choose the bleakness of whatever afterlife your soul has earned, or you can choose a higher calling and dedicate all that you are to the service of the High God.”
“You’re talking about Aluran, aren’t you?” Gryph said, weakly tapping at the Scourge’s chest. “Are you and him buddies?” His hand grasped at a silver flecked gemstone at the Scourge’s neck. “Oh, that’s a pretty necklace.”
Fury filled the Scourge’s eyes, and the serpents pulled back. As one they hissed at Gryph. “We serve the High God in all things. We have meaning. We have purpose. Mock us at your peril. Choose now. Will you bask in his holy light or fall into the darkness of purposeless death?”
Gryph muttered under his breath, his hand moving across the Scourge’s chest like a drunk man.
“Give your soul a purpose!” the Scourge roared, failing to notice the dim, silver glow building around Gryph’s hand. "Choose now, service or death.”
Gryph grinned and stared the Scourge straight in the eyes, the facade of false confusion and weakness falling away. “You know, I think I’ll go for option three.” The Scourge’s eyes went wide in alarm and the serpents hovering over him moved to strike.
They were too late.
Gryph grabbed the gem, an artifact his Identify talent named a Soul Reliquary, and finished casting Emancipation.
Pure silver light flowed into the gemstone and pulled Gryph’s consciousness with it. He surged down a tunnel of multi-hued light and then he was inside the odd pocket dimension of the Soul
Reliquary. Gryph had experienced a similar place once before when he'd journeyed inside the Barrow King's soul haven. While that world was a reflection of Simon's childhood home, this one presented itself as an endless expanse of arid desert. The dim remnants of a dying sun cast a baleful glow over the harsh terrain.
Gryph flew over the landscape, his body flush with the positive radiance of a free soul. He spun and dove. Below him dozens upon dozens of circular openings came into view. Gryph flew lower and hovered. Each hole was an immensely deep pit. He extended his senses down one of them. At the bottom, far beyond the reach of his eyes, he sensed a soul, trapped, afraid, longing for contact, longing for release.
“You are free,” Gryph said in a whisper that reverberated across the land over and into the pits. Desperate cries of hope rose in a song as silvery, ethereal spirits rose from the pits, each keening in joy. As one, the spectral cadre stood and stared up at Gryph.
Gryph floated to the ground and landed on light feet in front of the arrayed spirits. There were men and women, young and old. Each one bore desperate expressions of confusion and loss. One, a young girl who was no more than twelve years old, stepped forward.
“Where do we go?”
Gryph paused for a moment. He did not know where they would go now that he had released them. He thought back to the Scourge’s taunt and understood the lie the creature had used to deceive. “You can choose the bleakness of whatever afterlife your soul has earned.” Gryph had seen parts, the barest hints of his soul’s journey. The soul was eternal, and no matter how wretched a life one had lived, the soul always had a chance to earn redemption in the next.
He sighed and knelt down to the shimmering soul form of the girl. “I do not know what will happen to you, to any of you, when you leave here, but there is something that exists out there, that will be forever denied you if you stay here.”
“What is that?” the girl asked, a desperate tear trickling down her face.
“Hope.”
The girl smiled and turned back to her fellow souls. A moment later she launched herself upwards on contrails of silver light. Gryph watched her surge skyward and then, as if passing through some unseen threshold, she flared to the brightness of a newborn star and disappeared.
One by one, the rest of the gathered souls did the same. Soon the harsh landscape was empty save for Gryph and the spectral form of a woman. Gryph recognized her. She was the Vex woman the Scourge had slain.
“How long have I been here?”
“No more than an hour.”
Her eyes snapped up to Gryph. “It cannot be. It felt  … eternal.”  Gryph had no answers for her and simply shrugged. “If I leave the Princes of Chaos will lay down their wrath upon me.” She turned and looked across the stark desert of the Reliquary. “But, that is better than this endless nothingness. I thank you.” Then she zipped skyward, flared to brightness and disappeared.
A rumble built in the ground and around Gryph the pits filled and closed. Soon the rumbling stopped, leaving one lone pit. Gryph walked to the edge and peered down. This one was endlessly deep and ancient.
A piercing scream burst from the pit and a rush of darkness knocked Gryph to the ground. He rolled to his feet, instinctively casting Soul Shield. A moment after his casting finished a mass of soot laden smoke slammed into the shield with a rage filed scream. Gryph grunted, willing his shield to hold. A moment later the flowing blotch of darkness pulled back and coalesced into the form of a raven haired, human woman.
“You are the Scourge.”
Her hateful stare pushed a bone-deep chill straight to Gryph’s soul. “You have released my chattel,” the woman said with a hiss.
“I have freed those you imprisoned.”
“Blasphemer. They gave themselves to the High God. Who are you to steal them of their choice?”
“Your choice was a lie, as are the words of your false god. Aluran, Bechard, Morrigan, whatever name he calls himself he is nothing but a small man terrified of the fate he has earned. And I will kill him.”
“He is the High God. I have served him since the beginning of time, and I will serve him until he becomes the Eternal All.” She rushed him, her body expanding into a clawed apparition of smoke and silver flame.
Gryph extended his hand and unleashed a volley of Soul Bolts. They exploded into the Scourge and sent her flying backwards. The power of his attack shocked Gryph. Is Soul Magic somehow stronger here?
The Scourge scrambled back to its feet and gripped her side, shocked at the damage she’d taken.
“Tell me where Ferrancia is,” Gryph demanded.
“The Messenger Goddess?” the Scourge asked in surprise. “She serves the High God, as I do. What could you possibly want with her?” The Scourge gazed at Gryph oddly. Then she grinned. “You care for her?”
Gryph gritted his teeth, refusing to give the Scourge anything.
“Keep silent if you wish. It will not aid you. I am the Scourge, and this is my world. Here I see all, I know all. How do you think I convinced so many souls to join the quintessence? I exposed their fears and showed them their fates should they reject the High God.”
“You lied to them.”
“Truth is so … subjective. When the High God becomes Eternal, his truth will be the only truth.” The Scourge launched herself at Gryph, dodging around another volley of his Soul Bolts. She slammed into Gryph’s Soul Shield and somehow pushed her way through it. She latched onto his chest, her back feet becoming smoke laden claws that tore into his stomach. She grabbed his head in her hands and started to squeeze. “I wonder what the High God will do to Ferrancia when he learns of your interest? Perhaps he will let me take her.”
The Scourge squeezed harder and Gryph screamed. He punched feebly at her, unable to dislodge her. Then, deep inside him a warm glow built and spread up his body and into his forehead. His Prime Godhead flared. Blazing light poured over the Scourge, and she screamed, tumbling to the ground. She scrambled onto all fours like some insectile creature and stared at him in shock.
“I know you,” she spat. “You are one of the betrayers.”
“The only thing you need to know is that I am your doom.”
She spat again and leapt at him. Gryph thrust his hand out and caught the Scourge by the throat. She tore at his arms and face with her claws and burning acid flowed through him. He ignored the pain and started casting.
“You will not hurt her. You will not hurt anyone, ever again.” Silver energy twined around his wrist and he spoke in a clear, quiet voice. “I wish I could say that I hoped you find peace. That someday you can make amends for the stains on your soul.” Gryph finished casting Soul Rend and pushed the incantation into the Scourge. “But I would be lying. I want you to burn.”
The sound of a hundred thousand bits of cloth being torn asunder rose across the barren landscape as the spectral body of the Scourge ruptured and split. Silver light flared and then with a boom, her soul flashed skyward and disappeared.
Gryph looked up and then fell to his knees. A rancid taste filled his mouth and his very being felt stained. He now understood the warning that had accompanied Soul Rend and wondered what consequences he would face for crossing that line.
He couldn’t, wouldn’t dwell on it. He would face the consequences of his actions when the time came. For now, he had a job to do. He looked upwards, felt himself transform into pure soul stuff and zipped upwards. A moment later he was back in his own body.
Gryph’s lungs heaved, like a man awoken from near death. All the pain of his previous battle with the Scourge punched into him and he fell onto his side. In front of him, wide eyed and empty stood the man who had been host to the Scourge. No longer animated by a soul, his body collapsed. The Soul Reliquary slipped from his neck and clattered to the ground near Gryph.
Gryph reached out and clasped his hand around the gemstone. The souls that had illuminated the smooth stone were gone, leaving nothing but a deep blackness. Gryph pulled the Reliquary to his chest and gave one last glance to the man whose body had held multitudes. Who he’d been in life, Gryph would never know. Hopefully his soul would find peace.
Time to find Brynn. Gryph focused his attention on the Soul Reliquary and activated Psychometry. The perk enabled him to read impressions left on items. This could include the memories of those who touched or owned the item, important events that had occurred around the item, and a whole slew of other impressions.
Gryph’s mind was overwhelmed with imagery, so quickly and so fast that he could not focus. He opened his mouth to scream as the emotions of dozens of souls slammed into him, each one begging for attention. 
Normally Gryph would have a better than even chance of filtering the images in search of the information he sought, but this was no ordinary situation. The Reliquary had been host to over fifty souls, each one experiencing everything in the Reliquary’s vicinity. The onslaught proved too much for Gryph’s already taxed mind and the visions fractured and disappeared.
Gryph rolled onto his back with a pained grunt and stared upwards. He forced action into his muscles and pulled a healing potion from his satchel. Downing the warm liquid brought him enough relief to open his eyes. The liquid magic of the potion worked its way through him, scouring the last vestiges of the necrotic damage from his body. And with it the pain.
Have I failed you Brynn?
Around him the shimmering sphere of the Order Engine pulsed and dimmed and disappeared.
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“Gryph?” Lex yelled. “About damn time.”
Several pairs of hands lifted Gryph into a sitting position. He blinked away the last vestiges of pain and saw Lex and Errat kneeling next to him. Sean stood by them while Vonn and Ovrym had weapons drawn and pointed at the Scourge.
“He still breathes,” Vonn said apprehensively and raised his sword arm.
“Don’t!” Gryph yelled in alarm. “We need him alive.”
“He is too dangerous,” Ovrym said.
“Not anymore. He is nothing but an empty, soulless shell,” Gryph said. Ovrym’s eyes widened and Gryph feared the xydai would judge him for his use of Soul Rend, but the man said nothing and snapped his sword back into its sheath.
Lex and Errat helped him to his feet. He looked at Lex in surprise. “Your arm?”
“All healed up,” Lex said, moving it back and forth like a baby bird trying to fly. “You were gone awhile”
“A while?” Gryph’s eyes snapped up to the Order Engine. “How long was I in there?”
“Nearly a week,” the archon said, entering the room. Gryph’s mouth fell open, and he looked at Sean.
“Yeah, apparently the archon is the tower, and the tower is the archon. So the tower just made a new body for him ... itself. It's kinda hard to wrap your head around.” Sean’s voice was that of a man relieved of a heavy burden.
“I would have reformed sooner, but I was using my resources to heal the hole in the tower made by the Vex’s chaotic rune-form. It took substantial reserves of mana, but I believe I have counteracted that weakness.”
“Well, glad to have you back, and my thanks for protecting Sean. He and his weapon would be in Aluran’s hands if you had not.”
“What you do is important in more ways than we can know.”  The archon dipped his head. “But I appreciate the recognition.”  
“Important how?" Lex asked.
The archon turned to the NPC, cocking his head quizzically. “I would tell you if I knew, but I do not, so I cannot. I just know it is true.”
“Never has anyone spoken more words without saying less,” Lex muttered.
“You do it every time you open your mouth.” Vonn said. 
Lex scowled, but refused to take the bait and turned back to Gryph. “Do you know where Brynn is?”
“No. I tried using Psychometry, but there were far too many images to process. I do know that the Scourge was with her recently, but I could glean no other information.” Gryph looked down on the Scourge, whose chest rose and fell in an unnervingly calm rhythm. “But he knows.”
“How do you know that?” Ovrym asked.
“Because he bragged about striking fear into the Pantheon.”
“Yeah, but he doesn’t seem like a talkative dude anymore,” Lex muttered.
“He doesn’t need to talk,” Gryph said and bent to one knee and cast Telepathic Bond on the Scourge. He closed his eyes and pushed his mind into the Scourge. The connection started to form and then failed, pushing Gryph out. “Shit.”
“I knew that wouldn’t work,” Lex said. "His body may still be alive, but that doesn’t mean there’s anyone home to talk to. Let’s face it, we’re screwed.”
“Perhaps not,” said the archon. “The biological mind is not all that different from the matrices used by the Lord of Order. Both are computational engines. Your biological version is much simpler, more primitive, but the underlying concept is the same. As long as this body lives, the information should still exist inside the brain.”
Lex scowled at the archon. “I’ll have you know this biological mind contains an entire Lexicon, so maybe your order matrix thingamabob ain’t all that great.”
“You contain within you vast potential, but as long as you are beholden to the vagaries of your biological mind, you will never reach your full potential.”
“Did he just call me dumb?” Lex asked Vonn.
“That you had to ask me should answer that question for you,” Vonn said.
Gryph shushed both men and turned back to the archon. “So you’re saying you can access the Scourge’s memories?”
“In a manner of speaking. I believe I can implant my base code into his mind.”
“Is there any danger?”
“Not to me. If the integration fails, then I will reform once more. However, the damage done to the brain if I fail would make a second attempt untenable.”
“I don’t see that we have any other choice,” Gryph said.
“Very well. I will deactivate this body. Once that occurs remove my Core Matrix and place it onto the bare chest of the body. It will take nine minutes and forty-six seconds for my code to meld with the body and work its way into the brain.”
“Perfect, that will give us just enough time to rifle through this dudes stuff and distribute the swag.” Lex said, smirking at Gryph like a kid excited to open his Christmas morning stocking.
Gryph shook his head. “We’ll see you in ten.” The archon nodded and powered down and its chest plate opened, revealing the energetic globe at the archon’s core. Gryph gingerly removed the Core Matrix while Ovrym exposed the body’s chest. Gryph placed the core onto the body. Thin filaments of light extruded from the core and wormed their way into the Scourge’s flesh, turning the tanned skin a pale, almost shining white.
“Well that’s kinda creepy,” Lex said and then clapped his hands together greedily. “What say we loot a body?”
Gryph smiled, for once as excited as Lex to see what loot the Scourge had dropped. He triggered his Identify and examined the suit of magical silver cloth that had proved so effective against them in battle.
 
	You have found Magebane Aegis (Light Armor)(Chaos Magic).



	Item Class: Major - Item Category: Passive/Active.
AC Bonus: +22 (+5 Major Item Bonus).
This fine suit of silver black material provides the same protection as a full set of Enhanced Elven Chain Mail, and Mana Reducing Capabilities.
Passive Power (1):
Mana Reduction: When worn all incoming spells are reduced in effectiveness by 0.5% per level of Chaos Magic Mastery.
Passive Power (2):
Mana Absorption: When worn the armor will absorb 0.5% of the mana of any spell per level of Chaos Magic mastery. This mana is added to the user’s existing mana pool.
Passive Power (3):
Fitted: This armor is designed to fit the Scourge. +20% AC Bonus and +20% speed.
NOTE: This armor is damaged and must be repaired by a skilled Mystical Weaver before being used.




“Well that sucks,” Lex said. “I’m guessing one of you guys happen to be a Mystical Weaver?” He looked to Errat expectantly.
“No, but Errat would someday like to weave, knit and sew magical garments.”
“Keep dreaming that dream Versace.” Lex handed the Magebane Aegis to Gryph. “I’ll assume you’ll want to hold on to this.” Gryph nodded and placed the item in his soul bound satchel.
 
	You have found Argent’s Talon (Short Blade)(Chthonic Magic).



	Item Class: Major - Item Category: Passive/Active.
A short blade forged from a talon of Argent the Hellwolf, a General in the Chthonic Armies of the Abyss. It was lost during the Twenty Fourth Abyssal Civil War. Any chthonic creature who sees this blade will attack the user on sight. A significant bounty has been set for the return of the weapon, but beware, bargaining with a chthonic being is rife with difficulties and dangers.
Passive Power (1):
Chthonic Damage:  Upon a successful hit the blade does 0.25 points of additional chthonic damage per level of Chthonic Magic Mastery.
Passive Power (2):
Sure Strike: This reduces the effectiveness of an opponent's Dodge and Armor skills by 0.5% per level of Short Blades Mastery.
Active Power (1):
Vorpal: This blade has vorpal qualities that enable the user to increase the chances of earning a Critical Hit by 50% when activated. The user will have daily uses equals to their tier in Short Blade Mastery.
NOTE: Argent’s Talon has been paired with a cane/sheath that obscures its nature from others. As long as it remains in the sheath no chthonic being will sense its true nature.




Argent’s Talon was an incredible weapon. Had Gryph not already owned the War Stave of the Elven King, he would have cinched this sword to his waist. But he did own the spear and had invested heavily in his Staves/Spears skill. Plus, he hadn’t even swung a short blade since coming to the Realms, so the impressive powers of the weapon would do him little good. It would be pure, short-sighted greed if he hoarded the blade.
He extended the hilt to Vonn, whose uncharacteristic look of surprise and gratitude made Gryph sure he was the right man to wield the blade. The half-elf Templar was so overcome with gratitude that words failed him and he bowed to Gryph.
“You’re welcome.” Gryph cast a sideways glance at Lex, expecting his NPC to complain, but he surprised everyone by clapping Vonn on the back in congratulations. Perhaps there’s hope for him yet.
Gryph turned his gaze on the Soul Reliquary but knew before the Identify prompt filled his vision that it would stay in his soul bound bag until he could safely secure it in Dar Thoriim’s vault. Never again, would a Scourge of Souls threaten the Realms. 
 
	You have found a Soul Reliquary (Soul Magic).



	Item Class: Artifact - Item Category: Passive/Active.
This necklace contains a gemstone resembling a large jet-black opal but is actually the densely compressed remnants of consumed souls. It has been imbued with the power to absorb willing souls into a pocket dimension where they are then imprisoned and enslaved. These imprisoned souls exist in a collective state, known as the quintessence and will obey the commands of the user.
Passive Power:
Coercion: The user can target the weaknesses of anyone it is attempting to assimilate into its quintessence.
Active Power (1):
Power of Many: The user can tap the Skills, Perks, Tier Abilities, knowledge and memories of any soul contained within the quintessence. Managing this many disparate skills and personalities is difficult but will improve with experience.
NOTE: A soul must willingly agree to join the quintessence, but the user of the Reliquary is under no obligation to be truthful with their promises. Intimidation, pain, threats to family member, etc. have all been used effectively to coerce victims.




The Soul Reliquary was insanely powerful and despicably evil. It had Aluran’s fingerprints all over it. Holding it made Gryph’s stomach churn. A part of him wanted to destroy it here and now, but something at the back of his mind suggested he would find a use for the device. He slipped it into his bag.
It surprised Gryph to find no other magical items on the man. He had assumed, after seeing the man's abilities, that he had a vast arsenal of magical trinkets. To think that every one of his abilities was a Skill, Perk or Tier Ability of one of the many souls that had made up the Scourge was terrifying.
Gryph refused to let the thought sour his mood, for there was one more thing to loot, and this one was all his. He tapped a small, familiar, icon in the corner of his vision. Having been stuck for a week in a decelerated time dilation field paid dividend.
 
	You have defeated the Scourge of Souls and are presented with an Assimilation Opportunity.



	Do you wish to use your Divine Perk Assimilation?
YES?/NO?
 




Gryph smiled and tapped Yes. He closed his eyes and a chaotic multitude of options exploded into his vision. The onslaught of potential skills surprised him, even considering the Scourge had dozens of souls residing inside him. The range of options made him gasp.
Assimilation had always sifted through the options and selected one or two candidates for Gryph to consider. This time, there was no less than two dozen options floating around him. He filtered out many of the standard martial options. Some, like Small Blades, were at a staggering high level, making Gryph wonder if he’d jumped the gun on giving the Scourge’s blade to Vonn.
That twinge of regret lasted mere moments as he pushed a large percentage of the displayed options away. He had long believed that knowledge was power, and rare knowledge was the most potent. He eliminated a host of skills until three remained. Each one was rare or powerful or both.
There was Fire Magic. Gryph wouldn’t have even considered the common magical skill, but the Scourge was a staggering level 72. If he chose that skill he’d instantly become a level 24 fire mage. Just thinking of the havoc he could unleash made his mind go a little mad.
The second option was Mystical Weaving, a crafting skill that allowed one to imbue ordinary and mystical cloths with incredible powers. The Scourge possessed that skill at Level 42, meaning Gryph could become a level 14 user. Could I repair the Magebane Aegis?
The third was Ritual Magic. The archon had said that knowledge of that skill was hoarded by one
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group, the legendary, nearly mythical, Dragon Mages. The Scourge’s level in Ritual Magic was 58, meaning Gryph could assimilate it at level 19. While there was no guarantee he’d ever discover a rune-form, the potential power could be a game changer. And if I have it and Aluran doesn’t, it just could turn this war in my favor.
Gryph selected Ritual Magic.
 
	You have learned the skill RITUAL MAGIC.



	Level(s): 1-19 - Tier: - Base - Skill Type: Active
Ritual Magic is an ultra-rare skill that enables the practitioner to create and wield rune-forms. These patterns are used to harness, control and unleash quantities of mana far greater than any mortal could normally channel.
Ritual Magic practitioners can draw mana from others to power these rune forms, making it possible to wield magic on an epic scale.
 




One of the Colonel’s mantras bubbled to the surface. Well planned long-term strategies nearly always defeat creative new tactics. Well done.
Gryph did not get the chance to dwell on the thought, for a sudden startled squeal from Lex brought his attention back to the room. He turned just in time to see the Scourge’s body lurch up into a sitting position and open its eyes. The solid black flecked with silver that had marked the eyes of the Scourge were gone. In their place were orbs of a solid, pale blue, interlaced with angular white lines. The archon looked up at the others and an odd, forced smile crossed his face.
“I have found the location of Brynn. She is in the Crag,” the archon said in a voice that was an odd amalgam of his own and the one the Scourge had threatened them with.
“The Crag,” Sean said in alarm. “If that’s true he should really stop smiling.”
“Why’s that?” Gryph asked.
“Because the Crag is nearly as difficult to break into as the Pit was to break out of.”
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The gang made their way back to the Morphic Dungeon, thrilled to see it was still bunny free. To everyone’s surprise the archon had insisted on joining the mission, claiming their goals were still aligned. The mechanical man immediately proved his worth by powering down the damaged chaos generating device, easing a tension Gryph hadn’t even been aware he’d been carrying.
Seeing the face of the Scourge walking alongside him as an ally was unnerving, but Gryph knew it could have been worse. The archon had walked from the tower with nothing but his underclothes until Lex suggested that the tower generate gear. A moment later a simple gray robe had flowed around the onetime automaton, making everyone feel more comfortable. The archon also armed himself with a wooden stave topped with blue-white crystal.
“I have a request,” the archon said as he locked the chaos altar with a complex logic-based cypher. All eyes turned to him. “Now that I am biological, I feel the desire to have a name, but I do not understand mortal naming concepts adequately enough to choose one. Would you choose an appropriate designation for me?”
The group thought for a moment, but then Lex blurted. “You’re totally a Data.”
“Data,” the pale man said. “That is surprisingly à propos.”
“Yeah, but maybe a little too on the nose.” Lex brought his hand to his chin as he considered. “How about Roy Batty, or Bender, or Wall-E, no, no, wait, I got it… Bishop.”
“Bishop,” the archon said, his head cocked to the side. “It sounds authoritative. From now on, please refer to me as Bishop.”
“Good to have you with us, Bishop,” Gryph said and clapped him on the shoulder, noting how odd it felt chumming it up with the body of a creature that had tried to claim his soul.
After consulting the Nimmerian map, Gryph discovered a Port Gate buried beneath the Crag. He hoped the gate was intact, or Sean’s warning that the Crag was impossible to breach would become a reality. Gryph seeded and powered the Port Icon.
The energies built inside the gate and a point of light appeared inside the arch. So far so good, Gryph thought. Then the light blinked out and the Port Gate powered down. A wave of panic flowed through Gryph and his stomach dropped.
“Um, what was that?” Lex asked.
“Failure,” Ovrym said flatly.
Several runes blinked alarm red on the surface of the gate. Gryph accessed the knowledge cache and soon translated the meaning. “Something is blocking the archway on the other side. The gate cannot form a stable doorway.”
“Not a surprise,” Vonn said. “Aluran is no fool. Even though nobody has used the gate system in millennia, doesn’t mean somebody couldn’t one day. He probably blocked the archway.”
“Or destroyed it,” Lex said.
Gryph hung his head and breathed deep calming the anger and disappointment threatening to surge inside him.
“So what’s Plan B?” Lex asked.
“We don’t have one,” Ovrym said.
“Maybe we do,” Lex said, turning to Sean. “You broke out of the Pit. So we do what you did, but in reverse.”
“Yeah, about that,” Sean said, rubbing his neck and scowling. A few minutes later Sean had finished telling the tale of his grand escape from the Pit. The faces of the group had all grown grim.
“You killed yourself,” Lex said in shock. “Some Houdini you are.”
“Well it worked, didn’t it?”
“Yeah, I guess, but it’s just a wee bit …” Lex twirled his forefinger round his head in the universal, at least on Earth, motion for crazy.
“Gryph did something similar to beat the Barrow King,” Ovrym said flatly.
“What?” Lex sputtered.
“I did,” Gryph said. “Ovrym even did the honors.”
“Indeed,” Ovrym said and mocked slipping his blade into the back of Gryph’s head.
Lex threw his hands in the air and paced. “You guys are all nuts? I’m the only sane one in this gaggle of effing whack jobs.”
“That does not seem very likely to Errat.”
“The question is, can we make it work again?” Gryph asked, turning to Sean.
“Assuming I’d want to, maybe.” 
“Let’s assume that you do,” Vonn said.
Sean scowled at the half-elf, but then sighed and nodded. “Fine, I’ll kill myself… again, but if we survive this crazy mission I want first pick of the loot.”
“Done,” Gryph said.
Sean nodded like a man who wished he’d never got out of bed that morning. “I’ll need to retrieve my old spawn point. I hid it after escaping, in case Aluran’s goons caught me before I got away and I had to kill myself again.” He paused, a dour expression crossing his face. "That may be the most depressing sentence I've ever uttered."
“Where did you hide it?” Gryph asked.
“In a tavern in the shadow of Aluran’s palace.”
“Of course you did,” Lex grumbled. “Question is, can the gate get us close, or are we gonna have to stroll around Avernia like we aren’t the top dogs on Aluran’s most wanted list?”
“Errat thinks we should all find hooded cloaks. Hoods are very good for hiding.”
Lex eyed the huge warborn, mouth opening to make a snide remark, but then shook his head. “Better than anything I got.”
“It’s a good thing I’m here then,” Vonn said and handed the pair of Mimic Stones to Gryph. “They each have one charge left. You'll need to imprint them, but my gut tells me you'll make good use of them.”
“I think I should get one,” Sean said. “The Scourge was after me.”
“Maybe I should get one too,” Lex said, raising his hand. “Don’t forget, Aluran wants me dead too.”
“I doubt he is alone in that desire,” Ovrym said.
Lex eyed the inscrutable xydai. “Oh, I get it, you’re being funny.”
“Not to my knowledge.”
“Enough,” Gryph said. “We will use the stones if and when they are needed for the mission.” He nodded his thanks to Vonn and stashed the magical disguise stones. “We're not going to waste them playing dress up.”
“That is sad. Friend Lex could be pretty like stones made Errat.”
“Thanks dude, that means a lot coming from you.”
Gryph laughed, closed his eyes and turned his gaze inward, accessing the Nimmerian knowledge cache. In moments he found the closest gate address to Sean’s tavern, hidden under the city in yet another research outpost, one that had been there since before the founding of the city.
“Those dudes sure liked research,” Lex muttered as the gate powered up.
“The Nimmerian’s were great lovers of knowledge and were tireless experimenters,” Bishop said. “They spent millennia delving into the hidden truths of the Realms.”
“As a repository of hidden knowledge I feel like those guys would have been my peeps.”
“They were arrogant and reckless,” Bishop said.
“Live on the wild side baby.”
“They tried to tap power from the Realm of Chaos and unleashed a doom that devastated the heart of their empire,” Bishop retorted and looked at Lex. “I see many commonalities between you and them.”
“Thanks, wait … that wasn’t a compliment, was it?”
“You’d think you’d be able to tell by now,” Vonn said.
Gryph ignored them and dialed the rune address for the research outpost. As the energies swirled through the Port Icon, Gryph felt the mood of the group grow heavy. They were about to enter the literal belly of the beast, one that could well consume them all. A pinpoint of light formed at the center of the gate and expanded, revealing a wall of rotten wood. Using the butt of his spear, Gryph pushed on the most solid looking plank. It creaked as he pushed, and then the entire wall fell into the room beyond.
The group stepped through the gate to discover they were in a long-forgotten storeroom and the wooden wall was a stack of moldy old crates. Lex poked around and found a filthy old wedding gown. He held it up in front of him and turned to Vonn, swaying side to side. “Don’t tell me I can’t play dress up.”
“That proves it. You are the ugliest bride of all time.”
“Dude, way to make a girl feel bad, and on her wedding day.”
Gryph smiled, for once appreciating the stress relief provided by Lex’s idiotic sense of humor. They fanned out and confirmed that apart from a few squealing rats, they were alone.
Several tunnels led from the room, but ancient cave-ins blocked all of them. There was only one exit, a staircase that led up and ended in a solid, wooden door. It was locked from the outside, but a mighty heave by Errat got them through. They spent the next hour traversing a warren of old tunnels and decrepit passageways.
Gryph used the time to cycle through some prompts and his jaw dropped.
 
	You have ended the Scourge of Souls (Soul Wraith).



	You have earned 500,000 XP.
 




 
	You have completed the Hidden Quest Free a Lost Soul (x53).



	You have earned 530,000 (10,000 x 53) XP.
You have freed 53 souls from bondage inside the Soul Reliquary. They are now free to move on to whatever fate their actions in life have earned them.
 




Gryph was ecstatic and surprised. He’d had no idea when he’d used Emancipation to free the souls trapped in the Reliquary that it would earn him a reward, it had just been the only tactic he’s been able to come up with to weaken the Scourge. Getting rewarded for moral actions made him feel better about whatever force powered the Realms. Perhaps the Source is real.
Then his mood soured.
 
	You are offered the quest Scourge the Scourge.



	You have been tasked with destroying the artifact known as the Soul Reliquary so that no soul, innocent or otherwise, will ever be forced into eternal enslavement.
Difficulty: Incredibly Difficult - Reward: Unknown - Penalty for Failure: Unknown. XP: Unknown.
 




Great, another weapon of mass destruction that needs destroying.
 
	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP Deficit.



	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP deficit by 1,030,000 XP. Current XP Deficit: - 1,570,000.




A wave of guilt crashed over him. In all the chaos of the last week, or one day from his perspective, he’d forgotten all about Raathiel. He felt a sudden desire to speak with her and considered waking her, but then remembered her warning.
I must rest. Until my experience deficit is erased, even this conversation is quite taxing. I fear, if I exert myself too greatly, I may never awaken again.
Gryph looked deep inside himself and found the tiny mote of shining energy. Rest, my soul companion. He may have imagined it, but the mote of golden light seemed to flare. He smiled and returned to his prompts.

 
	You have Reached Level 19.



	You have reached Level 19.
You have 6 (5 Base + 1 Bonus) unused Attribute Points.
You have 1 unused Perk Points.




Gryph sighed, releasing pent up stress he hadn’t even realized was there. Since discovering the full health game hack he’d rarely let his available Attribute Points dip below five. That discipline had paid off and was one reason he’d lasted long enough to defeat the Scourge. Now that he’d leveled again, he could refill that well. That left him one Attribute Point, which he slotted into Intelligence.
 
	Skill Level(s) Alert.



	You have reached level 20 in Dodge.
You have reached level 18 in Leadership.
 




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Dodge.



	With that tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Tier Ability Shift.
Once per day an Apprentice in Dodge may Shift away from an incoming attack. Upon shifting the user moves through the aether in the blink of an eye and appears up to ten feet in any direction the user chooses, provided there is no obstruction. Opponents must reacquire the user's location before they can attack again. 
Each additional tier in Dodge increases the number of uses per day by one.
 




Shift was a perfect complement to Gryph’s fighting style and he could not wait to put it to good use. You’ll get your chance soon enough.
He shifted his attention to Leadership. For a guy who’d spent the last few years avoiding connecting with people, he was surprised how happy advancing the skill made him. Just two more levels and he could add another member to his Adventure Party. He looked at the newest additions and wondered if either would become a permanent feature. He shelved the thought as Sean slowed.
“We’re here.” The small player pointed up to a circular hole in the roof.
“Wait,” Lex said, scowling as the stench hit him square in the nose. "This is a sewer, and that is clearly a toilet.”
“A privy if you want to get technical,” Sean said.
“Well thank you Captain Vocab. Either way, I am not climbing up there.”
“Well I climbed down here.”
“You climbed through that?” Gryph asked.
“Yeah, not the proudest day of my life.” Sean wrinkled his nose, whether at the stench or the memory, Gryph was not sure. “Trust me, it’s not as bad as it looks. It could be much worse.”
The words were barely out of Sean’s mouth when a large pair of buttocks eclipsed the light like a pale, hairy moon.
“You were saying,” Vonn said.
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Gryph smashed the butt of his spear down hard and the last of the thugs fell unconscious. Around him, the others were tying and gagging the survivors. More than a dozen bodies littered the ground. Most grunted in pain or anger, but a few would never make a sound again. Gryph scowled at that but could not fault his people. They had done their best to follow his orders and avoid casualties, but some people insisted on being killed.
“I hate all of you,” Lex whined, sniffing himself. “I can still smell it.”
“There’s nothing to smell Lex,” Gryph said without an ounce of sympathy.
“I just crawled through a toilet, of course there’s something to smell.” He stared down at a smear on his robe. “What is that? Please tell me it isn’t.”
“It isn’t. It’s dirt,” Ovrym said. “You are filthy and unwashed. That never seemed to concern you before now.”
“No wonder people think you’re a Grumling,” Vonn said.
“You should show more respect. I am a holy man, a light in an otherwise dark and violent world.” He knelt to tie up a buck-toothed thug, when the man lurched upwards and head-butted Lex in the nose. “Ahhhggh!” Lex yelled and brought a heavy elbow down onto the man’s face. The man grunted and lost consciousness.
“You are an inspiration,” Vonn said. He knelt and pulled up the unconscious man’s sleeve.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Lex said and got to his feet. “Who are these guys?”
“Durnarian Syndicate,” Vonn said showing the others the tattoo on the thug’s forearm.
Lex spun on Sean. “You hid your respawn point in a mob bar?”
“Didn’t have much choice. It wasn’t like I had a bunch of other pals in town.”
“Why were they your pals?”
“I'm not gonna stand here and be lectured by you, Mr. Mass Murderer.”
“How many times do I have to tell you, I don’t do that anymore?”
“We are wasting time,” Ovrym said. “Again.”
“He’s right," Gryph said, his firm tone drawing all eyes to him. “Sean, take Ovrym and get what you need. Vonn guard the door. The rest of you stay out of sight. We’re out of here in five.”
Ten minutes later the group crouched on a shaded rooftop a block from the crime syndicate’s hideout. Avernia spread out before them as large as Manhattan and twice as wondrous. Buildings of a dozen distinct architectural styles rose skyward alongside parks and green zones. If they’d been tourists, there would be a thousand things to see, but today their eyes were drawn to one place.
“The Dragon’s Nest,” Sean said, pointing to a massive fortress built in, around and on top of a lone spire of rock.
“It is beautiful,” Errat said, eyes wide.
“I hate that place,” Lex said. “Though the food was good.”
“Not where we're headed anyway,” Sean said, and pointed to a ring of snow-capped mountains in the distance.  Jutting from the mountains, like the tooth of some long dead leviathan, was a formidable shard of raw stone. “The Crag.”
Silence hung as the group realized how impossible it would be to lay siege to such a citadel. It's a good thing we're not laying siege, Gryph thought. “Sean, you’re up.”
Sean opened a small wooden box and removed an odd set of goggles and a bejeweled beetle of onyx and gold resembling an ancient Egyptian scarab. He pulled the goggles over his eyes and pressed the scarab’s back. The jeweled beetle jumped to life and unfurled wings of filigreed gold revealing a dark green emerald at its core. The beetle shook itself and crawled onto Sean’s palm.
“Friend Sean, this is amazing. If we do not die today, Errat would very much like to speak with you about this wondrous metal bug.”
“Sure thing pal,” Sean said with a fearful twinge, Errat’s words reminding him how unlikely their survival was. He closed his eyes and hovered his other palm over the scarab. A glow pulsed within the emerald stone and Sean opened his eyes. “It's transmitting. Now we need to get it inside.”
The beetle launched itself from Sean’s palm. Gryph cast Telepathic Bond on Sean so he could share in the drone’s mystical telemetry. The beetle zipped over the city, glinting in the sun. Gryph scowled, fearful that the golden shimmers would draw unwanted attention.
“I know what you’re thinking,” the player said. “It’s too shiny. I didn’t have much choice of materials. I had to use parts from the respawn point Aluran forced on me, and that dude loves his bling.” Sean grunted and forced the scarab to dive and roll as a passing seagull noticed the shimmering drone. He sent the scarab into an alley, lost the bird and returned to his previous flight path.
“You disassembled your respawn point,” Gryph said, impressed. “I didn’t know that was possible.”
“Neither did I, but I was desperate.”
“So let me get this straight. You turned your respawn point into a flying bug, had it hitchhike its way from the Pit on the High God’s shoulder and then once it was somewhere safe, you killed yourself.”
“Yes,” Sean said bluntly, clearly unwilling to rehash the events in his mind. “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” He gulped, terrified at what he would have to do next.
“Thank you for agreeing to this,” Gryph said.
Without removing concentration from flying the drone, Sean spoke in a harsh tone. “I’m not doing it for you.”
Gryph said nothing, but part of him wondered how close this man had been with his sister. She could do worse, Gryph thought and focused on the scarab’s feed. It left the city environs and dipped lower as the winds from the mountains blew fiercer. A few minutes later it landed on an unmanned section of the battlement, eyes scanning for a way inside.
“There,” Gryph said, drawing Sean’s attention to a drain at the edge of the Bailey, the central courtyard that surrounded the spire of the Crag. Sean nodded and ordered the scarab to dive. It took several tense seconds for the beetle to cross the open space, but it soon dove into the drain. The shared feed turned green as the scarab’s low light vision went active. 
Gryph fed the Port Gate map into the beetle and soon it was crawling and flying deeper into the tower’s dungeons. An hour later it entered a large chamber that had long ago served as a storage room. The dilapidated crates and piles of detritus suggested that nobody had visited the room in some time.
“So far, so good,” Gryph said. “Now find the Port Gate.”
The scarab flew to the far end where a darkened archway stood. Unlike those they’d used before this gate was sealed by a wall of bricks. Gryph scowled as the scarab landed on the wall’s surface.
“That explains why the gate didn’t work,” Gryph said.
“Hope you guys brought a pickaxe, cuz that is one solid looking wall.” Lex grunted at the imagined effort.
Sean moved the scarab to the floor in front of the arch, giving enough room for his body to respawn. He sighed and removed his goggles. “I’ll figure it out.” He handed the goggles to Errat, who returned them to their box and placed it in his bag. Sean turned his gaze to Gryph and forced a wan smile. “I’m ready.”
Sean knelt and Ovrym drew his saber. The sound of the sword being drawn made Sean flinch and Gryph put a calming hand on his shoulder. “Easy.” Sean nodded, breathed deep and closed his eyes.
“Wait, wait, wait,” Lex yelled. “Why are we sending Sean, when we can send Gryph? I mean no offense, but my main man here is a lot more badass.”
“Because,” Sean said through gritted teeth. “The spawn point can only hold one pattern at a time. If Gryph overrides mine and then I die, I die for real, permanently.” Sean’s shoulders shuddered as the fear and the nerve raging apprehension took ahold of him. “Can we get on with this, please?”
Sean’s desperate tone gripped at all their hearts and Lex lowered his head. “Sorry bud, just trying to help.” Gryph squeezed Sean’s shoulder. Under his hand, the player calmed.
“I’ll make it quick,” Ovrym said, aiming the tip of his blade at the base of Sean’s spine.
“Thank …” Sean said, but Ovrym’s quick, precise thrust ended his life before he could get the next word out.
Gryph caught Sean as Ovrym eased his blade out. Gryph and Errat gently moved the body behind a short wall, away from prying eyes. Vonn covered him with a cloak and then stood. In an hour the body would dissipate into nothingness.
“I feel like one of us should stay behind, ya know, keep an eye on him,” Lex said.
“We stick to the plan,” Gryph said, and without further delay turned and walked from the roof.
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They walked in silence though the catacombs and sewers beneath Avernia. If all went to plan, they would arrive back at the Port Gate a few minutes before Sean respawned. Then they’d wait until Sean smashed through the old bricks preventing the gate from creating a stable doorway.
Gryph thought back to the start of this journey, one that began in another world with a hail of bullets and the death of a mentor. He was close to Brynn. He could almost feel her. In a few hours, if they succeeded, his sister would be free. But, how do I send her home?
He’d been so wrapped up with saving Brynn, that he hadn’t considered how he would get her safely back to Earth. Gryph had tried to log out of the Realms soon after his arrival in the Barrow, but a blaring error message had been his only reward. Then, his log out window had disappeared, and with it his only way back to Earth.
I haven’t thought about logging out in weeks. Have I gone native so quickly?
He looked at his odd group of companions and felt as confident and at ease with every one of them as he had with his old unit back on Earth. Well, apart from Lex maybe. He smiled, and he realized that he felt more at home here than he had anywhere in a long time. The people he’d befriended since entering the Realms felt more real than anyone he'd left back on Earth. Maybe that would change if he could find a way to get Brynn and himself home.
Do I want to go back? Can I?
Gryph had made promises, and even if he could return to Earth without suffering the wrath of breaking those vows, he knew he wouldn’t be able to live with himself. The people of Dar Thoriim had chosen him to lead them. They needed him, and he realized that he needed them.
I have to stay. I have to fight.
Fear dug into his gut knowing that today's fight could very likely bring him face to face with Aluran. If he failed, if he lost, the men at his side would join him in death. If the High God discovered Gryph’s true identity, why he was here, who’d given him the Prime Godhead, then it would be Brynn facing a mortal threat, regardless of any affection the High God had for her.
I’m not strong enough to beat him.
Then be smart enough to beat him, came the Colonel’s voice from deep within.
Gryph nodded and smiled. There was something he could do here and now to help even the odds. It was time he paid a visit to the Merchant. He took a deep breath and activated the Perk Point Marketplace. His world shifted and once again he stood in the wall-less shop of the alien Merchant.
“Welcome back, sir. How may I be of assistance?” The odd eyeless creature asked.
Gryph wasted no time and sold the skills Traps, Alchemy, Recycle, Mining, Smelting, Brewing, Smithing (Armor) and Smithing (Weapons). Each one gave him two Perk Points, for a grand total of 16. He scowled upon discovering he'd lost all the knowledge of the skills, even those with levels above ten. A part of him wondered if his ghostly dwarven father would approve. Sorry Regveld, I appreciate all the tutoring, but I have higher priorities at the moment.
The Merchant explained it to him. “I am not purchasing ten levels of these skills, sir. I am purchasing levels one through ten. Technically you still own any levels above ten, but since you no longer have the foundational knowledge for those skills these higher levels are…”
“Useless,” Gryph interrupted.
“That is one way to look at the situation sir, however I would say, in limbo. If, at some point, you are able to relearn those skills up to level ten, then the levels beyond will once again be available to you.”
“That’s something, I suppose.”
“Always look for a silver lining sir,” the Merchant said.
“I want to purchase two levels in Leadership,” Gryph told the Merchant.
“Ah, a most excellent choice, sir. I think you will find this vintage to be particularly …  cold blooded.”
Gryph’s eyes widened in alarm. “What does that mean?”
“I cannot provide too many details but the source of these levels of Leadership was a particularly ruthless and effective battle commander.”
Lovely, Gryph thought. Maybe I’ll become the next Genghis Khan.
“Is there a way to choose a different vintage?”
“Not at your current tier, sir.”
“Of course not.” He sighed. “I’ll take them.” He sensed the four Perk Points disappear from his interface and a prompt popped into his vision.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Leadership.



	With that tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Tier Ability Inspire.
Once per day a Leader may Inspire the members of his Adventure Party. Inspired party members are more committed to the mission and exhibit more courage, toughness and perseverance. Inspired followers receive the following bonuses.
•              +25% chance to hit.

•              +10% chance to earn a Critical Hit.

•              +5 temporary levels in a Martial Skill of their choice. NOTE: Temporary levels do not provide tier related bonuses.

Duration: 1 minute per level of Leadership.
 




Damn, now that is a well-made deal. Gryph read the prompt again only getting halfway through the description before the Merchant cleared his throat in a less than friendly manner, drawing Gryph’s attention back to him.
“Is there anything else I can assist you with? I do have other customers awaiting my services.”
Gryph looked around hoping to see what other entities the Merchant provided services too but was not at all surprised to find they were alone. “Anyone I know?” The Merchant started to speak, but Gryph waved his hand. “I know, your client list is confidential.”
“Yes, it is … Sir.” 
“In that case, I’ll see you next time.”
“As always sir, it was a pleasure doing business with you, and I hope to serve you again soon.” The Merchant bowed and then the market shimmered and faded and Gryph was back in the tunnels below Avernia.
Vonn gave him an odd sideways glance. “Did you go somewhere?”
“Course he didn’t, he’s been walking his dumb ass right next to our dumb asses in these stank ass tunnels for over an hour.” Lex looked up at Gryph and tossed a ‘this guy’ thumb at Vonn.
They rounded a corner, descended a staircase and found themselves back in the Avernia Port Gate room. Gryph ordered them to rest while they waited, knowing full well it would be their last chance for some time.
“I estimate we have 32 minutes and 13 seconds to wait before Sean clears the archway,” Bishop said.
“How can you know that?” Lex asked.
“I’ve calculated Sean’s level of ingenuity and intelligence and cross-referenced it with his expected physical prowess. The figure I named is an estimate, but I believe it is accurate, within a 20 second window.”
“You did all that math in your head?”
“I am a computational engine,” the archon said simply.
“Do they have casinos in the Realms, cuz you and I could make bank Rain Man style.”
Gryph chuckled and turned his gaze inward. It was time to spend Perk Points. His vision went wide, and a cascade of options appeared. There were so many places for him to spend his points, but he’d known before he even went to the marketplace, where he would start. He opened Leadership. Quicker than a street card hustler, Gryph flicked three points into all three slots of the Apprentice tier branch.
 
	Leadership Perk Tree


	Tier


	Adventure Party


	Boon


	Experience Bonus



	B

	Adventure Party

	Boon 1

	25%


	A

	Adventure Group

	Boon 2

	50%


	J

	Adventure Troop

	Boon 3

	75%


	M

	Adventure Company

	Boon 4

	100%


	G

	Adventure Guild

	Boon 5

	200%


	
	
	
	



He could now form an Adventure Group, which allowed him to add a sixth member. Sean was not an option because he was out of range. So, he toggled over and added Bishop. The archon looked at him in surprise and then nodded his thanks.
It was time to choose a second Boon. Boons were automatic bonuses granted to all members of an Adventure Group upon that party’s formation. He
could create Boons using magical spells, and some abilities and perks. He had to be smart though, because once chosen, it was permanent.
Gryph scrolled through the options for his new Boon. He had a wide variety of spells that could help, including Demon Scales, Stone Skin, Blade Ward and Mind Shield. All would increase his group’s toughness, but they were already plenty tough, and he realized that choosing one of them was thinking too small.
He scanned his perks and considered choosing the Analyze perk Skill Reduction. He had shared that on a limited basis using the spell Auriel’s Perk Share and would again. But he knew there was another perk that would pay much greater long-term benefits. His Lore skill was his most powerful, and one of the rarest in all the Realms, but it was the perk Skill Progression that had been the real game changer. The perk allowed his subconscious mind to tap into the undercurrents of knowledge that flowed through all reality to increase the speed that all his skills leveled by 50%.
 
	Congratulations you have created BOON 2 - Skill Progression.



	Whenever you form an Adventure Group the subconscious mind of all Group members will tap into the Sea of Knowledge to increase the speed of their skill progression. This increases the speed they can level any skill by 50%.
Duration: Until canceled, Gryph loses consciousness, becomes mentally controlled or is killed.




He was also ecstatic that the Adventure Group’s
Experience Bonus perk had improved to 50%. It would make leveling easier for everyone. Soon, his little band of merry men would be a force feared across the Realms.
Next, he dumped Perk Points into the first two tiers of the Perception tree Detect Life. He knew to save Brynn they would need stealth tactics. Being able to sense when living enemies approached could just save their lives and ensure mission success.
 
	Perception Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Detect Life


	Detect Magic


	Enhanced Vision



	B

	20 ft

	20 ft

	Infrared


	A

	40 ft

	40 ft

	Binocular


	J

	60 ft

	60 ft

	Microscopic


	M

	80 ft

	80 ft

	X-Ray


	GM

	120 ft

	120 ft

	Shared Sight


	D

	300 ft

	300 ft

	Divine Sight


	
	
	
	



For his next batch of Perk Points, he went for the greatest bang for his buck and loaded up on his Light Armor perk tree, choosing Set Bonus, Agile Defense and two tiers of Silence. Set Bonus improved his AC while Agile Defense improved his Dodge skill and Silence improved his Stealth.
 
	Light Armor Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Set Bonus


	Agile Defense


	Silence


	Dexterity Bonus



	B

	20%

	20%

	20%

	25%


	A

	30%

	30%

	30%

	50%


	J

	40%

	40%

	40%

	75%


	M

	50%

	50%

	50%

	100%


	GM

	75%

	75%

	75%

	200%


	D

	100%

	200%

	100%

	400%


	
	
	
	
	



To compliment his new Light Armor perks, he also used one of his last two Perk Points to improve the Dodge perk Counter Attack.
 
	Dodge Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Counter Attack


	Enter
Stealth


	Push Off



	B

	20%

	20%

	5ft.


	A

	30%

	30%

	10ft.


	J

	40%

	40%

	15ft.


	M

	50%

	50%

	20ft


	GM

	60%

	60%

	25ft.


	D

	75%

	75%

	50ft.


	
	
	
	



Gryph kept the last point in reserve either for an emergency or to buy re-entry into the Perk Point Marketplace. If he lived through this, he planned to spend a few hours a day grinding up skills he could then sell to the Merchant.
Gryph was pleased with his expenditure and closed out his prompts. His mood soured when he opened his eyes to find Lex mere inches from his face, waving like a drunk college girl greeting her BFF at a keg party.
“What is it” Gryph asked, eyebrows raised in confusion.
“Bishop says it’s time to dial the gate.”
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Gryph nodded and stood. He walked over to the Port Gate, reinserted the Icon and punched in the rune code for the archway beneath the Crag. A moment later a singularity appeared, expanded and opened into a stable doorway. Sean stood on the other side, filthy, sweaty, tired and miserable. “I am never doing that again,” the small player said, rubbing at the back of his neck. The group stepped through, each one greeting and thanking Sean in their own way.
Gryph was last and pulled the player into a tight embrace. “Thank you.”
“Sure thing man. We’re a team here.” After a moment Sean struggled against Gryph’s uncomfortably long hug. “Uh, guy. You can let go now.”
“Sorry, can’t do that,” Gryph said and spun the smaller player around and put him into a sleeper hold. Sean struggled for a moment as the others looked on in shock. A minute later, Sean went limp and Gryph eased him to the ground.
“Why'd you do that?” Lex howled.
“We're not taking him with us,” Ovrym said, nodding to Gryph.
“What? Why not?”
“We can’t let him fall into Aluran's clutches again,” Gryph said. “I'm sending him back to the Barrow. Simon will take care of him.”
“Oh man, he’s gonna be pissed,” Lex said.
“But he’ll be alive.” Gryph inserted another Port Icon into this side of the gate, lamenting the fact that he had no way of removing the magical stone from the other side before closing it. At this rate, I'll run out quickly. He dialed the Barrow and tossed Sean through with a note, closing the gate before Simon had any chance to complain. He removed the Port Icon and handed it to Lex. “In case I don’t make it.” Lex was about to say something, but Gryph held up his hand and the NPC went silent.
Gryph turned to his Adventure Group and a tight smile of appreciation crossed his face. “None of you had to do this, and I will never forget it. I owe you a debt I can never repay, but if we succeed, if we survive, I will spend the rest of my days trying to do just that.”
He paused, took a deep breath and then spoke. “Let’s go get Brynn.”
The monstrous tunnels under the Crag were wide enough to hold several terrestrial trains side by side. Their smooth walls did not look mined, but rather melted and the main tunnel rose in an even, upward twining corkscrew, leading the group slowly towards the surface. Lex reached a hand out to touch the smooth wall but pulled back before making contact.
“Does this place give anyone else the creeps?” Lex asked.
“It is odd,” Vonn agreed. “Almost organic.”
“Are you saying we’re in some kinda giant rock monster’s gullet?”
“No, I said nothing even close to that. What in the Abyss is wrong with you?”
“I’m special,” Lex said with a pout.
“These tunnels were made by rock wyrms,” Ovrym said.
“You’re telling me this place has giant ass worms that eat rock, and we’re just hangin’ around?”
“These tunnels are eons old, suggesting that this may have once been a wyrmynn fortress.” The xydai, traced a hand along the wall.
“Wyrmynn!” Gryph said, a surge of disgust flowing through him. He’d had frequent run-ins with the vile lizard men in the Barrow and was none too keen to renew their acquaintance. 
“They were not always the wretched beings we have fought. Once they ruled a great empire that covered much of the surface world. Then the warmbloods, your ancestors and mine, drove most of them underground.” 
"Most of them?" Gryph asked.
"Some fled to the stars instead where they still ply the aether in hollowed out asteroids.”
"Asteroids hollowed out by rock wyrms,” Lex said. "Cool."
"I have had some dealings with them, and they are a noble people, as wise in some ways as the Nimmerians.
“If the Nimmerian were so wise, why’d they build their Port Gate at the bottom of this damn tunnel?” Lex whined. “This is one annoying walk.”
“Not for people with longer legs,” Vonn said.
“Ha, ha, ha, another short joke. You’re a riot dude. Time for new material.”
“Stick with what works, I say.”
Lex grumbled and went quiet, except for his heavy breathing. Gryph made a note to encourage his NPC to get more exercise. Not only would it increase his stamina, but the frequency of his silences, at least in the short term. A few minutes later they reached a massive, locked door.  It took Vonn just a few minutes to work his rogue like magic and unlock the circular gate.
Beyond, they found a storage room full of crates. They advanced slowly into the large chamber, scouting past rows of shelves containing all manner of supplies, everything the fortress would need for a year or more. This was a storage room built to outlast a siege.
“I wonder if there’s any food around here,” Lex muttered. Gryph eyed him with a shut the hell up look, when a voice none of them recognized spoke from behind them.
“Who in the Abyss are you people?”
The group spun to see a short, middle-aged woman holding a basket full of foodstuffs. Her eyes showed no fear, merely surprise, or perhaps curiosity. The tense standoff lasted for mere seconds before the group leapt into action.
Gryph cast Animate Rope, tossed his rope towards her and then ran. Vonn and Ovrym were at his side. The woman seemed unfazed as the rope slithered towards her. As it wrapped its way around the woman, she gave the rope an appreciative nod. 
Something is odd about this woman. Why didn’t she flee? Why isn’t she frightened?
She heightened the oddness when she spoke again. “Would one of you fellas mind taking my basket? I would hate for this food to end up all over the floor.” She smiled amiably at Gryph and Vonn.
The group exchanged confused looks, but Vonn took the basket from the woman and set it down gently. The woman smiled her thanks at Gryph and then turned a curious gaze on Ovrym. “You are one of the Fallen. I hope you are not here to kidnap me in my sleep?” She said this last bit with a tone of grandmotherly jest.
Ovrym cast a sideways glance at Gryph while Vonn searched the woman’s basket. “Be careful with that basket dude. She might be a mad bomber,” Lex said.
“I assure you young fella, there’s nothing harmful in that basket, except to those allergic to eggs.”
Errat walked up, drawing a sharp look of surprise from the woman. “And what in all the Realms are you?”
“I am Errat.”
Gryph, wishing to avoid another lengthy and confusing introduction, sent the warborn to check out the rest of the chamber. The last thing they needed was more servants to wander in, or worse, guards. Errat rushed to comply and Gryph turned back to the woman. “You are not afraid of us?” Gryph asked.
“I am an old woman who has served many a powerful man. I can see through the false faces despots hide behind.” She gazed intently at Gryph. “And you, my child, are no despot. But you are no fool and cannot take me at my word, so I will submit to your custody.”
“You kinda already are in our custody,” Lex said casting a confused glance towards Gryph. “But thanks for being so nice about it, I guess.”
Ovrym eased her into a sitting position behind a stack of crates.
“How do we know she isn’t calling for help?” Lex asked, eyeing the woman like he expected her to morph into Aluran.
“I am not detecting any information packets coming from this woman,” the archon said.
“That’s cuz Thought Magic doesn't operate inside the Crag, and do I look like a thought mage to you fellas?”
“I have learned that appearances can be deceptive,” Gryph retorted.
“Well, you’re a wise one then. I bet you had a fine upbringing.” She adjusted herself into a more comfortable position, and then looked up, her gaze intense. “I do hope you aren’t here to harm Ferrancia? She is such a lovely girl. Not like those others in the Pantheon.”
Gryph’s eyes went wide and he gripped his spear tighter. “We don’t want to hurt anyone.” The way the woman looked at him, he might as well have said "How did you know that?"
“Don’t get your knickers in a twist boy. Of course, you're here for the goddess, cuz there's nothing else of value here. This damn tower has been vacant for years, but still Old Milly keeps it in tip top shape. Then a few days ago, the High God brings his favorite daughter here, tasks us with keeping her safe, even threatens the guards.” She sighed and then a small smile turned her lip up. “The High God was afraid. I saw it in his eyes.” She looked up at Gryph. “That has something to do with you I suspect.”
“Dude, this lady knows everything,” Lex said, tugging at Gryph’s arm.
“She knew nothing, until you blabbed like an idiot,” Gryph said, ire boiling in his voice.
“Crap,” Lex said, and turned on the woman, trying to regain some of his standing. “Milly, is it?” The woman nodded. “Now listen, Milly you will tell us about this place. Where the guards are, how they move, any cool secret passageways that will let us bypass the lot of them. And don’t lie, cuz I’m a Master of Analyze and I’ll know.”
“Have you Analyzed her yet?” Vonn asked. 
“Dammit.” Lex cringed at his own stupidity and stared down on the woman. “She’s telling the truth. Her name is Milly, and she is level six, which isn’t too shabby for a commoner. Her skills are what you’d expect. Cooking, Cleaning, Sewing, Baking, and a bunch more domestic type skills. Oooh, she is a level 13 Brewer. That’s cool.”
He focused more intently on her and triggered Know Desires. His face calmed, and he gave her a sympathetic look. “She desires nothing more than to protect Ferrancia. Though she knows it is foolish to feel this way, she has a very potent parental instinct towards the goddess. If we can convince her we are here to help Ferrancia and not harm her, Milly will help us in any way she is able.”
“Just like that,” Ovrym said. “She’d risk the High God’s wrath by helping us?" The xydai stared at Milly. "You know nothing about us.”
“She knows we're a bunch of badasses,” Lex countered.
“We are nothing compared to Aluran,” Ovrym said.
Gryph knelt in front of the woman. “You will help us.” It was more command than question.
“If you prove you mean the goddess no harm,” Milly said. “Something you have not done, yet.”
“Why do you care for her?” Gryph asked.
She stared into his eyes for several long moments and then spoke. “Because deep underneath the veneer of divinity Aluran has laid upon her, lies the heart and soul of a good woman. I fear that power has made her forget her true self. The Realms need her to remember.”
A rush of nervous warmth flowed through Gryph. You do not understand how right you are. Another thought occurred to him. Or do you? He stared at her, wanting to put faith in Lex’s Analyze skill, but there was something about the woman, a confidence that unnerved him. Gryph found that he believed her. That alone made her suspicious, but he’d taken much greater risks since entering the Realms. He decided if he couldn’t trust a woman vetted by a Master of Analyze, then he could trust nobody.
“You sure she’s not lying Lex?” Gryph asked, without taking his eyes from the woman.
“As sure as sure can be,” Lex said. “Unless Ol’ Milly here is a Master of Analyze too, she means what she says.
Gryph breathed in and decided. “I will trust you. How can I convince you to trust me?”
“Tell me why you’re here?”
“To save Ferrancia.”
“Why? Who is she to you?”
“Let’s just say I consider her family,” Gryph said, staring intensely at the elderly woman. “And where I come from, we don’t abandon family.”
An odd, yet warm, smile crossed Milly’s face and Gryph had the distinct impression he’d passed a test he hadn’t even known he’d been taking. “Fair enough. Tell me how I can help.”
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“Come and get it you chrome dome dummies,” Lex roared as he triggered Avoidance. He shifted to the right as the paladin’s heavy mace passed through the spot he’d just vacated. Splinters of stone exploded from the impact point in a wide fan, reminding Lex of impact craters from bad sci-fi movies.
“Those maces pack a wallop. Do not let them hit you with one,“ he roared, cursing the Crag’s ability to block their Telepathic Link.
“Thanks for that bit of useless advice,” Vonn Prime said, as he thrust his new sword towards the other paladin. The bone white blade found a gap in the man’s armor and he triggered the blades Vorpal ability. The paladin grunted and lowered his tower shield just enough for Vonn Two to strike, sinking his blade into the brute’s shoulder.
The paladin roared and bashed upward with his shield, slamming with bone breaking force into Vonn Two’s face. The summoned duplicate flew backwards past Vonn Three and smashed against the wall. Vonn Four rolled and stabbed upwards, using the opening provided by his brethren’s unfortunate situation to his best advantage. He triggered Vorpal and thrust the blade up and under the paladin’s armor and into his armpit. 
While the four Vonns battled the first paladin, Errat, Ovrym, Lex, and Gryph tackled the other. Out of the four of them Ovrym had so far been the most effective. His bleed metal saber was a blur of crimson, his mana enhanced attacks were whittling away at the paladin’s health.
Errat had landed a blow that should have decapitated the giant armored warrior, but the paladin had triggered a perk called Refract that turned much of the damage back onto Errat. The warborn was lucky the near decapitation was not part of the refraction, or they’d already be down one member. Nevertheless, Errat was not doing well and had retreated behind their battle line. The warborn looked warily over his shoulder at the Port Circle.
"Are we sure there will be no more guards?"
"Looks like Milly came through with that Master Port Key," Lex said. "Hopefully the guards don't find a way around."
"I suggest we focus on the current adversaries instead of worrying about hypothetical ones," Gryph said.
Lex returned to the fray, concentrating on Order Bolts and Crushing Blow, but tossing in unenhanced hammer attacks and even a few kicks when his cooldown periods demanded. None had proven overly effective against the paladin's overpowered armor that blocked and healed incoming damage. The man still had well over 1,000 health.
Gryph was holding his own. He ducked under a mace swing, spun and stabbed up and behind the paladin’s shield. Several inches of his spear punctured into the paladin’s forearm and blue-white energy exploded from the tip. The paladin grimaced in pain and his muscles seized. He fell to one knee and lost his grip on the monstrous tower shield. It crashed to the floor with a loud thung.
The paladin still clutched his mace and it launched upward as if propelled by a rocket engine. The deadly sphere crushed into Gryph’s right shoulder and sent him flying. He crunched to the ground and grabbed at the damaged limb.
The grin of pure joy on the paladin’s face sent Lex into a fury. He roared as the prime directive for his very existence surged within him. “I must protect Gryph.” He dropped his hammer and grabbed the paladin by the helmet with both meaty hands, twining his fingers into the man’s eyes. With a manic chuckle he unleashed Flames.
Dual blasts of fire exploded into the paladin’s eyes and he howled in agony. Lex poured all the mana he could into the fiery jets, knowing the damage dealt would be but a fraction of the paladin’s remaining health. A manic sneer pulled Lex’s lips back over his teeth as the smell of cooking flesh reached his nostrils. A moment later Lex heard the man’s eyeballs pop and the shock sent the paladin into convulsions.
But Lex refused to stop. The surging flames surrounded him, and an ecstasy unlike any he’d ever known thrummed though him. The paladin punched blindly, hoping to land a blow that would make the agony cease. Lex grunted through the pain, feeling nothing beyond a desire to char this man’s head to ash.
Somewhere outside the warmth and the joy Lex heard a voice yelling, but he paid it no heed. His mana reserves were bottoming out and the fire sputtered, but still Lex raged. Then a pair of rough hands pulled him back. Lex’s eyes snapped up in a rage to see Gryph staring down on him. 
“I said move,” Gryph roared. Behind him Errat rushed forward, his axe held high over his head. The warborn brought the double-bladed weapon down hard onto the blind paladin’s neck. The prone man offered no resistance and Errat’s Critical Hit removed his head.
Lex roared in fury. A part of him knew he suffered from Fire Magic psychosis, but he didn’t care. “Let’s go get the other one!” he screamed, but no Flames came. He looked down at his traitor hands, willing them to flow with fire, when Ovrym grabbed his head.
Soothing waves of calm, like the gentle lap of ocean waves on a tropical beach, filled Lex’s mind and he felt at peace. He lowered his hands and smiled at the xydai. “Hi, you make my brain feel nice.”
Ovrym sneered at the odd comment but turned to Gryph. “I've curbed the worst of the madness, but he bottomed out his mana pool, so he’ll have a massive headache any…”
“Owww…” Lex yelped, grabbing his head.
“… moment.” Ovrym finished.
The pain was skull splitting, but Lex knew he had no time to stand around. “How’re the Vonns doing?”
The group turned to see the other paladin crash to his knees as three of the four Vonn’s removed their swords from his side and thrust back down in a choreographed whirlwind of death. The paladin lurched forward and crashed to the ground with a clang of metal. Vonn Prime rushed to Vonn Two’s side, but the double shook him off.
“So, we won?” Lex asked, his eyes passing over the rest of the group. Despite the cuts, bruises and fractures, a part of Lex felt it had been too easy. Something tickled the edge of Lex’s perception and drew his gaze to the doors of Ferrancia’s quarters. He opened his mouth, but before a warning could pass through his lips, the doors exploded in a cascade of splinters.
Errat cast Aether Shield, absorbing the shower of jagged wood, but the true threat stood amidst the rubble of the ruined doors.
The High God Aluran, Arche of the Pantheon, Prime Mover of the Realms, Father to All, had arrived.
The man wore resplendent golden armor and the hilt of a two-handed sword crested the pauldron of his left shoulder. Furious eyes glared at the group from within a massive horned helmet and widened in shock upon seeing Lex and Gryph. Then the High God smirked and raised a hand. He closed it into a fist and the doors reformed behind him, becoming solid wood once more.
“Hello Gryph. Didn't you tell me you were the solo kinda guy?” His gaze passed over the group. “But, here you are with this ragtag group of  …” The High God’s gaze fell on Errat and he stopped, clearly bewildered by the warborn. “… companions. I feel lied to, and this hurts me deeply.” It was clear by the man’s tone that hurt was not the emotion he felt.
“I am a man of discriminating taste,” Gryph said. “You simply did not meet my requirements.”
Aluran chuckled and looked at the force arrayed against him with no more concern than a lion shows a mouse. “I offer you one more chance. Join me, learn from me and I will allow your companions to live.”
Lex tugged at Gryph’s shoulder. “What do we do?” he hissed.
Gryph’s glare turned for the briefest of moments from Aluran to the door behind him, and back to the High God. Lex felt the player bury his fears. “We have to go,” Gryph said, glaring back at Aluran.
“But, what about…?” Lex began, but a harsh look of rebuke from Gryph silenced him.
“Our presence endangers her,” Gryph said in a low voice. Lex nodded and Gryph turned his attention back to the High God. “I thank you for your generous offer, but I must refuse.”
Aluran scowled and stepped forward, raising both hands.
“Run!” Lex yelled, ignoring the pain the volume sent through his skull. As one the group turned and rushed towards the Port Circle.
Two volleys of blackened-silver Soul Bolts erupted from the High God’s palms and screamed towards the group. Vonn Three and Four jumped into the bolts’ path and both men flared with light. The twin volleys of Soul Bolts reversed direction and slammed into the High God, the surprise of the attack knocking him to one knee.
“Yes!” Lex yelled, pumping a fist at the Vonn’s spectacular use of their Rings of Spell Turning.
“Don’t get too excited,” Vonn Prime said, sprinting past Lex. “They can’t do that again.”
“And they did less damage to the High God than a mosquito bite,” Vonn Two added also sprinting by the NPC.
“But mosquito bites can be real annoying,” Lex said, hoping to cheer the Vonns up.
“I don’t think making him angrier is our wisest course of action,” Ovrym said.
“He needs no motivation,” Gryph said. “Keep silent and conserve your energy.” The player sped by Lex, who doubled his pace to keep up.
“What about them two?” Lex asked, nodding back at Vonn Three and Four who’d launched themselves at the High God. “We can’t just leave them.”
“They’re doomed already,“ Vonn Prime said, his voice heavy.
Lex glanced over his shoulder as Aluran launched himself at the two duplicates. Vonn Three landed a light blow, but the High God didn’t even flinch as his hand snapped out and grabbed the man by the neck. He whipped his arm and flung the half-elf into a column, breaking his back with a sickening crunch. 
Vonn Prime and Vonn Two stumbled and fell, but Ovrym and Errat bent down and dragged them onto the Port Circle. Gryph pressed a small jeweled pendant at his neck. The device clicked and the Port Circle activated. The last thing all of them saw was Aluran slowly easing his blade through Vonn Four’s chest.
They reappeared in a matching Port Circle at the bottom of the Crag a moment later. “Move!” Gryph yelled, grabbing the underside of Vonn Two’s arm and heaving the man to his feet. Both Vonns were pale and sweating, like men in the throes of heroin withdrawal.
“I thought nobody could follow us,” Lex asked. “Did Milly screw us?”
“She said the guards could not follow,” Ovrym said. “She made no claims about the High God.”
“Shit,” Lex said, and put an arm under Vonn Prime’s shoulder. They ran down the curving tunnel towards the distant Port Gate and their only hope of escape.
“You okay buddy?” Lex asked. Vonn shook his head lamely. “So, are those guys dead?”
“What do you think?” Vonn Prime raged. “Did it look like they survived that?”
“I meant since they weren’t really you, maybe it would be okay.”
“We are all me,” Vonn Two said. “And now those two are dead, here and in their reality.”
“Damn,” Lex said.
They ran. Behind them a cacophonous boom of thunder billowed down the tunnel and an ozone stench rushed over them. They ran harder, rounding the last corner and the Port Gate lay ahead of them. Gryph ordered Lex to power up the gate while he and the others stood guard.
Lex slapped the Icon into the gate and dialed the runic code for the Nimmerian ruins. Energy moved through the gate. “Come on, come on.” He glanced behind him as Vonn Two pulled himself away from the others and rushed up the incline.
“Don’t,” Vonn Prime begged.
The other Vonn turned to him, his face still pale after suffering through the death of the two other Vonns. “This is my choice. Go.” He turned back to face the coming storm and drew his blade just as Aluran arrived in a halo of electrical energy. Vonn Two lashed out, moving like a blur, overloading on a dozen perks Lex could barely follow.
Against most opponents, Vonn Two would have held his own, but Aluran was the High God, and Vonn Two’s assault did nothing more than buy his friends a few seconds. For Vonn Two it was a worthwhile sacrifice.
The pinpoint singularity appeared, and the gate pulsed, expanding into a doorway. Lex felt a light breeze fall across his face. Through the arch was a green swath of grass, surrounded by mountains.
“Go!” Lex yelled and the group retreated to the gate. Errat was first helping an anguished Vonn through. Ovrym was next. “You’re turn Lex,” Gryph said in a calm focused voice.
“Like hell it is. One of us has to stay behind and destroy the Port Icon, or His High Douchiness will just redial once we’re gone. And that someone is going to be me.”
“You are correct about the danger, but wrong about who stays,” the player said. He spun, grabbed Lex by the scruff of his robes and dragged him towards the gate. Lex fought back, but Gryph was far stronger than he looked and soon Lex was tossed through the shimmering doorway. He tumbled onto his back, the soft grass breaking his fall. 
“No, no, no,” Lex roared. “You are not doing this to me again.” On arriving in the Realms Gryph had unwittingly attracted the attention of the High God. That had resulted in Gryph tossing Lex through a portal and into the dusty streets of Harlan’s Watch. He’d lost Gryph that day. He would be damned if he would lose him again.
He jumped to his feet to see Gryph smiling oddly at him. A dozen feet behind him the High God dropped Vonn Two’s body and advanced on Gryph. “Goodbye,” Gryph said and smashed upwards with the butt of his spear, crushing the active Port Icon.
The stored energies in the Icon exploded and the last thing Lex saw before the doorway destabilized was Gryph’s body flying backwards. 
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As the High God looked down on Gryph’s ravaged body, conflicting feelings of anger and triumph raged inside him. How dare he come into my city, my home. He wanted nothing more than to beat the man to death with his bare hands, but he tamed that need. I will bind his respawn point to the Pit and then I’ll beat the answers to every question from him, one life at a time.
And there were many questions. Who was he? Where did his Prime Godhead come from? Why had he come here? What did he want from Ferrancia? Where had his companions fled? How did they gain access to the ancient Port Gate system? There would be plenty of time to answer these questions.
Aluran reached down and lifted Gryph by the edge of his armor and drew him close. The man was beaten to hell. The explosion of the Port Icon had shredded the man’s body, leaving him with little more than a hundred health. Healthy enough to get you to the Pit.
The player moaned, spat up a gobbet of blood and opened one eye. The other was bloodied and swollen, but soon Gryph’s vision focused on Aluran and recognition turned to fear. “Good, you are awake. Better yet, you are afraid.”
“I am,” Gryph said calmly and cocked his head to the side. “I did not expect to feel fear. It is a curious experience.”
He studied Aluran with an unnerving clinical detachment, and a seed of doubt, of worry, of fear, began to grow in Aluran’s stomach. Something is wrong. The High God triggered Analyze.
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“What?” Aluran’s eyes went wide. Analyze had given him nothing, which was impossible. He was a level 83 Master of the skill, and even if Gryph somehow had attained a higher level, which was unlikely, Analyze would have given him something.
An odd chortle that sounded like a man laughing for the very first time bubbled from Gryph’s broken lips. He swallowed hard and spoke. “He said you were arrogant and fearful.  He said it was your weakness.”
“Who?” Aluran demanded. “Who spoke these lies? Who filled your mind with such heresy?” The High God pulled his fist back and drove it hard into the man’s solar plexus. It would cause little damage, but considerable pain.
Gryph hacked and coughed, desperately drawing oxygen back into his lungs. Then he started to laugh again. “You do not yet understand your error, do you?” He grinned for a moment, and then a look of pain contorted his face and he began to hack and wheeze. “You still think I am Gryph.” The man heaved again, hung his head and spat something up that clattered to the floor at their feet.
The sound drew the High God’s gaze and he stared at the gray, mucus covered stone in recognition. His eyes snapped back up and he wrenched the man’s head. Looking back at him was not the player Gryph, but the Scourge, the deep pools of silver and black that had been the Scourge’s eyes were now a piercing, pale blue.
“Who are you? What have you done to the Scourge?”
The man that was not the Scourge laughed. “He also told me that you could not abide mystery you could not unravel, so I do not believe I will answer your questions.”
“Who is this he?”
“Is it not obvious?”
“Gryph,” Aluran said in a low voice boiling with menace. That menace turned to fear. “Where is he?”
The Scourge stared at him through his one good eye and laughed again, this time loudly. The unnatural laughter flowed up the tunnels and then back again, mocking the High God with each echo.
“I can see your fear,” the man wearing the body of the Scourge said with a smile.
Aluran roared and brought both hands up to the bloodied man’s neck, lifted him from the ground and squeezed. The Scourge clawed at the High God’s vice-like grip, futilely fighting for the last moments of his life. Aluran watched the man’s eyes fill with fear and he spoke in a hissing whisper. “You are the one who knows fear, not I.” A small smile crossed the Scourge’s lips and both men knew Aluran was lying.
In a rage, Aluran snapped the Scourge’s neck and let his body fall to the ground. He was manic, wide-eyed and forced himself to calm. I am The High God and I do not fear.
It was then that he realized where Gryph was and he felt fear. Ferrancia. Aluran ran up the incline and activated his Lightning Form perk for the third time in less than an hour. It was his last daily use, but he needed to get to Ferrancia now.
The High God transformed into living lightning and flashed upwards, raging like a storm towards the top of the Crag.
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A half an hour earlier the group huddled in a storeroom at the end of the hall facing Ferrancia’s quarters. Milly had been true to her word. She showed them how to move unseen through the service tunnels, given them the schedule and routes of the guard patrols and even granted them access to the Port Circles to secure their exit. Now, Lex peered through a peephole the servants used to ensure they were not in the hallways when their betters were using them.
“This entire tower is a monument to the mistreatment of the lower classes by the rich and powerful,” Lex grumbled.
“Since when do you care about the plight of the masses?” Vonn asked in a low voice.
“I told you, I don’t like bullies,” Lex whispered and returned his gaze to the peephole, staring at the two mountainous men standing guard at Ferrancia’s door. Both men were titans of steel and might, each nearly as tall as Errat, but armed and armored like tanks. Each bore a shining tower shield and carried a large-headed mace riddled with spikes. Lex Analyzed them and told his fellows what they faced.
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“Well, they sound fun,” Vonn said.
Lex took his eye away from the peephole and looked to the door on the opposite wall. “He’s taking too long.”
“He is taking as much time as the task requires,” Ovrym said, his eye glued to another peephole, this one in the only door to the room. “You need to learn patience.”
“Yeah, not sure that’s really my thing.”
“As a Lexicon I would think learning would be your thing,” Vonn responded.
Lex scowled at the half-elf. “I meant patience, you dick, and you knew that.”
“Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t.”
“Obviously, being a dick is your thing.” Vonn ignored the comment earning a scowl from Lex. The silence hung heavy, and the NPC discovered he was worried. He couldn’t say exactly why, it was just a tickle at the edge of his perception. “I’m not sure I like this plan.”
“What is not to like friend Lex?” Errat asked.
“Well, it’s a shitty plan with one good part. The good part is where I’m Deputy Commander of Gryph’s Gang, the bad is all the rest. For starters, how can we be sure we’ll be able to pull all the guards away. Isn’t that kinda obvious distraction taught on day one of evil guard training academy?”
“You do your part and let Gryph and Bishop do theirs’,” Ovrym said. “And we’re not calling it Gryph’s Gang.”
“Agreed,” Vonn said. “That name is horrible. Sounds like something a ten-year-old made up.”
“Errat likes Gryph’s Buddies.”
“Hmm,” Lex thought, rubbing his chin. “That’s not too bad, though it reminds me of one of those sick kid charities. You know the kind where Gryph takes a dying kid to a baseball game. Not sure it fits the here and now.”
“Shut up,” Ovrym whispered harshly. “He is returning.” The xydai eased the door open and Gryph slipped inside.
“How’d it go?” Lex asked.
“The Mimic Stone worked as expected,” Gryph responded. “Bishop should begin his infiltration shortly.”
“I gotta say man, I’m surprised you let Bishop take point on this,” Lex said. “Doesn’t seem to mesh with that alpha male, ‘I gotta be in charge and you’re gonna do what I say cuz I’m Gryph’ thing you got going.”
“Lex, eye to the peephole please,” Gryph said.
“Oh right, sorry.” Lex turned and peered through the peephole. His stomach rumbled from nervousness, or maybe it was hunger. A moment later, Milly turned the corner carrying a covered silver tray towards the door to Ferrancia’s chambers.
“There he is,” Lex whispered. “Man, its gotta feel so weird being that short.”
“Figured you’d be used to it by now,” Vonn said, earning a backward flicked middle finger from Lex.
The elderly woman stopped as the guards lifted the cover and examined the food. Lex couldn’t see the woman’s face, but he swore her shoulders grew more tense. “Easy buddy. Stay calm, control those emotions.”
“He’s an archon of order,” Ovrym said. “Unlike you, he is not a slave to his feelings.”
“Well he looks tense, and that ain’t good. These type of guys can smell that shit a mile away.” Lex pressed his eye so intensely to the peephole he felt the beginnings of a headache brewing. He sighed as the paladins opened the door and let Bishop pass. “Okay, he’s in.” Lex turned and faced Gryph.
“We must trust in the plan,” Gryph said. “We attack in two minutes. Our mission is to clear a path for Brynn. If we cannot kill the guards quickly, then we retreat and draw them with us before any reinforcements can arrive. Our priority is getting Brynn to the Port Gate. Everyone understand?”
Nods flowed around the room, and everyone quietly prepped weapons and buffs. Two minutes to the second later, they exited the room and launched their assault.
*****
Around the same time as Lex was waxing philosophical about the plight of the underclass Gryph and Bishop were one floor below in an under-used storage closet. They had five minutes before the guards returned, more than enough to complete their part of the plan. 
“Why did you lie to the others about your true plan?” Bishop asked.
“Because none of them would have let me do it, especially Lex.”
“That is logical. His often-repeated mantra ‘I must protect Gryph’ would conflict with a potential suicide mission.”
A look of guilt crossed Gryph’s face. “You’re taking a greater risk than I am. If, when, Aluran comes, he will go after you first. Are you sure you want to do this?” Gryph still found it unnerving that this intelligent, introspective being now wore the body of the murderous Scourge.
Bishop smiled. “You mortals are fascinated with the concept of free will. It is a curious oddity. I do this because it is logical, and because I now consider you a colleague.” The archon extended his hand and Gryph shook it. “Please do not concern yourself with my wellbeing. The worst Aluran can do is kill me. I am no player who can be bound to a spawn point. I am no mortal with one existence. I am an archon of order, and no matter what happens to this body, my consciousness will return from the Realm of Order to be remade by the tower.”
“So, no big whoop then,” Gryph said with a light chuckle.
“As you say, no big whoop.”
“Regardless, thank you.”
“You are welcome.”
Gryph handed Milly’s Port Circle Key to Bishop and removed the two Mimic Stones from his bag. One was shimmering white and already contained the essence derived from the blood Milly had given them earlier. The other was a dull gray, empty and ready for priming. Gryph pulled his dagger from his sheath and drew it across his palm. He let the blood well for several seconds and then laid the empty Mimic Stone in the small pool gathering in his palm. The stone drank in his blood, and a moment later it shone white. Gryph handed the newly charged stone to Bishop and kept Milly’s for himself.
“I hope that this is not the last time I see you.” Bishop said.
“Same here.”
They both swallowed their stone, and a few moments later their new roles were complete, and the two men went their separate ways. Gryph watched himself walk around the corner, unnerved by the power of the Mimic Stones.
Gryph walked to the Port Circle. A moment later the platinum ring on the floor illuminated and Milly appeared, bearing Ferrancia’s dinner. She looked Gryph up and down.
“Do I really look that old?” Milly asked with a smirk but was otherwise unfazed by seeing her double.
“Thank you for this.”
“I told you already, I’m not doing it for you.” Then she smiled again. “But you’re welcome.”
“Are you ready to run? Once Aluran learns of your involvement, he will come for you.”
Milly patted a worn old bag slung over her shoulder. “I’ve got everything I need right here”
“You sure I can’t talk you into coming back with us? We could use someone with your spunk.”
“My place is elsewhere, but thank you, I can take care of myself.” She reached over and touched Gryph warmly on the face. “Now go get our girl.” She turned and stepped back into the Port Circle. A moment later she was gone.
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Gryph walked slowly towards the two massive paladins, and told himself that he, that Milly, had done this same walk a dozen times. This is the easy part. He stopped and looked at the paladins, sure they sensed the nervousness leaking through his smile.
“I have Her Eminence's dinner,” he said, repeating the simple phrase Milly had taught him. The nearest paladin scowled down on him for several long seconds, but Gryph did not hold his gaze long before lowering his eyes and allowing a small, nervous smile to cross his lips.
“Show them you fear them, that you understand their superiority,” Milly had told him. “After all, they are the High God's chosen. The best of the best. Show them that respect and leave killing them to your friends.”
The paladin lifted the cover from the tray and examined the meal. Gryph knew he was inspecting the food and drink for poison, hidden magic or anything else that could threaten the goddess beyond the door. Gryph’s eyes went to the vase of flowers and bamboo and he willed the paladin’s gaze to pass over the smooth length of white wood hidden among the stems and stalks.
Gryph had wanted to hide the weapon under his clothes, but Milly had ensured him that the paladin’s Perception would see it and assume anything hidden was a threat. “So we put it right under their pompous noses,” she said with a sly smile.
Gryph drew on old training and forced his heart rate to settle. The paladin let his gaze flow over the tray one last time and then replaced the cover. His compatriot eased the door open just enough for Gryph to slip through.
“Lower your head as you enter. You need to show the proper respect. They will be watching. Do not look at the goddess until she speaks to you.”
Gryph did as Milly had commanded and kept his eyes on his feet as he entered the room. He stepped in several paces and then waited. Denied his sight, Gryph focussed his attention on his other senses. A cool breeze blew through the room, and he could hear the winds flow through the high mountains that surrounded the Crag. Despite the elevation, the room was a pleasant temperature, warmed by a large fireplace. The smell of crackling apple wood and lilac brought a surge of memories the way only smell can.
In an instant Gryph was at the house on Bow Lake, the crackling of apple wood in the fire pit and the first spring flowering of his mother’s lilac bushes filling his nostrils. They were among Brynn’s favorite scents, and their presence here, now, made Gryph’s heart nearly break with joy. She is still in there.
Gryph pushed down his desperate desire to look, to see his sister, but he knew if Ferrancia felt threatened, his mission to save Brynn would fail. Heartbeats thundered as the seconds past and finally the goddess addressed him.
“Good evening Milly, you can place my tray on the table. I am not ready to eat just yet.”
Gryph dipped into a curtsey, hoping Ferrancia did not see his clumsiness. Then he raised his gaze and saw her. She was tall and regal. While she did not look like Brynn, she felt like her. His heart thudded in his chest and a part of him, the part that held her the day their mother had died, wanted to rush to her. The goddess gave him an odd smile and Gryph pulled his gaze away.
“Is everything alright Milly?”
“Yes, my apologies Your Eminence. It's just… you reminded me of someone right now.” He knew it was risky becoming personal with the goddess but suspected the truth within the lie would help sell the story.
“Somebody special?” Ferrancia asked with a slight hint of warmth.
“Yes, Your Eminence. I am sorry if that offends.”
“It does not. It gladdens me that I can engender such feelings in you, despite my divinity.” Her eyes went to the tray. “You may place the tray down.”
"Yes, of course," Gryph said with a nervous start and rushed to place the tray down. He adjusted the place setting and rearranged the flowers in the vase, scowling like a nitpicky florist as he removed the length of white wood. He slipped it into the pocket of his apron and stood rigid.
“Sit with me for a time,” the goddess said, extending a hand to a pair of chairs. Gryph feigned reservation and embarrassment, but the goddess insisted. “It gets very lonely here, and I could use somebody to talk to.”
Gryph smoothed his clothes and sat. He raised his eyes to the goddess once again and smiled nervously. His hand eased down to his side, gripping the length of wood. He knew he’d only get one shot. If he missed, Ferrancia would be on him instantly.
The goddess stared at him for a long moment before speaking again. “Tell me Milly, do you have a family?”
The question surprised Gryph, who opened his mouth and then closed it again, while he struggled with how to answer. Then he looked her right in the eyes and opened his mouth to answer.
The words never passed his lips, for at that moment a thunderous voice roared into the room, seeming to come from the walls themselves. “YOUR EMINENCE, WE ARE UNDER ATTACK. THE DOORS ARE SECURED. STAY WHERE YOU ARE. THE HIGH GOD HAS BEEN ALERTED AND IS ON HIS WAY.”
The sounds of battle rose from the other side of the door. Ferrancia jumped up, and with a flick of her hand the gown she’d been wearing disappeared, replaced by a suit of shimmering pale-blue chain mail. A bow appeared on her back and she drew a short sword from her waist.
“Get behind me,” she yelled to Gryph.
Gryph grabbed the poker from the fire and stood next to the goddess. “No, Your Eminence, I am standing by your side.” The goddess eyes snapped to him, first in a rage at the disobedience, and then a curious, almost warm smile eased the anger away.
“You are an anomaly Milly. When this is all over I expect an answer to my question.”
“When this is over, we will have all the time in the world to talk, Your Eminence.”
The goddess returned her attention to the sounds of battle and Gryph eased the weapon from his apron. You have a shot, take it, he thought, but something held his hand. It wasn’t fear that caused his hesitation, but awe. Ferrancia was a goddess, with power, clout, respect. Under the right influence she could be a force for change on Korynn, in all the Realms.
Perhaps Sean shouldn't have fixed the weapon. I could have lured the High God into a trap, used it to kill him.
How do you know it would have worked on him? the voice of the Colonel said inside him. The High God is no player, not really. What happens if you tried and failed? Stick to the mission and stop wishing things were different.
Gryph scowled, knowing the phantom voice of his father was right. He would free Brynn, send her home and then fight this war on his terms. Gryph raised the weapon.
A flash of light exploded in the room, followed by a boom of thunder. Gryph dropped the poker and shielded his eyes. A moment later they cleared and standing before them both was a man clad in shining plate mail of gold and platinum.
The High God Aluran, Arche of the Pantheon, Prime Mover of the Realms, Father to All, had arrived.
The High God rushed to Ferrancia and took her face in both hands. “Are you alright, daughter?”
“I am fine father,” Ferrancia said, flinching slightly at his touch. Aluran gazed down on her with a look of adoration, like an aggrieved father desperate to repair his relationship.
Gryph’s eyes widened. He truly does care for her. Why? The High God’s eyes snapped to Gryph, and for a moment he feared the High God had heard his thoughts.
Don’t be a fool, the Colonel berated. Your Godhead resists all passive scrying. You know this. He would have to focus all his efforts on reading you, and still might fail.
The sounds of the battle beyond the door came to a sudden end. The High God turned his gaze to the door and then back to Gryph.
“Keep her safe and I will reward you,” the High God said.
“I am a goddess father, I do not need a servant to protect me.”
“I will protect her at the cost of my life,” Gryph said, purposely not using the honorific protocol demanded. If the High God noticed he said nothing. Without another word Aluran turned from them and raised his hand. The doors exploded outward and the High God zipped forward. A moment later the doors reformed, leaving Gryph and Ferrancia alone.
“Who are these people?” Ferrancia asked and turned to Gryph. “What do they want?” Her eyes went wide as she saw the length of wood in Gryph’s hands. Her eyes snapped up, and she moved swift as the wind towards him.
Gryph fired just as her sword blade pierced his side. The air shimmered as a beam of distorted energy pulsed into Ferrancia. She seized instantly, her slight spastic motions pushing her blade further into Gryph’s side.
He grunted in pain, refusing to shout out in case Aluran heard him over the sounds of battle in the hallway. Ferrancia’s eyes rolled back into her head and she lost her grip on her sword. She slumped to the ground and Gryph caught her, grunting with the effort. He eased her to the floor, placing a pillow from a nearby sofa under her head.
Satisfied she was okay, Gryph pulled her blade from his side, grimacing and biting his lip to dull the agony. Had she been any quicker her strike would have killed him. One shot is right, he thought wryly and cast Minor Healing on himself. He watched his red health bar stabilize and knew he was out of immediate danger.
A sudden cough brought his full attention back to her, and he saw her eyes open. Fear and confusion battled within her and Gryph knelt by her side. “Brynn, it’s me, it's Finn.” He said, cradling her head as she sat up.
“Finn? What …?” Then her eyes rolled back in her head and her mouth fell open.
For a moment Gryph feared the weapon had malfunctioned, somehow done damage to her instead of freeing her, but then she leaned forward again, and her breathing eased. "I remember,” she said and opened her eyes, reaching a hand to his face. “Finn? You look different.”
His laugh was joyous with relief and he nodded. “Yeah, this isn’t my normal…” His gut seized, and he started choking. Brynn grabbed him, concern widening her eyes. He held a hand out telling her it was okay, then hacked and spat up the Mimic Stone. A second later he morphed back into Gryph.
“Finn,” she said bringing her hands to his face. “Is it really you?" He smiled and nodded, and she hugged him to her. "You found me.” He helped her to her feet, grunting in pain. Her eyes went to his side. “I did this.” She laid healing hands upon him and soon his wound knit up and his health refilled.
He grinned. “Yup, you’re pretty handy with that sword. The Colonel would be proud.”
A laugh escaped her, and she held her hand to her mouth in shock. “Yes, yes he would.” She looked him up and down, her eyes brimming with tears and a joyous smile lighting up her face.
She reached up and caressed his cheek. “You’re my gryphon." Her eyes grew misty. "You’ve always been my gryphon.” She looked down and Gryph followed her gaze to the weapon still clutched in a death grip. “Sean did it.”
“Yes, he’s quite something that boy of yours.”
Brynn sneered at him in the manner only a younger sister can manage. “Be nice. He cares for me as much as you do.”
“He's a good man," Gryph said with a nod. "However, I have a duty to scare the crap out of him before giving him my blessing."
“Always the big brother,” Brynn said with a chuckle.
“We don’t have much time,” Gryph said. “Aluran will be back any minute. We need to leave.”
She pulled away from him. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
“What do you mean you can't?” Gryph asked, stunned. “You asked me to come save you. I have. Now we have to go.”
“I never asked you to save me Finn.” Her eyes were strong and stubborn, bearing a look Finn had seen hundreds of times. A look that said heaven and earth would move before she did. “I asked you to find me, to free me.” She touched his face again. “And you have. But my mission is here.”
“What mission?” Gryph asked, fear tearing at his gut.
“We have to stop Aluran, or the Realms, and maybe even Earth, is doomed.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I know, and I wish we had the time for me to explain. I wish we had the time for a lot of things. But, we don’t.” She touched his face again. “I’m not here by accident Finn. I’m a plant, a sleeper inside the Pantheon. And you awakened me.” She reached down and put her hand around the weapon. His grip eased and he let her take it from him.
She took a step back and her gaze moved to the door. “He’s coming back. We’re almost out of time.” Tears filled her eyes. “Do you have a safe respawn point?”
“Yes, of course. Why?”
“I’m giving you a mission big brother. When you respawn, build up a power base, grow strong, learn about the Prime Godhead and build us an army.”
“Who is us?”
A crackling boom filled the hallway. Aluran had returned.
“Welcome to the Resistance big brother.” She raised the weapon. “I love you, and I’m sorry.”
The doors burst apart and the High God stepped through the smoke. His eyes snapped from Gryph to Ferrancia and he held out a desperate hand. “Daughter, no.”
A seething beam of blue-white light exploded from the tip of the weapon and Gryph knew immediately that this time was different. She is using the weapon to channel her attack. Pain engulfed him and he fell to the ground, screaming in agony as her attack burned him from the inside out, charred by the power of a goddess.
“Daughter, what have you done?” the High God roared and rushed to Gryph’s side. He cast a healing spell, but the damage was too great. For every point of health the High God’s spell healed, Ferrancia’s attack stole five. The rogue godling would be dead in moments, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
“He said it was a weapon that could kill a god,” Ferrancia said in a tearful voice. She tore her eyes from Gryph as Aluran stood and extended his hand. “A weapon that could kill you.”
“Give it to me, daughter.”
Ferrancia looked down and with one swift motion snapped the wand in half.
The last thing Gryph heard as his life left him was his sister’s voice. “I’m sorry father, it is too dangerous.”
Gryph’s eyes closed and the Realms went dark.


Epilogue

Sometime later the darkness turned to light and Gryph woke with a start. He surged into a sitting position and expelled a huge breath. “Ahhhhggg!” he screamed and then hands were on him.
He looked around to see he was in the Nexus of Dar Thoriim, surrounded by Grimliir and the members of his Adventure Group.
“Oh, thank baby Jesus,” Lex said. “You’re back. I thought for sure that asshole Aluran had you. How’d you escape?”
“That’s a long story,” Gryph said, but before he could continue his respawn debuffs hit him like a train.
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“Dammit, I feel like hell.” He eased himself off the stone slab and stood.
“You’re gonna feel a whole lot worse if you don’t start yappin’,” Lex said. “What the hell happened?”
Over the next few minutes Gryph told them about his trickery, the success of his mission and Brynn’s refusal to come with him.
“Sounds like yer baby sister is as tough and stubborn as ye,” Grimliir said appreciatively.
“She’s more, much more,” Sean said, his tone both relieved and angry. He glared at Gryph. “I’m pretty pissed at you.”
“We all are,” Ovrym agreed.
“I’m so fuming mad, I might cry,” Lex said fiercely, and threw his tense arms around like an angry child.
“Just let it out little fella,” Vonn said.
Lex scowled at the rogue and then turned back to Gryph. “So, I don’t get it. This was her plan the whole time? Get you into the Realms, so you could give her memories back and make her a mole inside Aluran’s happy little gang of gods.”
“Apparently so,” Gryph said.
“So, that begs the question,” Ovrym said. “Who is she a mole for?”
Gryph’s eyes went wide, and he looked at his friends, his companions.
“My guess is the same person who wants Gryph tae build an army,” Grimliir said.
“But who the hell is that?” Lex roared.
Nobody said a word for several seconds.
“We’ll find out sooner than later I suspect,” Gryph said. “For now, we have work to do.”
*****
Deep in a dark cavern beneath the city of Avernia lay an altar engraved with a scattering of ancient runes. A thick layer of dust covered the stone, suggesting nobody had set foot in the small temple in years. That was about to change.
A swirling light appeared above the slab of the stone altar and a moment later a body coalesced from the aether. The man inhaled deeply, blinked his eyes open and sat up. He cocked his head to the side and swung his feet to the floor, looking around the temple.
The swirling light of his respawn faded, leaving the man alone in the dark. He summoned blue-white mana to his hands and stood examining his surroundings. A low gurgle of water drew his attention to a ceremonial basin filled with clear water. He looked down on it and saw the reflection of a pale man with eyes of solid blue staring back. He blinked and brought a hand to his face.
"I am called Bishop," he remembered. “Intriguing.”
*****
The High God strode through the maze-like corridors of the Pit, fury radiating from him like sweat from an athlete. A dim, yet harsh, light emanated from the walls, seeming to both illuminate and obscure the living shadows that were the only guards in the once inescapable prison.
Seething hisses rose from just beyond the edge of normal hearing and tendrils of hungry shadow eased from the walls as the god passed. With the barest twinge of his will, Aluran’s armor flared to brightness, scattering the shadow wraiths into crevices and holes with an ear-wrenching squeal. The High God paid them no heed as he arrived at a blank wall marked by a simple circle of mithril.
Aluran raised a hand and pressed his palm against the cool stone at the circle's center. Trails of light expanded from beneath his hand, bending up and out like the byways of a maze. One by one the trails reached the mithril and a deep thung of metal bolts retracting echoed down the hall. The door parted in four jagged pieces revealing a small, dark cell that smelled of bile, sweat and bodily waste.
Light flared into the room, startling the woman who hung by chains manacled to her wrists. She was elderly and the strain of imprisonment had been unkind. She blinked through squinting eyes, willing them to adjust to the harsh light.
“You didn’t believe you could escape me, did you, Milly?” Aluran asked the woman, who had, until today, been the caretaker of the Crag.
The woman opened her mouth to speak, but a coughing fit wracked her body, each spasm putting more strain on her manacled wrists, making it more difficult to breathe. It was a vicious circle of pain and slow suffocation. Finally, she regained enough composure to speak.
“Getting old sucks, let no one tell you otherwise.”
Aluran’s eyes grew tight in suspicion. Who was this woman who had dared conspire to kill him and his daughter? Who was this woman who could bear up under his gaze and stare him right back in the eyes? “You’re not afraid of me. Why?”
“Because I know you Bechard, and you’re not near as smart as you think. I told you once, a long time ago, that I would stop you. This …” she looked around the cramped environs of her cell …” is the beginning of me keeping that promise.”
The High God’s eyes widened and for a brief moment fear welled inside them. “You! But you’re dead.”
“The Realms is a wonderful place old friend. Full of unexpected surprises. But I am afraid it is time for me to go.” She twisted her head to the side and bit down hard on a tooth. A sharp crack filled the room and a trickle of viscous black liquid dripped from her mouth. A sizzle rose and then small holes ate their way through her cheeks.
Aluran grabbed the woman by the chin and forced her mouth open. His suspicions proved correct as his Identify talent triggered revealing that the liquid was the deadly venom known as The Bane of Life. “You fool, I’ve already altered your respawn point. You’ll just end up back here.”
The woman coughed as her lips and teeth dissolved under the furious acidic properties of the poison. “That was always your problem Alistair. You always thought you were the smartest guy in the room.” The servant laughed through the pain and then spoke her final words. “You’ll see me again, on my terms.”
The woman slumped over as the poison continued to eat away at her body, filling the room with a foul stench. A chill rushed through Aluran’s body and he shook uncontrollably.
Throughout the Pit the shadow wraiths keened in ecstasy as their world grew flush with their favorite form of sustenance, fear. Nothing tasted better than the fear of a god. 
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The Day of the Ruin.

The blades of grass stood tall and rigid resisting the chill winds humming down from the mountains to the North. High above, a lone eagle spotted prey among the vast sea of swaying fronds. Its eyes widened, and it dove, twisting to adjust its approach. Below a hapless rabbit chewed, unaware that death was coming with bared claws.
The rabbit's eyes widened, triggered by some primal instinct and it ceased its rapid chewing, searching back and forth. A low hum rose at the edge of hearing and the rabbit ran, pushing through the fronds. A rush of wind blasted the rabbit’s fur back, and it squealed in fear. In the air above the eagle screeched in alarm and wheeled away as a pinprick of blinding white light appeared a few feet above the ground, near the spot it intended to snatch its prey.
The pinprick flared and expanded, driving the air ahead of it to hurricane force. A circular portal opened, and a man clad in white and silver robes stepped through. As soon as he was clear, the portal snapped shut. He looked around as if searching for others and smoothed the creases in his robes.
The rabbit ran full bore in the opposite direction as the gale ruffled its fur and lifted it from the ground, a squeal of fear pushing past its incisors. A moment later it landed on all fours, its small brain beginning to hope it was safe, when the ground ahead of it pushed upwards into a bubble of raging magma. The long-eared animal chirped in fear and turned just as the bubble burst spewing blobs of molten rock in a wide fan, igniting the grass and scalding the air.
A woman crouched at the center of the maelstrom, showing no ill effects from the heat or the sulphuric gas carried away by the breeze. Blobs of magma incinerated the grass, dotting the plain with conflagrations. The woman rose and looked around, her crimson eyes flaring beneath a pair of curved horns. In her left hand, she clenched a long-bladed spear crafted from ever-shifting liquid metal. With a backhand wave of her right hand, she extinguished the flames ignited by her arrival.
Fear drove the rabbit to the left, but it found no solace there either. The air rippled and folded as if the organizing principles of reality were disrupted. The fleet-footed animal skidded to a halt as the fold spat out another figure.
The small, wiry man’s spastic motions defied logic and strained the eyes. The scar in reality disappeared and the man’s jittery movements calmed. His suit was a mishmash of fabrics and styles that looked as if the tailor had tossed it together while hopped up on hallucinogens. He made eye contact with the other two and a mad grin twisted his face.
The hare sped away, froth building at its nostrils and its heart beat near to bursting. Just as a glimmer of hope began to creep into its small mind, a beam of golden light shot from the clouds and punched into the ground accompanied by a short burst of musical sound. The light faded leaving behind a towering man clad in golden plate mail. The hilt of a massive greatsword crested his shoulders.
The terrified rabbit skidded into the man’s metal-clad shins, stunning itself and drawing the man’s golden-eyed gaze. Golden light flared through the intricate patterns of twining lines and curling script at his feet before fading to nothingness. The large man bent and lifted the small animal by the scruff of its neck. He caressed it with a finger and a rush of gilded light pushed into the rabbit, healing and calming the creature. He opened his palm, and the rabbit flew gently away from him, carried on a beam of light to the far edge of the plains.
“You always were a softy Casserius,” the horned woman said, her lips curling in a sneer.
The golden god stared at the woman, as hard and unmoving as stone. Whatever word described the man, soft was not one of them. “All life has worth, Dymeria. Perhaps you have forgotten that.”
“Do not fret brother,” the wiry god said. “She still believes, she just hates admitting it.”
“Always the sycophant, Obekai. All I meant was that it was a futile gesture,” Dymeria said. “Nothing in this valley will survive what we do today.” A twinge of fear filled her voice.
“You always were a cynic,” the golden god said to the woman. “Have a bit of faith.”
“Forgive me brother if I am the voice of dissent in that arena,” Dymeria said, turning her gaze to the white-clad god. “But faith is not what we need today. What we need is strength and we are one down.”
All eyes turned to the wide gap between the white-robed god and the golden god, where enough room lay for a fifth member of their group.
“Where is he?” the wiry god asked. "We cannot do this without him."
“He has forsaken us,” the golden god said in a low, unsurprised voice. “It will be the ruin of the Realms.”
“The traitor. The coward,” Dymeria spat. She strode to the white-robed god and smacked him across the face. “I told you he would not show, Ossyrion. But you so badly wanted to believe in him you blinded yourself to his true nature.”
Ossyrion said nothing, he simply returned the horned goddesses’ glare with a look of regret and kindness. 
“Maybe he had the right idea,” the wiry god said. His fingers fidgeted, gripping and releasing a crooked staff as it changed shape and color. “Perhaps we should run as well. Go back to the Outer Realms, find a small world, hide and raise a family.”
“That is the coward’s way,” Casserius said, drawing his massive two-handed sword.
“And the Dread God would come for us,” the white-robed god said, speaking for the first time. His powerful voice was calm and drew all eyes to him. “You all know what Morrigan wants. He has scoured the souls from seven of our brothers and sisters to achieve his goal. He will stop at nothing until he gets what he wants. There is nowhere safe from him, nowhere we can hide that he will not find us. We stop him today or the Realms end. There is no other way.”
“Tell that to the coward,” the golden god raged. “Where is he, if not hiding?”
“You are right,” the white-clad god said, sighing with heavy resignation. “He was our brother, and he has betrayed us all. But it does not change what we must do. None of us are innocent in this. We brought this fate upon ourselves. We all saw what Morrigan had become, but we did nothing.” He rested a calming hand on Casserius’ broad shoulder. “The others are gone. If we do not stop Morrigan now, all is lost.”
“How do we stop him?” the wiry god begged. “We cannot remove Morrigan’s Godhead without causing cataclysm. Without him we cannot do this.”
“We can,” the white-clad god said. “We just won’t survive.”
“Are you mad?” the golden god said, his eyes wide in suspicion. “Even directed by the force of our wills, releasing that much energy will tear a hole in reality.”
“I’m counting on it,” Ossyrion said. His eyes flared to brightness and the other god’s gasped as new understanding filled them. “Are you with me?”
Time crawled as the moment hung heavy, but then, one by one the other gods nodded. The golden god gripped the hilt of his sword and the blade exploded in a halo of yellow fire. The horned goddess powered up her spear, its tip shimmering with crimson energy. Even the wiry god agreed, pushing orange power into his staff. Though their agreement remained unspoken, it still held all the power of a Binding Vow.
As if recognizing their pact, a crackling boom like the sound of a hundred bolts of lightning tore the air and shook the ground. The four gods turned towards the sound as a wave of wind, sand and rock roared towards them.
The white god raised a hand and a shimmering shield of light expanded before them. The sand storm scoured but could not penetrate the shield. Soon the raging sand passed, revealing a lone figure walking towards them with easy confidence.
“The Dread God has come,” the woman said, failing to bury the fear in her voice. The others readied weapons and spells as Morrigan, clad in shifting black plate mail strode through the dust.
Ossyrion turned, casting a last desperate look back, searching for the missing god, the brother who had forsaken them. He saw nothing but the thick, endless clouds of dust Morrigan’s arrival had generated. Resignation slumped the white-clad god’s shoulders.
“I hope you find peace brother.”
*****
For a period, time lost all meaning and reality became unhinged. The Realms ruptured, bent and folded in upon themselves. Energies locked away in the spaces between universes since before creation poured through the rent. The world fractured, simultaneously expanding and contracting in ways the surface of Korynn could not contain.
Unknowable tons of earth exploded upwards as the rules that governed the Realms fractured. Boulders of a hundred different sizes flew skyward, some as fast as a bullet, some idly spinning almost casually.
Some of this earth fell back down on Korynn in the form of fiery missiles that shredded mountains and scoured cities from the face of the world. Entire civilizations died as the seas raged and the earth trembled. Had the full measure of the ejecta from the ragged wound fallen back to the surface, it would have scoured all life from the surface of Korynn. But, the vast majority of the material coalesced around the largest chunk like iron filings to a magnet. Slowly, yet inexorably this expanding mass floated upwards where it settled into a stable orbit becoming Korynn’s second moon.
Under the watchful eye of this new moon, a thick cloud of dust shrouded the sun for a generation. Plants died and soon, millions of animals and people followed. The few survivors knew little about what had destroyed their world, only that in the war between gods it was the people that suffered.
Ruin had come to this Realm and it would take millennia for Korynn to recover.
*****
Water from the once distant ocean rushed into the rent in the earth, scouring the ground as it found its new equilibrium. A vast new bay was born, lowering the sea level around Korynn by several feet. At the edge of the newly made bay, the rabbit sat, its nose twitching in confusion and fear. Its tiny brain could not understand the unlikeliness of its survival, nor that it had just bore witness to an event both unique and terrible. It would live, it would mate, and unknowable generations of its progeny would be born, live and die, before an event like this would occur again.
Soon it forgot the violence it had survived, and the rabbit chewed idly on some grass as its sparkling eyes gazed across the newly minted bay, a vast stretch of water that had once been its vast, grass laden home. It turned, hopped into the grass and disappeared.
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