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Dedication 

To my beautiful fiancé, Erica.
I Love You.
Thank you for saying “Yes!”
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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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Gryph leapt over the ooze slathered tentacle and spun in midair. Both wrists flicked, and a pair of his newly crafted throwing knives flew from his hands. The first found its mark and sunk into the beast’s rubbery flesh. The second missed, zipping by a protruding eyestalk and into the dark water of the underground lake. Gryph scowled and pushed a small amount of mana into his Bracers of the Return, manipulating the magnetic fields around the blade. The second throwing knife zipped in a wide arc and sunk into another tentacle
“Why are you giving this octo-blob acupuncture instead of skewering it with your badass spear?” Lex asked, dodging an attack. Lex was not just Gryph’s trusty NPC, but also an ancient repository of knowledge known as the Lexicon of Cerrunos, though finding evidence of that was often difficult.
“First of all, it only has six tentacles so it cannot be an octo anything,” Gryph said as he leapt over another tentacle and twined his mind around the knives. With a sharp jab of mental energy, he shattered the thin layers of quartz near the base of both blades. “Second, wait for it.”
The acupuncture Lex so casually mocked was Gryph’s newfound focus on throwing knives. The battle against the Scourge had revealed a significant deficiency in his arsenal, a lack of a potent distance attack. Sure, he could use his spear, combined with his magnetically powered bracers, to attack at a distance and he knew a few decent offensive spells. But, if he ever ran out of mana mid-battle, he needed something more.
That something more was his new throwing knives with built-in customizable slots. Gryph had spent the previous week working with the dwarven Master Smith Belgaarm, the Master Alchemist Bruunhilde, and Dar Thoriim’s Steward Grimliir, a Master Artificer in his own right, on the adaptable weapons.
Sheathes on the outside of each thigh held five of the new blades, forged from unenchanted pure-steel, mined and smelted in Dar Thoriim’s newly reopened mines. Two holsters beneath his wrists housed another pair, each ready for a quick attack. 
The knives were six and a half inches long with a handle wrapped in hemp twine. Each three-inch blade was razor sharp, and featured a thin groove, known as a fuller, cut down the middle of the blade’s length. The fuller strengthened the weapons, but their true purpose was as a delivery system.
For each blade had a unique feature, one conceived by Gryph and designed by his team of master crafters. Located where blade met handle was a recessed slot capable of holding half-inch long quartz ampules. These ampules held the real power of the new weapons.
The small crystalline phials contained a pair of liquids separated by a thin wafer of quartz. While the quartz remained intact, the two liquids were stable, but when mixed, a wide variety of fantastic things happened, some of them quite explosive.
Quartz was a psycho-reactive material, and like copper to electricity, it was a conduit for Thought Magic. All Gryph had to do to activate the phials was push a twinge of his will into the quartz. The wafer would break, the potions would mix and bam instant magical attack. Nearly a dozen varieties lay safely protected inside his soulbound satchel, ready to come to him when the need arose. Today he could finally test the new weapons in the field.
Gryph landed and danced away from another, slower attack from the tentacle he’d injured. He drew another pair of throwing knives and waited. The beast raised the tentacle high and a moment of doubt filled him. Then the appendage shivered and stopped. A cascade of frost spread through the spongy flesh like the fractal patterns of frost on a window. The second tentacle soon joined suit.
“Cool, freeze bombs,” Lex said in admiration and swung his spirit laden hammer in an upward arc like a mad barbarian ineptly playing golf. The holy weapon’s impact shattered the limb into a cascade of flash-frozen meat. The unfrozen end of the tentacle flopped to the ground where it twitched like a slug dipped in salt. Emboldened by the success of his first attack, Lex spun and activated Crushing Blow, shattering the second appendage.
Ovrym and Vonn dashed in, blades whirring. The xydai adjudicator and the half-elf templar were both able warriors, but despite their common elvish roots they could not be more different as people.
Ovrym’s charcoal gray skin was a mark to all that he was one of the Fallen, descendants of El’Edryn high elves captured, tortured and transformed by the Prime. The races of Korynn hated and feared his people. To them he was the boogeyman. But like many prejudices, it was fear based on ignorance. For his people had long ago rebelled against their hated masters and in the Outer Realms, the places outside Korynn, they were the xydai, the fiercest hunters of the Prime in all the Realms. Gryph was blessed to call the stoic warrior monk both ally and friend.
Vonn, on the other hand, was a dashing rogue whose charm and good looks would have made him a Hollywood star back on Earth. His constant ribbing of Lex and his wide range of roguish skills suggested he was a ne'er-do-well, but the man was a deeply spiritual Templar of the Source, a knight in service to a mysterious higher power.
Gryph smiled as the two men sliced through two more tentacles, each dropping to the sandy floor of the cavern. The xydai and half-elf formed a defensive wedge as the beast attempted to bring its last two tentacles into a defensive position.
The creature’s bulbous body got in the way leaving a large opening for the last member of Gryph’s team.
A wild scream shot by Gryph as Errat sped past him, his double-bladed axe held high. The massive warborn slammed the weapon down, cleaving the blubbery white flesh of the beast’s body in half. Metal crunched into sand and then clanged onto stone.  The beast went still, its remaining tentacles flopping to the sandy ground.
Warborn were organic automatons built for a war they’d never been able to fight. Recently awakened from a millennia long slumber, the powerful warriors were a species struggling to find purpose. They had asked Gryph to help them find that purpose, and despite his reservations, Gryph had agreed.
Errat, whose name meant wrong in ancient Thalmiir, was an oddity, even among a people many found odd. His childlike glee and insatiable curiosity marked him as different. His ability to wield magic made him unique, for no other warborn could harness the mana that flowed through their bodies. If any of this bothered Errat, he had never shown it.
As if proving Gryph’s assessment of him, Errat gripped his axe with both hands and thrust it over his head. A bearlike roar exploded from him earning several odd glances from the rest of the group. Lex grinned and slapped the huge automaton on the back.
“See, you’re getting it big guy.” Errat beamed a wide, odd smile and Lex turned to find the others staring at him. “What? I’m teaching him to express himself.”
“Can he express himself at a lower volume?” Gryph said, grimacing.
Lex looked up at Gryph. “You okay, man? You’ve been an insufferable grump for days.”
“I’m tired, that’s all,” Gryph said, his tone softening with apology. “So, can we keep unnecessary noise to a minimum?”
“Sure thing, man. So, anyway, we considered Errat Smash, but since he’s more a slicer and dicer than a smasher, we decided it didn’t make sense.”
“Errat Slice!” the warborn roared, holding his axe over his head with both hands.
Lex cringed and cast a nervous glance Gryph’s way. He then patted Errat on the arm. “Buddy, no. We agreed that doesn’t work either.”
“Didn’t we agree that you were the worst choice to mentor the big fella?” Vonn asked, his tone suggesting it was more a statement than a question.
“We did not. You guys said it and Errat and I were very insulted.”
“Errat was not insulted. Errat likes friend Vonn, even if he is a … what did friend Lex call him … an insufferable know it all.”
“Dude, that was between you and me,” Lex said, wincing up at the half-elf templar.
“Petty insults are the province of a small mind,” Ovrym said and pushed past the NPC. “You are the Lexicon of Cerrunos. Learn to act with grace and dignity.” The xydai walked up the beach oblivious to the heat of Lex’s scowl.
“Oh sure, pick the two things I’m terrible at,” Lex yelled after the adjudicator.
“Saying the two things implies that you are good at other things. I’m curious, what, would you say, you are good at?” Vonn asked, then walked up the beach without waiting for the NPC to respond. Lex opened his mouth and then closed it again.
Silence hung for several seconds.
“Errat enjoys friend Lex’s many very funny jokes about genitals and bodily gasses. And he can smash very well and is very good at Analyze.” Errat grinned at Lex and then rushed after Ovrym and Vonn, reaching the shorter men in several easy strides.
“When you say it like that, you make me sound like an idiot teenager.”
“If the shoe fits,” Gryph said, a note of amusement pushing through his fatigue. He slapped Lex on the back and followed the others up the beach. After a moment’s muttering, Lex followed.
Ahead, a pair of large stone doors blocked their path. If Gryph’s information was correct, their prize lay behind them. Vonn found no traps and nodded to Errat and Ovrym who pulled the doors open. Gryph cast several Far Light spells. The glowing balls flew in and stuck to the walls, revealing a circular chamber. A quick Perception check assured Gryph the room was empty.  
Gryph stepped forward but found his way blocked by the handle of Lex’s maul. The NPC gave him an abashed smile. Clarion calls of I must protect Gryph filled the player’s mind and he waved his hand. "By all means, make sure it’s safe."
“I must protect Gryph,” Lex muttered in a low, almost embarrassed whisper. The NPC grunted in irritation and strode through the doors like a conquering general. His shoulders slumped on discovering the room was empty. “Aw man, there’s nothing here.”
“Yes, there is,” Gryph said and walked past him. He pulled a small leather pouch from his satchel, undid the strings and twined his fingers through fine sand. The motion soothed him, like a man raking a Zen garden. He tossed a handful of sand in a wide arc onto the smooth paving stones.
For a moment nothing happened, but then faint golden lines and symbols appeared. Gryph took another step and tossed several more handfuls of the dust, revealing an intricately drawn pattern of intertwining runes.
“A rune-form,” Lex said, eyes wide in awe.
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Their mission began with the return of an old friend and a dire warning of hidden danger.
Gryph hadn’t rested well for several weeks. As an El’Edryn, one of the elven races, Gryph did not sleep. Instead, he entered a meditative state called a Soul Reverie, where his subconscious mind floated in a vast sea of life experiences. Some of these experiences were from his current life, the iteration of his soul known as both Gryph and Finn Caldwell. Others were pieces of past lives.
Normally, when he roused from his Soul Reverie, Gryph only remembered fragments of the experience, akin to a half-remembered dream. Lately, he’d woken frightened, worried and bathed in a cold sweat. The night of the warning, something felt different.
While in his Soul Reverie Gryph floated on an endless sea of viscous silver liquid. Spheres bubbled to the surface, reflecting and distorting random events from the past life they sheltered. If he focused on a sphere Gryph could relive a glimpse of the life they contained. Some were small, others large. Gartheniel, the half-elven Steward of Sylvan Aenor, had taught him that each sphere was an important moment from a past life and the larger the sphere the more impactful that moment had been on the Realms.
For weeks, each time he entered the Reverie, a massive sphere had confronted him, one whose reflective surface swarmed with a barrage of images. It was the largest he'd seen, suggesting it was more impactful than his life as the last Stone King. The Prime had corrupted Gryph in that life, and he’d nearly unleashed a holocaust upon the world. He could not conceive of a moment that influenced the Realms more, but there, staring him in the face, was one whose impact was far greater.
For good or for ill? Gryph wondered.
He’d become obsessed with answering that question, but the soul bubble resisted all inquiries, prevented all access. It had cost him in the waking world in mistakes made while crafting, sharp responses to friends and foul moods. His people deserved better.
One night, after waking in a cold sweat, he’d taken a walk to Sylvan Aenor, the elven haven across the Deep Water, to sit under the empyrean tree Aurvendiel. The wondrous being emitted a field of soothing energy. There he found a modicum of peace.
On the third night, as he leaned against the wide trunk of the mighty tree, a voice spoke to him, a voice he’d never thought to hear again.
“Why are you so grim?”
Gryph’s eyes snapped open. Had he drifted into the Reverie without realizing? Was he so exhausted that he’d fallen into the Endless Sea without conscious choice? His eyes tore about the room, but the only people present were the pair of paladins guarding the entrance to the Spire, and they were too far away. Besides, the voice sounded female.
Gryph wiped at his eyes and got to his feet and looked around him. Just a dream then. Some fragment of my past bubbling to the now. He knew the theory was false, for he recognized the voice.
“Hello?” Gryph asked, as hope, fear and joy swirled inside him.
A low crackle, like a footfall on a pile of leaves and twigs came from behind Gryph and he turned. The surface of the mighty tree shivered, and a woman stepped from the trunk. Her skin was shining white, her hair twining green vines, her dress an overlay of golden leaves. She smiled as she strode towards him.
“Hello Gryph. It is good to see you.”
“Sillendriel!” Gryph said, eyes wide in shock. His heart raged inside his chest as she walked closer, his Analyze revealing she was an empyrean dryad, her soul now bonded to Aurvendiel. A thousand questions rushed through his mind. How had she survived? How long had she been back? Did Barrendiel know? Had she just returned, or had she been hiding inside Aurvendiel? If so, why did she wait so long to reveal herself? Why now? Why him?
“Shh.” She caressed his face with thin fingers sending a tingle through him.
He leaned into her hand, surprised at the smooth warmth of her skin. Her touch drained the tension binding his muscles and his thoughts eased. “How?”
“I am sorry my dear friend, but we do not have time for explanations. We need your help.” She pulled him gently towards the trunk of the tree, placing his hand palm down onto the shining bark. “Can you feel her?”
Gryph closed his eyes and eased himself inside. To most, Aurvendiel was just the tallest of trees, but Gryph knew better. During the final battle against the Aberrant, Gryph had joined his mind with the spirit occupying the tree, an angelic entity long ago descended from the heavens.
It had been like sharing a mind with an angel in a battle against a demon. Aurvendiel had been weak then, the result of a poisoning during the war against the Prime. Now she was vibrant and joyous. It showed in her new growth, with the buds just beginning to emerge at the tips of her branches.
“Is this because of you?” Gryph asked.
“In part,” Sillendriel said with a nod. “My soul has found a home inside her and we are both transformed. But I played the smallest of parts. It was your defeat of my cousin that not only freed Aurvendiel from his foulness but also cleansed her of the last vestiges of the Prime’s poisoning. It will take time, but she will heal and return to her glory.”
Gryph smiled and the burden he carried lightened. Sillendriel placed her hand atop his. Pulses of golden light flared under the surface of the bark, spreading upwards like the beating of an ancient heart.
“We sense your pain and your fear. We know the peace of the Reverie is withheld from you.”
“The memory of my past life,” Gryph said, hope flowing through him. “Can you help me pierce its veil?”
“No,” Sillendriel said, a deep sadness crossing her face. “A Reverie is a private experience. We can train you to swim in the sea, but you alone must make the journey. Remember, the Reverie is all that you have been, and some say all that you will be. What you bring into it is magnified and intensified. To find what you seek, you must enter with a clear mind and a joyous heart.”
“How?” Gryph said, irritated at how helpless his failure in the Reverie made him feel.
“I cannot tell you how for each man, each woman must find that path on their own,” Sillendriel said. “And before you ask, even my divinations are mere glimpses of what may come, seen through a haze of fog. Perhaps, in time, the fog will clear, and I can be of more help, but for now…”
Gryph placed his hands on her shoulders. “You are here, alive. That is a bigger help than you can imagine.” Nervous energy pushed through him and he fell silent, at a loss for words.
Sillendriel smiled and stared up at him. Her eyes were twin pools of sapphire blue water and Gryph was awestruck by the current that flowed through them. She took both his hands into hers and Gryph's heart thundered in his chest. He lost track of time and place as he swam in those eyes. She turned her gaze down, trying to hide her pained smile from him.
“I wish we could explore that path, but for every moment of joy I see, there is an equal measure of pain and destruction. We cannot.” She nuzzled against his chest.
“I …,” Gryph began, but then closed his mouth. There was nothing to say and he willed his heart to slow. “I understand.” He did not, but knew she needed to hear him say he did.
She looked back up at him, a desperate sadness filling her smile. A moment later it faded. “We have a gift for you, and a request.” She pulled her hands from his leaving a small, hard nugget tucked into his palm.
He opened his hand and saw a golden acorn shimmering with internal light. His Identify talent triggered.
 
	You have found an Empyrean Essence Seed.



	Empyrean Essence Seeds are matrices of pure empyrean energy grown by empyrean trees. They are beyond rare outside the empyrean realm. When consumed by a sentient being the seed will cleanse and strengthen the body, mind and soul, enhancing and changing them at the core of their being.
The effects are wide ranging and dependent upon a variety of factors, including the phases of the moons, the mood of the user, the time of day and other conditions.




Gryph’s eyes went wide, and he nodded his thanks. “I do not know what to say.”
“There is nothing that you need say,” Sillendriel said with a smile. She leaned in and whispered. “Wait until the night of the full moons. They will be in sync then and consuming the seed under their light will increase the potency of the gifts granted.”
“Thank you.” Gryph stared at the shimmering seed for a few moments, bathing in the good will pouring from the precious gift. He slipped the seed into his bag of holding and turned to Sillendriel.
She walked on feet so light that they seemed to float above the ground. Soon she stood at the spot where she had bled out. The spot where she'd died.
“Are you all right?” Gryph asked, desperately wanting to comfort her, but fearing the path it would pull them down.
She lowered her head. “Sometimes it doesn’t feel real.” She held her hands before her, turning them back and forth, letting the subtle golden glow of Aurvendiel play across her white skin. “I should have known Myrth …, that he was aberrant. All it would have taken was one touch.”
“You are not to blame. His evil was his and his alone, not yours. He is dead and history will forget his name.”
She raised her head and turned to him with a smile. “The wisdom of lifetimes lives in your soul, and you have done more than your fair share, but I fear we must ask for your help once more.”
“Anything,” he said, his eyes intent.
Sillendriel smiled and showed Gryph the near invisible whorls and lines carved into the base of the tree. It was ancient and nearly undetectable until Gryph pushed mana into it, his Ritual Magic skill enabling him to bring the etchings to the fore.
“A rune-form,” Gryph said in wonder.
“A cloaking rune-form to be exact,” Sillendriel said. She walked towards a large gash in the tree's side. It looked like a lightning strike had charred the living wood. As he got close, Gryph realized the rent bisected a major portion of the rune-form. “Powered by Aurvendiel, this rune-form has shrouded the valley since the days of the Prime invasion, protecting us all from discovery.”
“This damage is recent.”
“Yes, inflicted by the Black Fog during the battle against the Aberrant.”
Gryph placed his hand on the gash, tracing the wound with gentle fingers. “This is my doing.”
“You saved her. You saved me. You saved us all.” She lowered her head and paused for the briefest of moments. “And now, I fear, I’m asking you to do so again.”
“It is damaged? Are we safe?”
“For now, yes, but the field grows weaker with the passing of each day. It still hides us from the casual observer.”
“But what of the intentional seeker?” The face of Aluran filled Gryph’s mind, and a chill ran down his spine. The High God thought Gryph was dead and Gryph had no reason to believe that state of affairs had changed. But, there is more in this valley the High God fears. The Black Fog had briefly enslaved every sentient being on Korynn, including Aluran. He knew its power and would stop at nothing to take it for himself. If he ever discovers where it is, where we are, then no amount of trickery will keep us safe. 
The Colonel’s voice filled Gryph’s mind. It is not a matter of if, but of when. You must be prepared son.
Gryph stared at the jagged cut in the empyrean tree's side, the burnt edges already flush with the pale green of new growth. He then turned his gaze to the empyrean dryad. “We will fix it. I will find a way to repair the field.” He pulled a chunk of burnt bark free, revealing healthy wood beneath. “Then you … then everyone will be safe again.”
 
	You have been offered the quest. Secure the Field, Secure the Future.



	You have been tasked with repairing the cloaking rune-form that protects the Valley from discovery, scrying or divination. To achieve this goal, you must construct or discover a fully functional cloaking rune-form, carve it into the base of the empyrean tree Aurvendiel and then power the rune-form.
Difficulty: Complicated - Reward: A secure base of operations - Time Limit: Two Weeks - Penalty for Failure: Discovery - XP: 100,000.




She smiled up at him, and he almost reached out to her. “You are a godsend Gryph of Earth, but I fear that soon there will be no such thing as a safe place in all the Realms.”
Gryph wished more than anything to prove her wrong.
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To help him with the quest to repair the cloaking rune-form, Gryph had recruited Eadweanna and the other scholars. After several days of searching the vast archives in Dar Thoriim’s library they found a decrepit book. Inside its pages was the tale of a man named Exuum. There they found mention of the last resting place of a long dead ritual mage.
Syndravion has gone mad. Yesterday the arrogant fool killed the maid. He thought the old woman was me, insisting that I had somehow stolen the poor woman’s body, and I had come to kill him. The only way to save her, he claimed, was to kill her so I could no longer possess her. I cannot say why he let me live. This morning, he made no mention of it, as if he’d forgotten it had ever happened.

I now know he never plans to teach me his secrets. I do not know if he remembers them himself. I am leaving at first light. It is only a few days south from the old crater to Pyr. There, I can live a good, long life. My departure means my quest to learn the depths of Ritual Magic will end, but at least I will have my life and my sanity. The same cannot be said of Syndravion.

Using the Port Gate system, the Adventure Group journeyed to the ancient catacombs hidden in the endless grasslands near the Free City of Pyr on the northern shore of the Central Sea. In that lair they found what they sought.
“A rune-form,” Lex said, eyes wide in awe.
“A cloaking rune-form to be exact,” Gryph said with a smile and spread more of the magical Revelation Sand across the floor, revealing the entire pattern. Gryph knelt and held a hand over the shimmering circle of energy.
Rune-forms were channeling and focusing devices that allowed a skilled practitioner of Ritual Magic to harness vast amounts of mana into a spell effect. Unlike traditional spells, rune-forms could tap into the mana stores of other people. The results were incredible and often permanent.
Gryph closed his eyes and moved his will along the curves and whorls of the rune-form, seeking the trigger that would allow him to power it down. If Exuum’s journal was accurate, then two wondrous prizes lay hidden here.
To win them, he needed to decode and deactivate the cloaking rune-form. Moving his mind along the pathways of the complex drawing started easily, but as his mind filled more and more of the rune-form, the resistance became thicker, like wading through an avalanche of thick, wet snow.
As his consciousness moved through the rune-form, seeking one rune among hundreds, the mana stored in the pattern had less space to occupy. Less space meant more resistance. The pressure grew, and he felt like he was wriggling through cloying mud with his arms bound behind his back. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he flowed over the runes, their meaning instantly known to him thanks to his Prime Godhead.
The mote of pure creation had bonded with him when he first entered the Realms. It granted him an array of fantastic abilities, but it was the easily overlooked Gift of Tongues perk that was proving its worth now. It enabled him to understand virtually any language he heard or read as if it were his native tongue.
From his research, he’d learned that runes were the written form of the ancient language of dragons, and they held power within their curves and lines. Dragons had died out millennia ago and with their passing, and the twin apocalypses of the Ruin and the Prime invasion, knowledge of their language had all but disappeared. He was likely one of the few beings on Korynn capable of deriving meaning from the ancient draconic words.
Pushing through the rune-form took so much of his focus, that he nearly missed the rune he sought. The rune that meant End in draconic. The ritual mage had hidden the character well, secreting it inside a decorative whorl in a last-ditch defense to protect his treasure. Gryph pulsed mana into the rune, smiling as the entire rune-form pulsed with power and blinked out.
“Awesome,” Lex said.
Gryph opened his eyes. At the center of the rune-form a three-tiered dais had appeared. Atop the raised platform lay a large chest of deep brown, almost black wood clad in bands of platinum colored metal. Before he could stand, Lex rushed forward, his hand reaching out.
“Wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Vonn warned.
Lex pulled his hand back like a child discovering the pain of an open fire and spun to look at the roguish templar. “Why not?”
“It’s a mimic,” Vonn said picking at his teeth with an ivory pic.
“A what?” Lex asked, backing away.
“A mimic. A shape-shifting creature that disguises itself as a chest or a door or any manner of other mundane objects, waiting for some gullible sap to get close before … SNAP … it chomps a hand off.”
Lex stumbled backwards, wide eyes on the chest. “Are you for real?”
“Course not. What kinda twisted bastard would you have to be to create a creature like that? But thanks for proving your gullibility.”
“You’re a real asshole you know that,” Lex said.
The rogue shrugged. “Embrace who you are.”
Vonn knelt before the chest, examining it with his high Perception. He slipped a set of lock picks into a barely perceptible hole and a moment later the lock clicked. He opened the chest and motioned to Gryph. “It’s clean.”
Gryph nodded his thanks and looked into the chest. Two items sat in the padded interior; a large book clad in the leather of some scaled beast. A heavy metal clasp secured it shut. Next to the book was a squashed ovoid sphere constructed from interconnecting plates of metal. It was the size and shape of a loaf of round Italian bread. Gryph lifted the book gingerly and triggered Identify.
 
	You have found the Codex of Ritual Wonder by Grandmaster Syndravion.



	Item Class: Major - Item Category: Active
Codices are powerful magical books that contain a small portion of the memories and powers of the mage that created them. Where standard spell stones allow users to learn a single spell, codices can store much more, including skills, multiple spells, skill level boosts and a wide variety of other esoteric information.
The Codex of Ritual Wonder contains the secret knowledge of Grandmaster Syndravion including instructions on the functions and operations of the Occulorum.
Reading the codex can tax lesser minds and possesses hidden safeguards designed to protect the codex from unworthy eyes.




Gryph was careful not to trigger the latch and handed the Codex of Ritual Wonder to Vonn who checked it for traps. The rogue found nothing obvious but warned Gryph that codices were notoriously dangerous. Gryph thanked him and lifted the ovoid device from the chest and triggered his Identify talent a second time.
 
	You have found the Occulorum (Locked)



	Item Class: Artifact - Item Category: Active/Passive
The Occulorum is a diagnostic, recording and etching device created by the Grandmaster Ritual Mage Syndravion after he sacrificed his right hand to a dragon for wondrous knowledge. Ritual Magic requires the creation of rune-forms, complex patterns drawn onto surfaces that are then empowered with mana.
Active Power (1):
Analyze Rune-Form: The Occulorum can analyze any existing rune-form to identify the purpose, powers, tier and mana levels of the rune-form.
Active Power (2):
Store Rune-Form: Rune-forms are incredible complex and highly precise symbolic drawings. Any deviation may cause the rune-form to fail or exhibit unwanted and dangerous effects. The Occulorum scans and stores rune-forms for study or later use.
Active Power (3):
Etch Rune-Form: Rune-forms require a high level of artistic skill to draw. After losing his hand, Syndravion could not draw these complex ritual diagrams. He created the Occulorum to get around his handicap. The Occulorum allows the user to etch rune-forms into a wide variety of surfaces as if their Ritual Drawing perk was equal to their Ritual Magic tier.
Active Power (4):
Repair Rune-Form: Damaged rune-forms stop functioning until repaired. Ritual Magic practitioners can “see” the damaged part and instruct the Occulorum to perform repairs.
Passive Power (1): When analyzing, repairing or etching a rune-form, the Occulorum increases the user’s effective tier in Ritual Magic by two tiers. These tiers do not enable a user to purchase perks higher than their actual tier and all other abilities and effects are determined by the user’s true tier and level.
NOTE: The Occulorum is locked. Speak the word of power to unlock the artifact.




Gryph sat down, his back to the chest. Lex eyed it warily, perhaps expecting a hidden mouth to open and devour Gryph. When nothing happened, the tension in the NPC’s shoulders eased and he glared at Vonn.
“I hate you sometimes.”
“Can’t be everything to everyone,” the half-elf said with a shrug.
Gryph motioned to Vonn, and the half-elf handed the heavy book to him. “The warnings on this book are harsh, so I’ll need you guys to keep an eye out for any other beasts we missed. The last thing I need is another tentacle blob beast coming after me when I’m stuck in a spastic trance.” He turned his eyes to the warborn who’d spent much of the last few weeks studying with the healers. “Errat, you’re my medic if I seize or need healing.”
The warborn bowed. “Errat appreciates the honor of friend Gryph’s trusting, and I promise to handle your body as well as I am able while you are incapacitated.”
Lex opened his mouth ready to spout some witty remark, but nothing came. “I got nothing.”
“Our luck is holding then,” Ovrym said, drawing his sword. Lex and Vonn readied their own weapons, and all three stood guard. With a nod to Errat, Gryph opened the clasp of the codex. Nothing happened and Gryph released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d held. With one last look at his friends he opened the book.
Words and rune-forms filled the page. As his eyes fell on them they began to move. The words twined across the pages like centipedes made of letters. The rune-forms spun, pulsing outward as the surface of the book became three dimensional.
The largest rune-form snapped up, enveloped Gryph, and then he was somewhere else.
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Gryph stumbled and nearly fell. Somehow, even though he’d been sitting a moment ago, he now stood on a stone walkway. He wobbled but caught his balance before falling over the edge into a roiling mass of swamp green … something. He couldn't decide if it was a liquid or a solid. It was both and neither.
Déjà vu flickered at the edges of his awareness and he saw parts of both his Soul Reverie and the Perk Point Marketplace in the senses disrupting morass. The Aether, a voice, one of his voices, said.
Gryph tore his gaze from the raw stuff of creation and looked skyward. Thick gray-green clouds flowed overhead in a twinning maelstrom of interconnecting storm cells. Silver-blue lightning flashed among them in vast chains, illuminating one then another of the bulbous pockets of air and moisture.
Each flash revealed a horror of twining tentacles swarming inside the clouds and Gryph flinched as crashes of thunder rumbled over him. The tentacles were like the beast the group had slain back in the tomb, only much larger. And these are flying among the clouds, he told himself. Walk silent, walk quick.
Gryph tore his gaze from the writhing monstrosities and moved up a set of stairs, struggling like a toddler learning to walk. Something about traversing dimensions always quirked up his equilibrium, but he regained his balance with each step and soon reached a circular platform. Five causeways flared out like the spokes of a wheel, each leading up to a smaller dais. At the center of each sat a stone lectern where carbon copies of the Codex of Ritual Wonder bobbed up and down as if floating on the swell of a calm sea.
Gryph’s heart raced at the prospect of gaining five more volumes of Ritual Magic knowledge and he took a cautious step onto the central platform. A flash of silver-gray light exploded under his foot and sped through the intricately carved lines around the entire platform. He recognized the activation of a rune-form and tried to rush back down the stairs, but the energy pulsed around the entire rostrum faster than his eyes could follow and his face smacked into an invisible wall as hard as stone.
The hairs on the back of Gryph’s neck rose, and a voice reached his ears. “Is that you Exuum, you traitorous cockalorum.” By the time Gryph had turned, two of his new throwing knives were at the ready. What he saw stayed his hand.
Standing at the center of the platform was a wizened man, his back crooked and bent. He wore ragged, filthy robes that in a more laundered past may have been luxurious and clutched a twisted wooden staff in his left hand. Unkempt hair exploded about his head and a scruffy beard, so full of detritus that it would have made a passable nest for a bird, tufted from his face. His rheumy eyes closed to slits as he stared at Gryph.
What kind of safeguards are these? Gryph wondered, remembering the warning that had come with the codex’s description.
“You look taller Exuum, and far less ugly.” He pointed at Gryph with the stump of his right arm. “Have you stolen someone’s body again?”
Again, Gryph thought in alarm but regained his composure on seeing the man’s missing hand. “Grandmaster Syndravion?”
“Of course, I am me, Exuum. Who else would I be if I were not me? You’re the one who goes around snatching bodies from people.” The old man’s eyes squinted further and Gryph wondered how the man could see. “Wait, are you sure you’re Exuum, or did you steal the body Exuum stole?”
For a moment Gryph felt like he was talking to a senile Lex. “Nope, I’m Exuum, and sorry about, um, stealing this body. I hope it does not offend?”
“If the previous owner was foolish enough to leave it lying about, then it is no skin off my nose.” As if under the sway of his own subliminal influence Syndravion scratched the side of his nose with his stump. An unpleasant squelching sound crossed the space between them. After several seconds the old man stopped and looked at Gryph. “What were we talking about?”
Gryph saw an opportunity. Grandmaster Syndravion, if this truly was him and not some simulacrum of the man, was clearly a bit addled in the brain. If Gryph could keep him off balance, perhaps he'd gain access to the knowledge of the codex.
“You were about to share with me your greatest discoveries Grandmaster.”
Syndravion cocked his head to the side, like a confused parrot. “Really? That doesn’t sound at all like me. Don’t I always promise to tell you my secrets and then withhold them?”
“Yes, and it is quite amusing too,” Gryph said, forcing a light chuckle into his tone. “But wise Grandmaster, do you not remember the orders you gave me last night?”
“Orders?” The mad mage stared at Gryph, his face drawn into a scowl as he sucked loudly at his teeth. “Of course, I remember. I am surprised you do. In fact, if you truly are Exuum and not some imposter, I cannot let you trick me into revealing my orders. Instead, you will tell me what those orders were.”
Gryph’s brain swam at the deep illogic of the comment and he hoped the man was not manipulating him, playing him for the fool. Is it any safer hoping he’s an unstable lunatic? The phantom voice of the Colonel asked. Gryph wanted to scowl at his dead father’s words, but he kept his face locked into a pleasant smile. Who knew what the mage would do to him if he thought he was lying.
“Of course, Grandmaster,” Gryph said and took a deep bow. “You told me you were retiring and because of my many years of loyal service you had chosen me to continue your legacy.”
“I did? Why would I do that?” He stared at Gryph, suspicion starting to push through the fog of his addled mind. He raised his staff and Gryph knew he had mere moments before the mage unleashed his attack. “That doesn’t sound like me at all. I am far too selfish to hand over my knowledge to the likes of you.”
Gryph’s mind scrambled for an out, his eyes widening as the Grandmaster stood tall and aimed his stump at him. Power howled through the ancient man’s body, wrapping around him in multi-colored whorls of mana. Gryph suspected, despite his age and insanity, the man could lay him low in an instant, especially here, in whatever odd Realm that insanity had built. Gryph’s eyes stared at the stump and a thought triggered by a single line in the Codex of Ritual Wonder’s description came to him.
“The dragon,” Gryph blurted.
“Dragon? What dragon?” Syndravion looked down on his stump and flinched, jumping back as if he’d forgotten all about the amputated limb. “Oh, that dragon,” he said, a childish pout coming to his lips. “I hate that dragon. That is why I killed it.”
“But you didn’t, remember?”
“I didn’t? I thought I did.”
“We all thought you did, but the dragon deceived you by ….”
“Taking over the body of the gardener,” Syndravion said, his eyes wide, his voice the ‘ah ha’ tone of a conspiracy theorist convinced his idiotic theory is true.
Gryph coughed to cover his surprise. “Yes… exactly. And you ordered me to kill him since a dragon in the body of a lowly gardener is …”
“Below me,” the mage said, eyes wide in understanding. “Yes,” He turned a joyous gaze on Gryph. “Yes, yes, I remember now.” He motioned for Gryph to come closer, all threat and suspicion gone. “I will teach you how to use my Occulorum and then you can choose the knowledge from one of my codices. With it you can kill the dragon gardener.” He swept his arm in a wide arc towards the five lecterns, his erratic motion nearly pulling him off balance.
“Would it not be better to teach me all your techniques, so I may have a better chance to fulfill my mission?”
“To kill a gardener?” Syndravion asked with a shriek. “No, the Occulorum and the power in one codex is more than sufficient to accomplish that feat. Besides, you’re only level 19 in Ritual Magic, a mere babe in the woods. Talk to me when you have advanced a tier. Perhaps I’ll allow you to learn more, or perhaps I’ll kill you.” Syndravion smiled like a kid learning he’d soon vacation at Disney World, and turned towards the array of codices, motioning Gryph to follow. “Come, come.”
An alarm roared in Gryph’s head. If he knows I’m level 19, what else does he know? Is this some ploy? Knowing he had to play along, Gryph walked up and stood beside the insane Grandmaster.
“First … to use the Occulorum … you … need …” Syndravion said, scowling at the creakiness in his voice before opening and closing his mouth several times to moisten the tacky paste covering his tongue. He failed if his sour expression was any sign and grumbling to himself he released his staff. “Huurrm … guess I’ll have to do it … the easy way. This may ... tickle.”
The staff floated in midair drawing Gryph’s gaze and a second later Syndravion’s hand launched out, his thumb and fingers pincering Gryph’s temples with surprising strength. Gryph yelped in alarm but then went limp as a torrent of information poured into him.
Gryph’s mind swirled and the pain nearly forced him to his knees, but he resisted, understanding that it was no time to show weakness. A moment later the pain in his head and the writhing of his stomach ceased and Gryph knew how to use the Occulorum. He looked up at the wizened old man with newfound respect. The ritual mage had created the Realm’s version of a scanning matrix coupled with a replication unit. The possibilities of such a device overwhelmed Gryph.
Syndravion turned towards the five codices. “Okey Dokey, which one do you want?”
Gryph twitched for several seconds as he tried to regain his composure.
“Snap, snap Exuum, don’t make me ask again or I’ll flay you alive.”
“Sorry,” Gryph said, lowering his head in a small bow. “What are my options?”
A grumble of discontent, or perhaps gastrointestinal distress, moved through Syndravion as he gazed from one codex to the next. “Well, there are five paths; The Pattern of Might, The Pattern of Magic, The Pattern of Guile, The Pattern of Enlightenment and The Pattern of Advancement. All have value but some are more valuable than others.”
Gryph was about to ask what the differences were when a prompt filled this vision.
 
	The Five Patterns.



	The Pattern of Might:
Teaches a rune-form that will increase the Martial Skills of those who walk the pattern.
The Pattern of Magic:
Teaches a rune-form that will increase the Magical Skills of those who walk the pattern.
The Pattern of Guile:
Teaches a rune-form that will increase the Stealth Skills of those who walk the pattern.
The Pattern of Enlightenment:
Teaches a rune-form that will expand the Understanding of those who walk the pattern.
The Pattern of Advancement:
Teaches a rune-form that will expand the Learning of those who walk the pattern.




“What does walk the pattern mean?” Gryph asked bewildered. The few rune-forms he’d encountered did not have paths. They were complex drawings that empowered a particular spell effect. He’d thought of them as magical computer programs. They just were, there was no walking.
“What do you mean what do you mean?” Syndravion asked head cocked sideways at Gryph like he was an idiot. “You walk.” The robed man started shuffling around in circles. “Walk. Like this. You’ve never walked before?”
Gryph stared.
“You always were a dolt Exuum. First, you draw the rune-form.” Syndravion mocked drawing an elaborate rune-form, his tongue sticking out in concentration. “Then you power it up.” He cast his arms above his head, made a variety of power surging noises and vague explosion sounds. “Then you walk the pattern.” He shambled around in an intricate circular pathway only he could see. “And then you gain the powers.” He spasmed like a man being electrocuted.
“Okay then,” Gryph said and looked at each book. The first three patterns seemed self-explanatory, but the vague description of the last two piqued his interest. “And the difference between understanding and learning?”
“Simple. Understanding allows you to use what you already know better, while Learning enables you to learn more when you learn." The old man’s eyes turned to slits with suspicion. “I told you all this before. Why are you asking again?”
"Just being thorough,” Gryph said, his voice a bit higher pitched than normal. While he did not find the explanation simple, he feared any further questions would arouse suspicions in the unstable Grandmaster. So, gain more from what I learn or know more from what I gain?
The first three patterns all held significant promise, especially if they could power up the army he was building, but he found his eyes drawn to the last two, the Pattern of Enlightenment and the Pattern of Advancement.
Gryph imagined both concepts working hand in hand with his Lore skill.
The agony of choice made his head hurt, but he was only one level away from reaching the next tier in Ritual Magic. When he did, perhaps he'd be able to return to this strange realm, and if he survived Syndravion’s insanity, learn the second rune-form. That’s a big if. Gryph thought.
“Hurry young’un, I don’t have all day,” Syndravion said and then a thoughtful look crossed his face. “Actually, I do, but I’m sick of looking at you. You’re far too pretty with those soulful gray eyes, your flowing silver locks and them high cheekbones. Bound to make me feel bad about myself or get me all riled up.” The old man leered at Gryph for a moment. “Perhaps a bit of both.”
Gryph backed away a pace, putting space between himself and the ancient Grandmaster. After a moment the mage backed off and waved towards the lecterns. “Hop to it, laddie. That dragon won’t kill itself.”
Gryph stepped forward and then remembered the final note in the Occulorum’s description. "Wait, I need the word of power to unlock the Occulorum."
“Oh, right,” Syndravion said, smacking his stump against his forehead in a duh’ motion. “The word of power is…” He stared at Gryph, perhaps hoping he would make a guess.
Gryph waited for several moments as the tension built. “Yes?”
“You’re not going to guess?”
“No,” Gryph said, his tone descending towards hostility.
“Oh. You’re no damn fun. The Word of Power is … sausages.”
“What?” Gryph said, both bewildered and irritated.
“Sausages, sausages. Ya know meat and spices stuffed into an intestinal lining. Yummy goodness. Don’t you have them where you’re from? Damn shame if you don’t. Tell ya what, next time you’re here, if I’m in a good mood and don’t kill you, we’ll roast some over a nice fire. Whatcha say to that?”
“Okay then,” Gryph said and without another word or look walked to the Pattern of Enlightenment codex. His fingers grazed the cover, and it heaved open. More swirling lines and snaking runes spun towards him and a flash blinded him. A prompt filled his vision.
 
	You have learned the rune-form Path of Enlightenment



	Tier: Journeyman. - Activation Requirement: 30,000 mana. - Power Requirement: 1,000 mana (per walk).
Those who walk the pattern of this rune-form will gain greater enlightenment of the world around them. Walkers will gain a bonus to their Wisdom. Their minds will be clearer and make connections between disparate things. Walkers may discover that they are more intuitive and have greater control over their emotions, memories and will even understand their dreams to a greater degree.
In practice this enlightenment boosts the effectiveness of all skills, perks, spells and other abilities that they already possess, increasing the effectiveness of those abilities by 10%.
EXP: A spell that does Life damage will now do 10% more damage.
This effect is permanent. Benefits of walking the pattern are awarded once. Further walks do not add further bonuses unless the rune-form is upgraded to a higher tier, at which point the individual may walk the pattern again to receive the bonus. 




By the time his eyes cleared he was back in the tomb, leaning against the chest. Lex stared down on him, speaking loud and slow through cupped hands.
“Can … you …  hear  … me?”
“Yeah man, get out of my face,” Gryph said, swatting the NPC’s hands away. Ovrym helped him to his feet and the others all waited for him to speak. All except Lex.
“So, we in business?” the eager NPC asked.
Gryph looked up from the book, his face splitting into a wide grin. “Oh yeah, we’re in business.”
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The sudden gust of cool mountain air pushed Eris’ hair into a chaotic, jet black halo, nearly breaking her meditative state. She called on the training she’d received these last few weeks and her mind found focus. As if responding to her control, the wind eased and her hair settled once more, cascading to the middle of her back.
She kept her eyes closed as she reached outwards with her other senses. The sun warmed her cheeks, the burbling of a nearby mountain stream calmed her spirit and the scent of wildflowers brought a smile to her face. Even the air tasted pure. It was as if she’d found Nirvana.
Though she’d been a guest of the Foundation for the better part of a month, she was still no closer to completing her mission. Perhaps the Seekers are a myth, she thought, but pushed the defeatist thoughts down. The boss was rarely wrong, and she had no reason to believe he was now. Plus, a girl could do worse than spend a few weeks relaxing here.
She eased her eyes open and a world awash in multihued greens, blues and whites greeted her. She sat a third of the way up a tall mountain peak. Emerald green grass flowed down the mountainside where it met the sapphire blue of a crisp mountain lake. Above and around her, fields of glistening snow sparkled with the shimmer of stars.
Eris almost let herself believe she was on Earth, relaxing in the Swiss Alps, but this was the Realms, a place where beauty, often as not hid danger. On instinct she reached her right hand out, caressing the smooth ebonwood of her carbine’s forestock.
The weapon, a three-foot rifle likely unique on Korynn, would have been familiar to any gun enthusiast of Earth. She’d inherited it upon the previous owner’s death. Each time she touched it memories of the man who’d been both friend and teacher surged inside her, drawing forth smiles of joy and pangs of loss.
Eris breathed deep, summoning a russet glow of mana to her fingertips. She eased the magical energy into the dull amber colored metal of the gun’s receiver. The mana twined around the simple mechanisms of the deadly weapon. Her perception pushed through the receiver, down the rifled barrel and out the muzzle.
The 12-shot magazine held 12 iron rounds. Unlike the firearms of Earth, they contained no gunpowder. The power of the weapon came from Eris’ Earth Magic skill, specifically her ability to manipulate magnetic fields. To put it simply, the rifle was a low powered, hand held rail gun.
The iron rounds were not the only projectiles at her disposal. A half dozen clips stored in the twin bandoliers crisscrossing her chest held other rounds, primed to receive a wide variety of spells and effects. Her offensive output was only limited by the number of rounds she could carry and her supply of mana. 
It had bred a certain cockiness in the woman once known as Mo.
To her left a trail, well worn by endless generations of goats and Loremasters, led up the mountain. The trail culminated in a fortress carved into the steep cliff face. For millennia the Foundation, one of the three established Loremaster schools on Korynn, had called this edifice home. Behind the nearly impenetrable walls, the Wise Masters of the Foundation had preserved knowledge from around the Realms.
More like hoarded it, Eris thought. She was no stranger to the power of secret information. Back on Earth her status as an FBI agent provided perfect cover for her true calling as an asset of the secretive intelligence agency known as the Aegis. That calling had set her life on an irrevocable path to this very moment. At least it’s a peaceful moment.
Eris rotated her shoulders and closed her eyes, easing back into her meditation. Her lids had barely closed when the boom of an explosion echoed through the valley. Her eyes snapped open to see a ragged hole torn through the wall of the fortress. Rock and mortar avalanched down the cliff face and several figures floated through the smoking hole in the wall.
Eris jumped to her feet, grabbed her rifle and sprinted towards the Foundation. With practiced ease, she pulled the pair of goggles that forever adorned her forehead down over her eyes and activated the drone she’d left in the fortress. The small device bore the eye and feathers of a shadow hawk, a deadly, and stealthy nighttime predator with unparalleled Perception. It could lurk unseen in any shadow and allowed her to see and hear things over vast distances.
The drone’s telemetry filled part of her vision, but revealed nothing but black, like someone had pulled a shroud over the drone’s eye. “Shit,” Eris exclaimed. Something was blocking her feed. She breathed, applying the meditative techniques she’d learned over the last several weeks and increased her speed.
Three minutes later she arrived and ducked behind the remnants of a crumbling tower that had once guarded the edge of the Foundation’s compound. She rested her rifle into a crook between two moss covered bricks and peered through the magical scope atop her rifle. The sight told her she was 1,323 feet from the front gate of the complex, well within her kill shot range.
She calmed her breath and scanned the area. At first she saw nothing, but then a pair of odd shadows piqued her interest and she adjusted the scope to ultraviolet. Purple energetic light exploded into her vision bringing a pair of tall, thin humanoid figures into focus.
She activated Analyze.
 
	SHADOW THRALL (Construct)–Level: 32



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit

	

	856

	1,265

	654

	0

	

	Shadow Thralls are enslaved beings created by infecting a sentient humanoid with shadow energy drawn from a layer of primal shadow within the Realm of Death. Newly made Shadow Thralls seek to imprint on a master, normally the fell sorcerer who poisoned them with shadow. From that moment forward they will obey commands and will sacrifice their half-lives to protect the Master.
They are stealthy creatures able to move instantly between shadows in a manner that seems like teleportation to the outside observer. Their main attack is made with their claws, which can phase through most armor to inflict necrotic (Death) damage. They also possess an ability called Occlude which enables them to use shadows to blind both natural and magical sight.
Rumors of a cure lost to the mists of time persist.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Stealth, shadow shift.

	Death, Acid, Cold, Slashing, Piercing, Electricity, Blunt, Fire.

	Light, Empyrean, Life.


	
	
	
	
	



Poor bastards, Eris thought, refusing to let her sympathy for the fell creatures give her pause. Their Occlude ability explained why the Hawkeye Drone wasn’t transmitting. Guess I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.
She reached up with her left hand and released the magazine from her rifle. Without taking her eye from the sight she pulled another clip from her bandolier. With a practiced motion she removed the clip and thumbed out the first two rounds and replaced them with a pair of special rounds and returned the magazine to its housing with a dull click. Unlike the solid lead rounds, the new projectiles were hollow and filled with the sap of a flower known as the moon lotus. The viscous liquid was pure Life Magic, anathema to death creatures. The rounds were expensive, but they had recouped their cost many times over in battle.
Eris chambered a new round and took aim on the first thrall and made small adjustments based on the sight’s measurement of the wind speed and direction. The pressure of her focused mana built inside her, like the dull pain of an impending headache. She pushed the discomfort aside and channeled two streams of mana into the rifle. The first was the brown of earth and the second was the bright green of life. She took a deep breath and cast Purify, adding a further boost of Life Magic. Eris was only level 13 in the skill but hoped the extra oomph would allow her to take out both thralls swiftly. 
She eased her finger onto the trigger and emptied her lungs extending the normal pause between breaths to a full ten seconds, ensuring no motion of her diaphragm would send the shot off target. As it always did, her perception of time slowed.
She pulled the trigger with a smooth, confident motion and the pent-up magnetic energy in the weapon surged into the round accelerating it out at over 5,000 feet per second. Even lacking the cacophonous force of gunpowder, the shot would have thundered from her gun had she not activated the sound dampening properties of her Arcane Gunslinger perk Muffle.
The instant the first shot left the weapon she adjusted her aim to the other thrall, activated a second perk called Quick Target and fired. Only then did she allow herself to breathe again. The shots found their marks, and both thralls shifted and spasmed as the life energy surged through them like lightning through a dark storm cloud.
The attack caught the thralls by surprise, and both suffered from a Critical Hit and a 20 second Stun debuff. All told, the attacks had delivered nearly 400 points of silent damage to the shadowy abominations. Eris took aim again, but before she could fire a sharp gust of wind tore down the face of the mountain pushing her aim off target.
She cursed and leapt to her feet, activating Swift as the Wind as she ran. The Air Magic tier ability increased her already impressive decathlon sprinter speed by 200%. She ran full out for 15 seconds, closing to within 300 feet of the gate, before stopping and taking aim again.
She poured more mana into her rifle and fired three quick shots at the first thrall before switching targets and firing another three into the second. The silent shots tore into their shadowy bodies and for the briefest moment nothing happened. Then golden fissures began to spread across the deep black darkness, and they exploded with a flash of green light.
Eris ran. As she reached the gate, the Hawkeye Drone came back online. It was where she’d left it looking down on the central chamber of the Foundation. What Eris saw made her stomach churn.
Strewn across the stone floor were more than a dozen bodies clad in the simple gray robes of the Loremasters. A few bore char marks indicating they’d died from the explosion that had torn the wall open. They’d been the lucky ones, for the other corpses showed signs of having been twisted and bent, arms, legs and even necks wrenched into unnatural positions. Whoever had managed that feat had to have some serious strength.
An elderly man, his clothing marred by dirt, crawled backwards like an injured crab. His eyes were wide with fear and he grunted in pain with each push. His left ankle hung at an odd angle, broken and useless. He came to a jarring stop when his shoulder smacked into the back wall of the chamber.
He was the gardener and Eris cursed her stupidity. Stupid girl.
He was hiding right in front of you all these weeks.
“Where is he?” asked a voice that sent a chill down Eris’ back.
No, no, no, anyone but him. Panic threatened to overwhelm Eris, but she focused every ounce of will into resisting the fear. A moment later she calmed.
“Please, I already told you. I do not know any Seeker.”
A freakishly tall man wearing a beaked metallic mask stepped through the cloud of smoke. He waved his long arms around at the corpses littering the ground. “You may have deceived these pompous fools, but I see what their hubris would not allow them to see; you are a Seeker.”
Zeckoth, Eris confirmed, a fresh wave of panic threatening to drown her as the tall man walked into view. Zeckoth was the Pantheon’s god of knowledge and one of the few being in the Realms, or on Earth, that Aluran trusted. His presence here, now, could only mean one thing. 
Aluran seeks the Forsaken God!
Eris’ hands shook at the sight of her ancient nemesis. Zeckoth, like every other member of the Pantheon, like Eris herself, was from Earth. There he’d been James Sloane, Alistair Bechard’s head of security and spymaster. He and Eris had … history.
You spent years rebuilding yourself. Do not let him tear you down again, a gravelly voice said in her mind, the voice of her mentor.
But I had you, she responded.
You did not need me then. You do not need me now.
Eris closed her eyes and let her dread flow over and through her. She could not fight against the tide of fear, but she could rise above it and ride its crest. She eased calm through her, releasing the tension in her neck. She sent the warmth down her arms regaining control inch by inch. Her hands ceased shaking, and she flexed her finger over the trigger guard of her rifle. Then, with a small, wry smile she eased her eyes open.
Calm rationality replaced her fear and she let herself see. The number and distribution of the bodies told her that Zeckoth was not alone. While he enjoyed violence, he rarely sullied his own hands.
She shifted the drone’s telemetry into the ultraviolet revealing the energetic forms of another three shadow thralls pulsing in the gloom. You always liked your lackeys James, Eris thought. They will not help you now.
The telemetry told her something else. They do not know that I’m here, that I’m coming. Otherwise one of the other thralls would have Occluded her drone.
She pulled her focus from the drone’s telemetry. Before her, a long, thin tunnel stretched into the mountain, opening into the courtyard. She dipped into Stealth and eased her way down the tunnel, keeping one eye and one ear on the feed from the drone.
Zeckoth lifted the terrified Loremaster by his throat and brought him close. The rail thin god drew the index finger of his right hand down the elderly sage’s face, a claw of silver metal deftly flaying the man’s thin skin.
“Please,” the gardener begged, flinching away from the pain.
“I want you to know, despite our current opposition, this is not personal,” Zeckoth said to the terrified man. They were the same words the bastard had said to her the day he took everything from her. “I take no pleasure in this.”
Eris and the Seeker both knew Zeckoth was lying, for each had known psychopaths, and the God of Knowledge was most certainly afflicted with that malady. “Face your fate with dignity and save yourself some pain. You will tell me what I need to know, one way or another.”
Zeckoth drew the clawed finger in front of the gardener’s eyes. A thick drop of liquid hung from the tip. “This is a concoction of my own design. Where I come from we called it truth serum. Here I call it power.” Zeckoth stared into the man’s eyes for several moments before shrugging. “Fine, I will have some fun.”
Zeckoth turned and walked towards the center of the chamber where a yawning hole led deeper into the bowels of the mountain. Extending from the edge was a long causeway of stone used by the Loremasters to focus their meditative techniques with fear. It reminded Eris of a plank from the ancient pirate movies her father enjoyed.
Without a hint of apprehension, Zeckoth strode onto the precarious outcropping and extended his arm, dangling the gardener over the abyss. “Fear heightens the effectiveness of the serum. You will tell me. It is inevitable.”
Eris watched the gardener’s will break and knew Zeckoth was right. He is the Seeker. The desperate man opened and closed his mouth, struggling to resist. All present knew he would fail. I have to stop this.
Without taking her eyes from the scene, Eris reached up and pulled a single round from her bandolier. The crimson colored round was cast from bleed metal, a rare variety of red elementum that had moved through a bleed zone, an area of space where the normal rules of magic went haywire, preventing mana from functioning properly.
She cleared the chamber of her rifle and slipped the bleed metal round inside, caressing it as if her attention would grant it power. She knelt and raised the rifle. Her scope showed her target 311 feet away. A mild headwind forced her to adjust her aim. She inhaled, exhaled and paused.
She activated her Sure Shot perk and pulled the trigger. The gun hummed with a distinctive metallic zing as the round erupted from the muzzle. Faster than her eyes could follow the round punched into Zeckoth’s shoulder.
The Seeker fell, scrambling to grab the edge of the causeway. Zeckoth’s expression turned to shocked incomprehension as he turned and locked eyes with Eris’ before toppling over the edge.
Zeckoth’s confusion would not last long, so Eris sent the drone plunging after him. The god recovered quickly, and the hand of his good arm twined in an intricate pattern, likely trying to cast the same flight spell he’d used to enter the Foundation.
Eris saw the flare of mana build around Zeckoth’s fingers and fear gripped her heart. A moment later the mana flared out and Zeckoth’s face became a mask of pain. The Magekiller Round had done its work well, the anti-magic properties of the bleed metal preventing Zeckoth from drawing on his mana. 
Let’s hope he has no other way to fly.
The look of panic on Zeckoth’s face told Eris that the god did not. The drone descended with him ensuring that Eris would see every desperate moment. He fumbled with a pouch at his side and withdrew a potion of seething amber liquid. With desperate concentration the falling god uncorked the bottle.
Eris didn't know what the vial contained, but if Zeckoth was focusing his attention on drinking it, she would stop him. She ordered the drone to increase its speed and the small sphere folded its wings and punched into the glass bottle. Liquid and glass exploded outward and Zeckoth howled in fury that had nothing to do with the shards of glass embedded in his face.
Eris didn’t even try to stop the wicked grin from crossing her face. A moment later Zeckoth hit the bottom with a sickening thwack, blood expanding in a wide Rorschach spray. Her drone confirmed that while Zeckoth was unconscious, he still lived. Despite the horrific fall, no member of the Pantheon could be killed so easily.
Eris felt a tension she hadn’t known she’d carried release. The burden of her secret pain and humiliation lessened ever so slightly by the god’s suffering. She knew it would not last, but for now she felt free. She ordered the drone to fly back up, searching for any sign of the Seeker. A moment later the elderly man came into view, his fingers somehow sunk into solid stone. He lives, she thought in joy.
The unearthly howls of the shadow thralls cut her celebration short as all three cursed creatures rushed her, mad for revenge. She dropped her rifle and drew a pair of heavy revolvers. Like the rifle, the pistols were magnetic powered weapons. Like the rifle they were deadly in her hands.
She unleashed volley after volley of enchanted projectiles, jumping and spinning like a dancer in a theater of death. The rounds tore into the shadows, ripping the fell creatures apart. Two of the beasts went down, their final screams sounding almost joyous.
Her guns clicked empty and the last shadow was upon her, its claws raking her face and right forearm. She lacked the time to reload and dropped her pistols. With a flick of her left wrist a thin adamantine dirk appeared in her hand. She shoved upwards crunching through the humanoid shadow’s chin and into the thrall’s brain.
Her arms and face burned with necrotic damage and she fell to one knee. Realizing she had no time to worry about the Death Magic scouring her blood like acid, she stumbled to her feet and ran to the edge of the causeway.
She dove, or perhaps fell, sliding across the smooth stone. She spun her dirk and plunged the thin blade down in the solid granite of the jutting plank. The adamantine blade sunk deep into the stone, arresting her forward motion just as she reached the edge. She tossed her arm down.
“Take my hand!” she yelled down and a moment later she felt a calloused hand grab her own. She strained and grunted as she dragged the larger man upwards. Her muscles burned from the effort and the poison leaching through her system, but soon the Seeker lay panting at her side. A moment later they both sat up and the Seeker, the man she’d known as a gardener nodded his thanks.
“Now, tell me about your master. Tell me how to find the Forsaken God.”
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Several days after they’d left the city the Adventure Group emerged from the Port Gate, the unlocked Occulorum, and its fresh scan of the cloaking rune-form, safely stashed in Gryph’s satchel. They exited the gate onto the field at the edge of the Nimmerian ruins and felt the grass crunch under their feet. Gryph tapped out a series of runes on the gate’s control panel and the Port Icon from the other end of the connection pulled itself through.
Gryph removed the Icon and placed it in his satchel. A twinge of guilt built inside him as thoughts of Bishop filled his mind. The archon who’d taken possession of the body of the Scourge had sacrificed himself to destroy the Icon powering the gate underneath the Crag, the prison that held Brynn. He’d done so while impersonating Gryph, and his actions saved the Adventure Group from Aluran’s wrath.
Nobody had heard from Bishop since.
It was only later, upon reading the Nimmerian Knowledge Cache, that Gryph learned how to retrieve the valuable Port Icons, ensuring not only their security, but the continued availability of the long-distance transportation network. Bishop’s sacrifice was unnecessary. It was just another burden Gryph would carry the rest of his days.
He put it out of his mind and greeted the cadre of elven rangers and warborn warriors guarding the gate. A quick report informed him it had been quiet, almost too quiet, the last several days. Something felt off about that, and Gryph added it to his ever-growing list of things to look into.
The sun was over an hour from setting, giving them plenty of time to reach the safety of the Moon Gate before night fell. The high-walled fortress guarded the approach to Sylvan Aenor and Dar Thoriim. Inside the fortress they’d find the nearest functioning Port Circle.
“Man, these stumpy legs of mine are not enjoying this walk,” Lex said, rubbing his thighs with the palms of his thick hands.
“If friend Lex is too tired, Errat would very much enjoy carrying him.” Snickers erupted from the others and Lex hastily declined the offer. Perhaps triggered by the insult, Ovrym spoke up.
“Have they made any progress on moving the gate into the city?” the xydai asked Gryph. While the group enjoyed ribbing Lex, all five men knew the long-range transportation device’s current location was inconvenient, and strategically dangerous.
“Grimliir is working on it. Moving the gate itself is possible, if difficult. Powering it is the problem. The current hang up involves Nodes, which are natural areas of heightened and concentrated mana. To function the gate must lie on a Node. Unfortunately, the surveys have yet to find any inside Dar Thoriim, or even in Sylvan Aenor. Until we find one the gate remains where it is.”
“Maybe your shiny new magic box can help,” Lex said.
“How so?” Gryph cocked his head sideways at the small Ordonian.
“You Ritual Magic folks
are really enamored with focusing lotsa mana into one place and then making it permanent. Right?” Gryph agreed. “Does a Node have to be natural? If not, why don’t you just make one?”
Gryph opened his mouth to object and then closed it. It can’t be that easy, can it? He smiled at his NPC and clapped him on the back. On the surface Lex may seem a goofy purveyor of one liners and complaints, but, occasionally, an insightful comment emerged from the lexicon’s mish-mash of a psyche. “You might be onto something there.”
Upon reaching the city, Gryph ordered the others to rest. Lex protested, claiming he wasn’t tired, but a yawn interrupted his complaint. Vonn and Ovrym nodded and went their separate ways, while Errat, who did not need rest, left to work on the automaton bird he’d named Flappy. 
Gryph sent word to Grimliir and Eadweanna to look into Lex’s Node idea and then, stifling a yawn, walked to the nearest Port Circle. Despite his exhaustion he was unwilling to risk further failure of Aurvendiel’s cloaking field. It was time to play with the Occulorum.
As he walked, he cycled through a slew of prompts he’d been ignoring.
 
	You have earned a weekly XP Tithe (x4).



	As the Lord of Dar Thoriim, you have earned a weekly 0.01% tithe on all experience earned by your citizens. This is a gift given by your people in thanks for providing a safe place to live, work and raise families.
Weekly Tithe (1):  25,689 XP from 2,568,934 XP earned by your people.
Weekly Tithe (2): 34,588 XP from 3,458,752 XP earned by your people.
Weekly Tithe (3): 56,246 XP from 5,624,583 XP earned by your people.
Weekly Tithe (4): 76,346 XP from 7,634,583 XP earned by your people.




First up was his XP tithe from the last several weeks. He received the XP as a tax for providing security for his people. Each week the tithe had increased. This was because more of his citizens were finding their roles and working to improve their skills, but also due to the systematic clearing of the lower levels of the city of beasts and pests.
The warborn took point on that job, citing their duty as protectors. The tireless warriors defeated a wide range of monsters in the city’s depths. Occasionally, Gryph joined them, using it as an opportunity to take his mind off the burdens of leadership while honing his martial and leadership abilities. It was the perfect training for what Gryph hoped would be the nucleus of the army Brynn insisted he build.
Thinking on Brynn sent a flush of worry through him and he thought back to a series of prompts related to his sister. Gryph had entered the Realms to save his sister. She’d been taken into the Realms against her will and her memories stolen from her. Gryph had awakened those memories and planned to return her to Earth, but Brynn refused. She was a member of the Resistance, a shadowy group of people working against the High God Aluran, and her mission was here on Korynn. He could not help but worry about the dangers she faced.
 
	You have failed the quest Save Brynn.



	You have failed to free Brynn from the Realms and return her to safety.




Now free, she'd chosen to be a mole inside Aluran’s sphere of influence. Though her bravery made him proud, Gryph cursed himself for allowing her to endanger herself in such a way. The next prompt had come as a surprise, proving once again that the Realms had an odd way of rewarding him for his actions.
 
	You have completed the hidden quest A Spy in the Midst.



	You have earned 350,000 XP for completing the quest A Spy in the Midst. You gave Brynn her memories back, but she refused to leave the Realms. Instead, she has chosen the dangerous role of a mole inside Aluran’s Pantheon. This could be the deciding factor in the war versus Aluran, or it could end with her death.




He missed Brynn terribly. Most days, despite the friends he’d made since entering the Realms, he still felt lonely, like a foreign stranger far from home. Knowing that Brynn was out there, somewhere, made that loneliness tolerable. 
He wished he could see her now.
You will see her soon enough. When you do, you must be ready, the voice of the Colonel said in his head. Before succumbing to cancer, the Colonel had, from a biological perspective at least, been their father. Gryph had refused to refer to him as such after the Colonel had shot him and left him for dead. He scowled and forced the phantom voice of his dead father back into the recesses of his mind and turned his thoughts to the task Brynn had set for him.
She'd commanded him to build an army. Then, to save him from capture and torture by Aluran, Brynn killed him, killed him with a weapon the High God believed to be a permanent player killer. The last thing Gryph saw, as he writhed in agony, was Brynn destroying the weapon.
The question remains. Did Aluran buy the subterfuge? Does he truly believe I am dead?
After respawning, Gryph gathered the Round Table, the ruling council of the twin cities of Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor and told them of his mission. They voted unanimously to build the army. The warborn leadership pledged their people as the foundation of that fighting force. As Gryph learned the last few weeks of joining their forays, the automatons were a force to be reckoned with. And as he opened another prompt, he saw just how richly he'd been rewarded for fighting alongside them.
 
	You have earned Experience Points.



	You have earned 123,854 XP (82,569 Base + 41,285 Bonus) for defeating Monsters (x56).
For a complete list of Monsters defeated open full combat log.




He had no desire to parse through the individual kills, but gratefully accepted the 50% Experience Bonus granted by his Leadership skill perk. His mood brightened further on seeing another prompt detailing a slew of skill level increases he’d gained in the weeks since returning from his mission to rescue Brynn. He'd earned some during his search and destroy missions with the warborn, while others were because of his work in conceiving, crafting and practicing with his new throwing knives.
 
	Skill Level Alert.



	You have reached level 13 in Earth Magic.
You have reached level 15 in Thought Magic.
You have reached level 26 in Staves/Spears.
You have reached level 17 in Thrown Weapons.
You have reached level 25 in Light Armor.
You have reached level 18 in Stealth.
You have reached level 21 in Dodge.
You have reached level 11 in Alchemy.
You have reached level 10 in Imbue (Icons).
You have reached level 22 in Leadership.
You have reached level 26 in Lore.
You have reached level 10 in Smithing (Weapons).




And he’d reached a milestone level.
 
	You have Reached Level 20.



	You have moved from Base tier into Apprentice tier.
As an Apprentice you will now earn 6 Attribute Points per level.
As an Apprentice you will now earn 2 Perk Points per level.
You have Earned 7 (6 base +1 Godhead bonus) Attribute Points. You have 12 available Attribute Points.
You have earned 2 Perk Points. You have 2 available Perk Points.




Before he could even smile a loud gonging sound filled his ears.
 
	You have earned the right to choose a Specialty.



	This is a day to rejoice Apprentice. You may now choose a Specialty. To choose a Specialty, you must find a willing Mentor. You must still meet all other Specialty specific quests and requirements to gain a Specialty.
You may choose your Specialty from one of the following Skill Families: Martial Skills, Magical Skills, Knowledge Skills or Crafting Skills. You will earn a 10% bonus to any skill within the Skill Family associated with your Specialty.
Note: A Specialty will define your future, by expanding some possibilities and limiting others. Once chosen, your Specialty cannot be changed without completing an epic quest. Choose Wisely.




The gong music faded, replaced by the rumble of approaching thunder. It built and with a cacophonous boom another prompt filled Gryph’s vision.
 
	You have earned the right to choose a Specialty - Prime Godhead Bonus.



	Prime Godheads are motes of pure creation and possibility. Due to your bond with the divine artifact the normal rules regarding Specialties do not apply.
You may earn one Specialty from each of the four Skill Families. You must follow all other rules governing Specialties, including the need for a Mentor and the fulfillment of all Specialty specific quests and requirements.




Gryph’s eyes went wide at the raw potential of the Prime Godhead. He knew that he was still far underpowered for the inevitable battle against Aluran and his Pantheon, but with the Godhead and rare skills like Lore and Ritual Magic, he might just stand a chance. And soon he would have some help.
 
	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP Deficit.



	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP deficit by 666,723 XP. Current XP Deficit: - 821,277.




He turned his attention to his core where the essence of his soul companion, a coatl named Raathiel, slumbered. Her spirit twined into and around his own, a melding so complete that their souls were forever bound until the end of existence. Soon he would work off what remained of her XP deficit and then she would be reborn.
Gryph stepped from the Port Circle near the gates of the Spire, the local’s name for Aurvendiel, and walked the short distance to the vast chamber hidden inside the trunk of the wondrous tree. As he got close a beautiful trill of laughter reached his ears and his chest grew warm and light.
Sillendriel, he said to himself as he turned the corner and paused. He saw her, resplendent and beautiful. He eased into the shadows, unnerved by a flutter moving through his stomach. Well, this is the last thing I need.
He tried to push the feeling away, but he could not take his eyes from her. She stood near the base of the tree, her skin glowing with a dim internal light. She spoke with her brother Barrendiel, the Regent of Sylvan Aenor, and Gryph’s brother in blood. Her laughter flowed to him and the pure joy in its sound buffeted his spirit.
He closed his eyes and inhaled slowly. Calm flowed through him and he listened to his heart rate slow. When he opened his eyes, he found her staring right at him, even though he hid in the shadows. He shouldn’t be surprised, for she was a part of the tree and it a part of her. He doubted anything could hide from her while under its boughs.
She smiled, and a flush warmed his face. I feel like a teenager, Gryph grumbled to himself and walked towards her.
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The Regent turned and looked right at Gryph. His smile widened, and he beckoned Gryph. He took a deep breath to calm himself and walked towards the siblings. Barrendiel pulled him into a warm embrace.
“Brother, tell me your mission was a success.”
“It was,” Gryph said, summarizing events. It brought a much-needed sigh of relief from the Regent. Gryph almost hated to ruin the man’s mood with his next question. “How goes the war effort?”
Barrendiel scowled. Gryph couldn’t blame the man. No ruler worth their crown put their people into harm’s way without cause, but both men knew that war was inevitable. Despite the skills of both the warborn and the elves, their numbers were far below even the most conservative estimates of the power the High God Aluran could bring down on them, when, not if, he discovered they worked against him.
We need something more, Gryph thought. Or many people will die.
“We’re also still trying to establish a mode of communication to your sister, but so far we have been unsuccessful. Though Simon is onboard with getting his Orb of Far Thought to Brynn if we are able.”
“Of course, he is,” Gryph said with a chuckle. Simon had griped when Gryph had installed the long-distance communication device in the Barrow, claiming it cramped his style. He would gladly be rid of the device and the ability it gave Gryph to ‘get up in his business.’
Mention of Brynn filled Gryph with another flash of worry, but once again the Colonel was there to snuff the sentiment out. You have less chance of getting your sister to budge when she’s decided something is right, than you have of moving a mountain, the Colonel’s voice said in his head. So, stop worrying about what you cannot control, and work on what you can.
Gryph felt Sillendriel’s light touch on his forearm. He turned to her, and she smiled. “I see hints of many paths branching from your sister and into the future. She is safe, for now.”
Somewhat eased, Gryph nodded and pulled the Occulorum from his bag. He sent a command into the artifact. The ovoid device hummed with internal power and the interlocking plates shifted and parted, expanding outwards to form curved wings.
The Occulorum lifted from his hand and zipped towards Aurvendiel’s internal trunk like a hummingbird to nectar. Gryph motioned for the siblings to follow, both relieved and anxious that Barrendiel was with them.
The Occulorum twisted its underside to face the trunk and a shimmering wave of light expanded outwards. The hovering drone moved slowly around the circumference of the trunk scanning the damaged rune-form. A precise copy of the intricate drawing appeared in Gryph’s interface and several minutes later a chirp from the machine announced it had completed its task.
The damage turned out to not be as severe as Gryph had feared, limited to the large gash ripped by the Black Fog and two smaller sections damaged in the same battle. He nodded at Sillendriel and the empyrean dryad turned her hands upwards in a supplicant’s pose.
She closed her eyes and a melodic song built in her throat. A stream of green energy built and twined its way around her body. She added another voice to her song and a second strand of light, this one warm and gold, twisted upwards forming a double helix of life and empyrean magic. It was heartbreaking in its beauty.
Her song increased in volume and the combined braids flowed down her arms. She twisted her palms, placing them against the damaged tree. Beneath Sillendriel’s hand the wood expanded, and the rents began to heal. Tiny blooms grew from her hair, forming a crown of multicolored flowers.
Unearthly white wood expanded from the charred edges of the trunk, followed by a layer of protective golden bark. In moments the gash healed fully. Sillendriel pulled her hands away and her knees wobbled. Gryph and Barrendiel were there to catch her, but she held a hand out showing she was fine. 
She turned to Gryph and a small drop of golden sweat trickled down her brow. “It’s up to you now.”
Gryph stared at her for a moment, enraptured by her beauty. She smiled at him as he pushed his will inside the Occulorum. The low harmonics of the device spun up and a half dozen Icons glowed to life on the device’s undercarriage. He sent the repair order, and a prompt popped into his vision.
 
	Error.



	You are trying to repair a Master tier rune-form. You do not have the requisite perk - Apprentice Rune-Form Repair - to activate this function of the Occulorum.




“Well, shit,” Gryph said. “Guess that would have been too easy.” Gryph’s heart sunk. How the hell am I supposed to repair a Master level rune-form? He was Level 19 in Ritual Magic, which was impressive since he hadn't learned the skill, but Assimilated it upon defeating the Scourge. But he was only Base tier in the skill, so repairing a Master tier rune-form seemed less likely than flying to one of Korynn’s two moons with Lex as a winged mount.
Now that he had the Occulorum, the task jumped from impossible to merely difficult. Among the artifact’s wondrous powers was the ability to repair rune-forms two tiers higher than his current ability. Sadly, that was still one tier lower than the Cloaking Rune-Form required.
His mood improved upon examining his Ritual Magic Perk Tree.
 
	RITUAL MAGIC.



	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 channel alone.
Ritual Magic practitioners can draw mana from others to power these rune forms, making it possible to wield magic on an epic scale. Practitioners may Analyze the rune-forms one level higher than their current tier and understand their purpose.




 
	RITUAL MAGIC PERKS.



	Mana Siphoning.



	This perk determines how many donors the user may draw mana from to power a rune-form.


	Ritual Drawing.



	This perk determines what tier of rune-forms the user may draw, etch, carve or inlay. Once drawn, rune-forms need to be Activated by infusing them with mana. Each tier requires the following amounts of mana to activate.
•              Base: 10,000.

•              Apprentice: 20,000.

•              Journeyman: 30,000.

•              Master: 50,000.

•              Grandmaster: 100,000.



	Rune Form Design.



	The user may design rune-forms of the listed tier. You must know the corresponding sphere of magic to design a rune-form.


	Rune Form Repair.



	The user may repair rune-forms of the listed tier.




 
	Ritual Magic Perk Tree.


	Tier


	Mana Siphoning


	Ritual Drawing


	Rune Form Design


	Rune Form Repair



	B

	10

	Base Drawing

	Base Rune-Forms

	Apprentice Rune-Forms


	A (20)

	20

	Apprentice

	Apprentice Rune-Forms

	Journeyman Rune-Forms


	J (50)

	50

	Journeyman

	Journeyman Rune-Forms

	Master Rune-Forms


	M (75)

	100

	Master

	Master Rune-Forms

	Grandmaster Rune-Forms


	GM (100)

	200

	Grandmaster

	Grandmaster Rune-Forms

	Divine Rune-Forms


	D

	500

	Divine

	Divine Rune-Forms

	

	
	
	
	
	



At first he couldn’t believe his luck. He’d never seen a skill perk that could affect the Apprentice tier while the user was only a Base tier practitioner. But that is exactly what he was looking at with Rune-Form Repair. He pondered it for a moment and then smiled. It made sense. Repairing something that already existed was far easier than creating it from scratch. Why would anyone waste Perk Points on repairing rune-forms if drawing a new one was just as easy?
This just might work.
Gryph dragged a Perk Point towards his Ritual Magic perk tree, when he paused. He only had two left. Spending one now would leave him dangerously low until he leveled again. He’d never been one to go into a fight unprepared.
It was a good thing he did not have to accept that state of affairs. He opened his eyes and smiled down at Sillendriel.
“I’ll be right back.”
Her eyes became slits, but before she could give voice to her curiosity, Gryph activated the Perk Point Marketplace and reality slowed and then he was somewhere else. The Lore skill perk instantly transported him to an odd aetherial pocket realm where he could sell a wide range of experiences to a creature known as the Merchant. He could journey there once per week but each journey cost him a Perk Point, lost to the Aether whether or not he purchased anything.
“Welcome back, Sir,” the Merchant said. 
Gryph had no desire to spend more time than was necessary with the disturbingly alien entity and got down to business. He sold ten levels of his Heavy Armor skill and ten levels of Blunt Weapons for a quartet of new Perk Points. He’d learned both skills from Regveld, his father in a past life, during his time in the Great Forge, the Realm the dwarves journeyed to upon death.
The skills had been part of his training on how to be a dwarf to prepare him to take control of the city of Dar Thoriim. He hoped that the Long Beards, the elder spirits that ruled the Great Forge, weren’t looking down upon him now in judgement. I’m more of an agile fighter than a smashing tank anyway, sorry, folks.
He also sold ten levels of Unarmed, ten levels of Alchemy, and ten levels of Smithing (Weapons). Unarmed was a useful skill, but if his survival ever came down to hand to hand combat, he’d be dead anyway. Likewise, both crafting skills had their uses, but he had access to Masters of both disciplines. For now, the Perk Points were worth more than the skills.
Before he could leave the market, the Merchant spoke. “I do not wish to overstep my bounds sir,” the tall eyeless creature said. “However, with your permission, I wish to bring a matter to your attention.” The Merchant’s overly polite tone unnerved Gryph, but he nodded his assent. “There has been an increase in the reward payment for a quest I proposed to you during one of our earlier meetings. May I?”
The Merchant raised his right hand. The palm bore a large unblinking eye. Gryph remembered the first time he’d encountered the alarming sight. This time was no less disturbing, but curiosity beat caution and he agreed.
A thin beam of dull gray light shot from the eye impacting Gryph in the middle of his forehead. A moment later a prompt appeared in his vision.
 
	There is an update to the quest Lay the Gods Low.



	The quest Lay the Gods Low has an update. The reward has been updated from 500 Perk Points to 600 Perk Points. 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: Otherworldly - Reward: 600 Perk Points - XP: Unknown.




Gryph’s eyes snapped open. “600 Perk Points!”
“Indeed, sir. The buyer is most eager to acquire this knowledge.”
“Who…?” Gryph started to ask but waved away the Merchant’s inevitable comment that his client list was confidential. Who could afford such a staggering payment? Then Gryph remembered a comment the Merchant had made on his first visit to the Marketplace.
“The last time someone attempted to remove a Prime Godhead it tore a schism in the fabric of reality and led to the Ruin. Do try and do better than that.”
That phrase, the Ruin was familiar, not just from the history lesson taught him by Grimliir and the others, but from his own failed attempts to access his Reverie. It will be the Ruin of the Realms, the voice had said, one that was both unknown and strangely familiar.
Could the improved reward have something to do with that past life? And how did it relate to the here and now?
A trickle of fear dripped down Gryph’s back and he forced himself to focus. He looked up at the Merchant, eyes begging for some clue, any snippet of information. As expected, the man’s eyeless gaze was implacable and gave him nothing.  
“Is there anything else, sir?” the Merchant asked, his smug tone burned at Gryph’s nerves.
“No, you’ve been most unhelpful.”
“I aim to serve, sir.”
Then, just like that, Gryph was back under the boughs of Aurvendiel, standing next to Sillendriel, with ten new Perk Points and a knot of worry in his gut. The empyrean dryad smiled at him oddly, opening her mouth slightly, before closing it once more, willing to let his quirky comment pass. She turned her gaze back to the massive tree.
Gryph pushed the odd encounter with the Merchant from his mind, spent the needed Perk Points and got to work. He sent an order to the Occulorum and beams of multi-chromatic energy burst from the bottom of the rectangular orb. With the precision of a master artist the beams of energy carved curves and lines into Aurvendiel’s new bark. Gryph and Sillendriel watched, their joyous faces aglow like children at a New Year’s fireworks show.
As he watched, a part of him wondered at the unlikeness of it all. How had he found exactly what he needed when he needed it? Assimilating Ritual Magic from the Scourge. Learning of the damaged rune-form. Discovering Exuum’s journal in the ancient library. Defeating the tomb’s guardians to win the Occulorum. Convincing the mad mage Syndravion to give him access to the device. If any one of those events hadn’t happened, every man, woman, child and automaton in the Valley would now be in dire trouble.
The Source provides, Vonn’s accented voice said inside his head.
Another voice, that of his father countered the argument. Stop looking for meaning where there is none. There is nothing mystical about this. You sought knowledge. You fought for knowledge. Now, you will use that knowledge to protect your people. You, and your compatriots did this. Gryph scowled. He’d never been a believer in higher powers, but his pathological distaste for agreeing with his dead father soured him to the atheistic view of these events.
Sillendriel’s hand on his arm tore him from the debate and he smiled. I suppose the how doesn’t matter.
It took a little over an hour for the Occulorum to complete its work, and despite his exhaustion, the process riveted Gryph. Ideas for new rune-forms filled his mind. Could he create a Node? How would he produce enough mana to activate the Path of Understanding?
He now understood the supply and demand issues that faced all leaders. He was at a bottleneck where his ability to earn Perk Points lagged far behind his need for the precious resource. Is there another way to acquire them?
The chirping of the Occulorum pulled him from his thoughts. The device hovered to him and Gryph extended his hand. The artifact folded its various extension into itself and landed on his palm, almost alive in its movements.
“Good job,” Gryph told the device and immediately felt foolish. He smiled at the elves, stashed the artifact into his satchel and examined the rune-form. He stretched mana through the byways of the intricate carving and was ecstatic as it flowed freely.
Gryph opened the rune-form’s interface and his mouth dropped. As a Master tier rune-form, the cloaking field required a stunning 100,000 mana to activate. He exhaled in relief when he realized that he would not have to pay that price. While the damage had caused the cloaking field’s effectiveness to wane, the rune-from itself had never failed and was therefore still active. It took 1,000 mana points per day to maintain the field, but the empyrean tree easily bore that burden.
“You’ve done it,” Sillendriel said, tears of joy welling in her eyes.
“I did not do this alone.” She closed her hand around his and a tingle of warmth shot up his arm.
“The people of this valley owe you a great debt Stone Lord,” Barrendiel said, extending a hand.
“I do no less for my people than you would for yours,” Gryph said, grasping the elf lord’s hand firmly.
Barrendiel lowered his head in agreement, then excused himself, leaving Gryph alone with Sillendriel. Gryph cursed himself for acting like a teenager again, remembering Sillendriel’s warning of the dangers a relationship could lead to.
“Well …” he started to say and then paused getting lost in her eyes. He could not pull himself away and the silence was heavy with possibility. Finally, the empyrean dryad lowered her gaze and spoke.
“We are both exhausted. Rest. I will see you again soon.”
She kept her gaze down, only looking back up at him when he nodded in agreement. She released her grip on his arm, backed towards the tree, a sad smile crossing her face as her body molded into the trunk. Then she was gone, joined once more with Aurvendiel.
Now that he was alone weariness gripped him. With one last, hopeful look at the tree, Gryph walked towards the nearest Port Circle. On his way home, he cycled through a new round of prompts.

 
	Congratulations, you have completed a Quest. 



	You have earned 100,000 XP for completing the quest Secure the Field, Secure the Future. You have repaired the rune-form that powers the Cloaking Field and protects the valley from scrying magics.
You have earned 50,000 bonus XP for repairing a Master tier rune-form.




 
	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP Deficit.



	You have reduced Raathiel’s XP deficit by 150,000 XP. Current XP Deficit: - 671,277. You have reduced




He reached his suite of rooms, stripped off his battle gear and eased into the near scalding water in his stone tub. Within seconds he was in his Soul Reverie.
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The heat from the water soothed Gryph’s body as his mind sunk into the other world of the Soul Reverie. At first it resisted him, but Gryph’s will applied steady pressure and after a moment the Reverie opened to him. Despite his apprehension, relief flowed through him. Perhaps tonight I will rest.
Entering the meditative state was like easing into a dream. He floated on a viscous semi-solid ocean, the up and down swells bringing ease to his frayed mind. He inhaled and closed his eyes, hoping that this time he would find respite.
The motion soothed him and the tension in his muscles softened. Spheres bubbled through the surface of the liquid and it roiled like storm churned waters, the globes’ emergence disrupted the calm vastness of the sea. The currents twisted his body as he crested a wave and his foot grazed a sphere. A distant sound of laughter flowed over him and he opened his eyes in longing. A small bubble bobbed just out of his reach. This past life was joyful, one where he’d laughed openly and often. 
I cannot remember the last time I felt that free.
He reached out, set to draw the sphere to him, desperate to embrace the life inside. Hadn’t he done enough? Hadn’t he earned the right to be happy?
But, Gartheniel’s warning came to him. “Do not pine for the echoes of the past. They are shallow remnants of what was, and though they are seductive, their promises are often false. The memories can be jumbled, out of order, and therefore suspect. We enter the Reverie to reflect, to remember, but we cannot live there any more than the eagle can live under the sea.”
With a struggle, Gryph closed his fingers into a fist and let the pleasant echo of what once was flow past him. He now understood that the worries and questions that entered the Reverie with him, drew past lives like moths to a flame.
“There is no respite in our past lives, only in the spaces between them,” Gartheniel had told him. “Our lives, all of them, remain tethered to our souls. Some will buoy us. Others will drag us down. You must be at peace when entering the Reverie, or you risk drowning under the weight of the joys and the sins of your past lives.”
Be at peace? Gryph thought wryly. I’ve had barely a moment of peace since entering the Realms.
Gryph drifted, trying to focus on the good things he’d accomplished since entering this strange world of magic and danger. He’d made friends. And lost friends. He’d given Brynn her memories back. But, you did not save her. She is in more danger now than ever. He’d defeated the Barrow King, saved the entire planet from enslavement and ended the Scourge. And yet the evil still comes. The dangers grow ever fiercer.
Despite his best attempts to ease his mind the maelstrom of worries buffeted the edge of his thoughts. In response, the waves grew fiercer, pulling him up and over their crests, adding momentum as he rushed into the troughs. Vibrations built below the surface causing the swells to grow and he gained speed.
Ahead, shrouded in the mists, a vortex began to churn the shining silver sea. Flashes of lightning arced through the fog, drawing a distant rumble of voices to him. Though he could not make out the words, he knew this was the past life that had troubled him these long weeks. With a twinge of effort, he turned himself towards the whirlpool and let the current take him.
Each passing second brought the voices into sharper focus. They were rumbling, powerful, epic. Each voice could command armies, nations, entire worlds. These were the voices of gods, three male and one female.
“Where is he?” one of the males intoned, the man’s spastic voice frayed Gryph’s nerves. "We cannot do this without him.”
Gryph flowed up and over the largest wave yet. Ahead, a soul bubble the size of a blue whale pushed up through the surface, its disruptive influence was the source of the massive currents drawing Gryph in as inexorably as the gravity well of Jupiter.
The man who’d spoken shimmered across the surface of the sphere like a distorted reflection. He was thin, wiry and wore clothes sewn together from a dozen mismatched patterns.
“We can,” said another male voice. The image in the sphere shifted and a tall, thin god loomed over Gryph. He wore impeccable white robes and bore perfectly groomed hair. “We just won’t survive.”
“The traitor. The coward, he has forsaken us,” a cultured female voice spat, menace twining at the edges of her tone. “This will be the ruin of the Realms.” From beneath a pair of curved horns, crimson eyes glared into the distance. Despite the fierceness in the gaze Gryph could see her fear.
“We could run as well,” the wiry man said. His fingers fidgeted, gripping and releasing a crooked staff of flowing magma. “Back home to the Outer Realms.”
“That is the coward’s way,” another god, this one clad in golden armor, said and drew a massive two-handed sword.
“And the Dread God would find us,” the woman said, fear dimming the fire in her eyes. “There is nowhere we can hide that he will not find us.”
“Tell that to the coward,” the golden god raged. “Where is he, if not hiding?”
“We will do it without him,” The white-clad god’s eyes flared to brightness. A moment later the other gods’ eyes also flared, and they gasped as new understanding filled them.
“This war we wage is cosmic. If the Dread God survives this day, he will learn what we have learned, and the Realms as we know them will not survive. There is no hiding from this responsibility. We brought this fate upon ourselves, all of us. The others are gone. We make our stand here, now, or we will join them.” The white-clad god drew a large war-hammer, and it flared with white light. “Are you with me?”
The white-robed god stared at the others. One by one the other gods nodded. The golden god gripped the hilt of his sword and the blade gilded with a halo of yellow fire. The horned goddess drew a war stave from her back and extended it to spear length, its tip shimmering with crimson energy. Even the wiry god agreed, pushing orange power into his staff.
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 field of light expanded from his palm.
The white-clad god turned, casting a last, desperate search for their missing comrade, the one who had forsaken them. There was nothing but thick, endless fog, and Gryph saw resignation slump the white-clad god’s shoulders.
“I hope you find peace brother.”
The sand storm pummeled against the shield. The air screamed, and the world went dark, before the onslaught of scouring earth flowed up and over the shield. A moment later the shield failed, revealing a lone figure walking towards them with easy confidence.
“He is here,” the horned goddess said, failing to hide the fear in her voice. “The Dread God has come.” The others readied weapons and spells.
The swirling sea pulled Gryph towards the massive bubble. It was so large that it became Gryph’s entire world. This close in the rip currents were furious, and they spun him about, tearing his focus from the ancient vision.
No, no, no! I must see. I must know who the Dread God is.
The current pulled Gryph under, scraping him along the underside of the soul bubble like a man being keelhauled. He panicked, desperate for breath. Could he drown in the Soul Reverie? He forced himself to calm and waited until he popped back to the surface, gasping for air and direction.
His eyes found focus again and saw the newcomer moving through the haze, parting it like an icebreaker sailing through a polar ocean. Soon he stood before them, a massive man clad in black armor. Familiar eyes stared from the ancient memory right into Gryph’s soul.
“So, this is how it ends,” the man said. Gryph knew both his voice and his smug smile.
Aluran. Bechard. Morrigan.
“This is where you end,” the white-clad god said, and as one, the four gods attacked.
A violent swell smashed Gryph into the soul bubble with enough force to knock the wind from his lungs. He struggled to draw breath. His face crushed against the rubbery surface of the bubble and he tried to push himself inside.
The bubble rippled and a wave of force cast him backwards. He tumbled head over heels into and through the closest wave, then bounced across the surface like the thin stones he and Brynn used to skip across Bow Lake as children. 
No, I need to see more, Gryph roared, begging whatever motive force controlled the swells to push him back to the bubble. Instead, a froth of bubbles exploded through the thick silver sea tearing Gryph away from the massive bubble. No, no, no!
I must know what happened to these gods. Then a realization that had been skirting at the edges of his consciousness, buried by the power of the scene, punched him full in the brain.  I need to know what happened to me!
Gryph was pulled from the Reverie returning to consciousness with a heart-rending jerk. Water sloshed from his bath as he fought to regain his composure. Slowly his heart rate calmed, and the fog of adrenaline cleared his mind and he gave voice to his realization.
“I was one of the Old Gods.”
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After several failed attempts to force himself back into his Reverie, Gryph toweled himself off and pulled on fresh clothes. He needed to know how the battle between Morrigan and the other gods had ended. He needed to know which of the gods he was. His nerves frayed, and his body hummed with nervous energy. He knew from experience that in his current state, the Reverie would resist him as fiercely as a hurricane. There was nothing to do but be patient.
I need a distraction.
He looked inward drawing his interface to the fore. He tapped a small castle icon in the corner of his vision and his city database went active. Various icons filled this vision detailing everything from the city’s population to its current supplies of food and raw materials, current projects, security alerts and every other bit of information Gryph needed to be an effective ruler.
Several icons blinked with yellow light, showing items that needed attention, but were not urgent. He ignored those, trusting that Grimliir, his Steward and right hand, would tend to them. Thankfully, nothing blared red and the vast majority flared green, meaning all was well.
Not for the first time, Gryph wondered at the familiarity of it all. The interface was very reminiscent of the banner, the semi-sentient AI’s that he’d used back on Earth. Even the green, yellow and red was reminiscent of the ubiquitous traffic lights of his home universe.
Vonn had explained it. The Game Mechanics, the rules that governed the Realms similarly to how the laws of physics governed Earth’s universe, adapted to each user to deliver information in a manner that was easily understood. Cultural differences, levels of intelligence and other factors could influence how the Game Mechanics presented themselves. It was no surprise then, that the level of urgency of a task manifested as the familiar color-coded traffic lights of his home.
Satisfied that nothing needed his immediate attention, Gryph opened up the city’s Quest Log. A slew of open quests presented themselves. Most of them revolved around acquiring items, knowledge, supplies or resources, but several involved hunting and slaying the bands of rogue monsters still plaguing the reopened city.
Dar Thoriim was huge, filled with endless warrens of tunnels, storerooms and long forgotten chambers. In the millennia that the main part of the ancient Thalmiir city had been closed to the world, myriad creatures had made the outskirts home, some of them quite dangerous.
Gryph searched through the list and selected one promising quest.
 
	You have accepted the quest Cleanse the Underpass.



	The UnderPass was once a wide avenue leading from the heart of Dar Thoriim to the edge of the Nimmerian city of Xygarrion. When Xygarrion fell to ruin, the Thalmiir sealed off both ends of the massive tunnel. Gryph, Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim, has ordered that the UnderPass be cleared of monsters.
Quest Giver: Grimliir - Difficulty: Moderate - Reward: Varies (See Monster Bounty Addendum for Rewards - XP: Varies, based upon participation.




Gryph notified the system that he would not be taking any financial or material reward for his participation, since ultimately he’d be taking with one hand to pay the other. Plus, he wasn’t fighting for material gain. He was fighting to ease some stress. He ignored the judgmental voice at the back of his mind berating him for getting joy out of killing. Gryph donned his armor, pulled his Soul Bound Satchel over his head and grabbed his spear.
Some things just need killing, Lex’s phantom voice said in his mind. Aluran’s face, the same face shared by the Dread God Morrigan, swam into his vision. And some dudes positively demand killing.
He exited his chambers and chuckled to himself, his mind’s eye drawing a vision of his loyal NPC, and his infamous grin to the fore. He rounded the corner and walked headlong into flesh and blood Lex. The squat NPC squealed in fright, his voice sounding significantly less manly than his flowing beard made him seem.
“What the hell dude? Way to make a guy soil his britches,” Lex grumbled. Gryph squinted in distaste and looked at the Ordonian’s pants. Lex noticed and grumbled. “It’s an expression man.”
“You’re up late?” Gryph noticed the bedraggled look to his friend’s clothing, his mussed up hair and cheery glow. “Where've you been?” A flush of embarrassment colored Lex’s cheeks increasing Gryph’s curiosity.
“What?” Lex said defensively. “Can’t a guy take a midnight walk … in the Grove … alone.” His eyes lowered and moved side to side like a man searching for witnesses who might contradict his story. After a moment, righteous indignation filled him. “You know, I’m a grown man and a consenting adult and I’m allowed to do as I please.”
“Who or what were you consenting with?” Gryph said, failing to reign in his amusement.
“Crap, said too much.” Lex raised both hands, waving and snapping them in front of Gryph’s face, like some hack magician trying to erase memories. Gryph’s expression did not change. “It’s none of your business what I’m doing. My life, my business. Now butt out.”
“Fair enough,” Gryph said with a grin and walked on.
“Hey,” Lex said, rushing after him. Gryph suspected the NPC was uncertain exactly why he’d said the word. After a few moments of walking alongside his player, sending glances his way, waiting for him to say something, anything, Lex chirped up again. “So, what are you up to?”
“My life, my business,” Gryph said, sarcasm dripping in his tone.
Lex scowled, annoyed that he’d walked right into that trap. “Now you’re just being a dick. Really, what are you doing?” He noticed Gryph’s spear, armor and  buckler. “You’re going to kill some asshole monsters aren’t you? Can I come?”
“If you tell me where you’ve been?”
Lex cocked his head as if considering and then shook it. “Nope, we haven’t labelled whatever this thing is, so I’m not sayin’ nuthin’.”
“Apart from just telling me you have a lady friend.”
“Dammit,” Lex grumbled. “And why are you assuming it’s a lady friend? Maybe I’m wider in my interests.”
“Okay, so you have a fella,” Gryph said nonchalantly.
“No, no, it’s a lady, just … never mind.” He glared at Gryph. “I am not saying anything else, so don’t try to get anything out of me.”
“Okay.”
“I’m serious guy. End of story. My lips are as sealed as Fort Knox.” He walked towards his own chambers, pointing at Gryph all casual like. “I’ll suit up. Gimme five?”
“Sure thing Romeo,” Gryph nodded and after a scowl, the NPC ran to his room. Five minutes later Lex returned, and they were on their way.
“So, yeah, me and mystery lady aren’t quite sure what this is yet. Are we friends with bennies or are we destined to be the next Bennifer or Brangelina?
The pair entered the Nexus, the command-and-control center of Dar Thoriim. A dwarf and a pair of warborn manned the control panel. On seeing them, Lex’s tone turned to a whisper.
“I don’t know. She doesn’t know. So, until then we’re keeping it all hush-hush and private.”
“It’s Yrriel.”
“Dude!” Lex exclaimed, looking around them in panic. “Keep your voice down.”
The dwarf and the warborn looked up from their duties, but Gryph waved off their concerns. “Everybody knows Lex.”
“Really?” Lex eyed him with surprise. “You sure? I thought we were on the down low.” He considered for a moment. “Yrriel gave it away didn’t she? I mean I see the way she looks at me.”
“It’s you, man. You’re all googly eyed and wavey any time she’s near you.”
“That doesn’t sound like me. Wait, yes it does.”
“Lucky for you she’s been around for a while, like a few millennia, and cares not a whit about the opinions of others.”
“Yeah, it's one of my favorite things about her.” Lex paused. “And don’t think I didn’t notice that crack about her age. She’s a beautiful, mature woman.”
“Who is old enough to be your great, great, great, great, add another ten greats, grandmother.”
“Yeah,” Lex said with a sly smile. “Just imagine the things she’s learned in all those lifetimes. Boy, I could tell you some stories.”
“Please don’t,” Gryph begged, squirming as an image of a naked, hairy Lex punched against his mental firewall.
Ten minutes later the pair reached the entrance to the UnderPass. In that time Lex’s tale had drawn expressions from Gryph that ran the gamut from disturbed to intrigued, with a few cringes tossed in for good measure. As they entered, a warborn warrior walked up bringing a blessed end to Lex’s tale. Gryph almost hugged the powerful warrior automaton in relief.
“Well met Stone Lord,” the man said, smacking a fist to his chest. A pair of intricate serpents twined around his forearm.
“Well met War Leader Berrath,” Gryph said, thankful for the identifying ink. Warborn were magical clones, each one an exact duplicate. Even identical twins had greater differences. It was yet another burden to bear for a people struggling to find an identity in the Realms.
Berrath, like all his brothers, had adopted tattoos as a way of bringing uniqueness to his appearance and to acknowledge his accomplishments. A warborn did not choose his own tattoos, they were gifts from his brothers, badges of honor and accomplishment. Berrath’s dual serpents said that he had twice saved lives in battle at the risk of his own. Gryph suspected that more serpents would soon curl around the War Leader’s arm.
Gryph nodded to the rest of Berrath’s squad, each man tattooed with a variety of patterns, symbols and beasts. As one the squad saluted Gryph, powerful fists smashing into the metal armor covering their chests.
Gryph noted their arms and armor. For underground work the warborn carried short spears instead of their usual long ones. A sword, that compared to their seven-foot frames seemed only a long dagger, lay at their hip. The handle of an arbalest, a heavy crossbow capable of firing bolts with tremendous force, crested each man’s shoulder.
They wore chain cuirasses with a solid plate protecting the chest. A segmented metal and leather skirt protected their pelvis and legs. Arm guards, greaves, boots and an unadorned metal helmet rounded out their armor. Strapped to the left forearm was a circular shield, twice the size of Gryph’s own buckler. A half-moon shaped groove at the top ready to brace their spear.
Despite the lack of magical armaments or spell casters, Gryph's own Adventure Group would find this squad of ten warborn no easy adversary. And how deadly will they be when we pair them with a ranged caster and a healer? Gryph wondered.
“How goes it?” Gryph asked, returning his attention to Berrath.
“We have cleared several hundred feet into the UnderPass. We have fought a variety of beasts, but the main opposition has been from a large colony of stone wranglers. Their rocky hides have proven an effective defense against us, but we’ve seen recent success thanks to a new tactic.”
“What tactic?” Lex asked.
In answer, Berrath turned and looked into the murk further down the UnderPass. A moment later a blazing flash of light filled the entire space. Lex and Gryph shielded their eyes as high-pitched screams of pain and rage flowed over them. None of the warborn so much as flinched, immune to both the light and the horrific howls.
The warborn are immune to flash bangs, Gryph thought impressed though mildly irritated that Berrath had given them no warning.
“Come,” Berrath said. As one, his squad of warborn turned and marched towards the light. “A friend wishes to say hello.”
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Gryph and Lex followed the warborn as the illumination dimmed. Gryph’s vision returned, revealing a tunnel so large that a modern container ship could have moved through it. The sheer engineering prowess of the ancient Thalmiir continued to amaze him. Lex agreed.
“Holy shit, that’s one big cave.”
Ahead a cadre of warborn manned a movable bulwark. Several dozen of the large warriors stood behind the wall, most taking aim with their oversized crossbows. Just as the volley of arbalest bolts twanged over the fortifications one head turned amongst a group of warborn.
“Friend Lex, I hear you.” The cheery voice was at odds with the shrieks of agony that announced the bolts had found targets.
“Errat?” Lex asked, squinting.
Gryph smiled at the wide grin plastering Errat’s face. The expression was so unlike those of his brothers, that Gryph often forgot Errat was warborn. At least until the massive automaton stood in front of him. Errat pulled Gryph into a powerful bear hug, and the player swore his ribs creaked. Errat turned and embraced Lex, lifting the small Ordonian off his feet.
“Yeah, good to see you too pally, but I thought we agreed you wouldn’t pick me up anymore.”
Errat put Lex down, an abashed smile curling his lips. “Errat is sorry friend Lex, but I was so very excited to see my great friends that I forgot. I know it makes you feel like … how did you say it … a toddler in need of a new nappy? I will endeavor to remember henceforth.”
Gryph snickered and Lex glared up at him, daring him to say something.
“This is your doing?” Gryph asked, looking around at the UnderPass.
“Partially. My brothers are very great warriors. Errat just helped them by using this.” He held up a metallic tube the length and thickness of an empty paper towel roll. One end held a golf ball sized piece of glowing quartz.
“Did you make a flashlight?” Lex asked.
Errat cocked his head sideways and smiled, a tick he’d adopted after watching Lex. It was meant to suggest curiosity, but on Errat the expression made him appear confused or perhaps constipated. “That is a fine name, but I call this a Light Bomb Wand, because it…”
“Fires light bombs. Yup, I get it.” Lex extended his hand. “May I?”
Errat handed it over, his smile wide and then his expression turned serious. “Please friend Lex, be careful. I would hate for you to shoot your eye out.”
A stupid grin crossed Lex’s face. The NPC sent a quick smirk in Gryph’s direction, but Gryph refused to take the bait. Lex examined the wand then passed it to Gryph. The Player triggered his Identify talent. Aetherial magic powered the wand which made sense since Errat was only a few levels shy of Master tier in the discipline. The warborn explained that the wand was a prototype.
“With Mistress Yrriel’s help, Errat imbued the quartz with aetherial magic. As you know, the aether was once all there was, making it infinitely malleable. We imprinted the aetherial energy into the quartz. Now anyone with a mana pool can activate the wand, even if they do not possess any magic skills of their own.”
“So, the warborn can use it,” Gryph said.
Errat nodded. “Yes. It will not be as effective above ground where the creatures and animals very much like light, but here in the dark it works very well, very well indeed.”
“Can I try?” Lex asked, excitement bubbling below the surface. Both men looked at Gryph.
“Yes,” Gryph agreed with a sigh. “But behave.”
“Sweet,” Lex said and raised his hand up awaiting a high five. Errat bent down and smacked Lex’s hand with brutal force. Lex flinched and hissed in pain. “Okay, guess we’re still working on your high five skills.” Lex rubbed the sting out of his palm as they walked to the barricade.
They'd built the wall from interlocking plates of pure steel, a highly refined version of regular steel, mined and smelted right here in Dar Thoriim. It was more resistant to heat, cold and acid and, as evidenced by the dents and odd scorch marks on its surface, it could take a beating.
Gryph peered over the wall. While the UnderPass behind them was free of obstruction, the path ahead was littered with stalagmites. At first nothing seemed odd about this, but then Gryph noticed a dozen or more arbalest bolts protruding from the pillars of stone.
“Uh, guys, why are you shooting rocks?” Lex asked, but then his eyes widened in horror and disgust and Gryph knew his NPC had used Analyze. “Oh, yeah, that’s why.” He gave Gryph a ‘you’ll wanna see this’ look.
Gryph nodded and formed an Adventure Group and tagged Lex, Errat, Berrath and the closest two warborn. The Leadership perk allowed Gryph to share experience and increase the overall XP point intake of the group by 50%. It also granted the group two permanent Boons. Telepathic Bond enabled the entire group to communicate silently and over distances and Skill Progression, boosted the speed they could learn skills by 50%. Both had proven invaluable to the success of Gryph’s missions.
Without a word, Berrath and the two other warborn flanked Gryph. Gryph checked his Adventure Group interface and learned the two warborn were Kurrag and Durnyx. I must remember to congratulate Berrath on his men’s training. Gryph nodded to Lex, who shared his Analyze window with the group.
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	Stone Wranglers are aberrant creatures whose only motivations in life are to kill, feed and breed. Their conical shape and rocky hide allow them to mimic stalactites and stalagmites. They have a large central eye and a tooth filled maw capable of delivering terrible bites. Knobby protrusions extend from the sides of their bodies allowing them to extrude tentacle-like pseudopods that grab prey. A sticky ichor covers the pseudopods. The ichor induces confusion, inhibits motor skills and with enough exposure, causes paralysis. A stone wrangler's age can be extrapolated from the number of knobby protrusions they possess. Each pair equaling 20 years of life. 
Thousands of cilia cover their undersides enabling them to move, climb walls and stick to ceilings. Young stone wranglers spend most of their time clinging to ceilings, ready to drop onto unsuspecting prey. The sharp tips of their rocky hide allow them to pierce and kill their prey. Because of their heavier bodies, mature stone wranglers spend most of their time on the floor of their caverns.
When a stone wrangler closes its mouth and eye, it is indistinguishable from natural stalagmites or stalactites, allowing them to ambush prey with their pseudopods and feed. They are omnivores and will eat anything that crosses their path.
Nobody alive knows the true origin of these foul creatures, but rumors have long held that the stone wranglers had their origin in experiments using the blood of chthonic creatures.
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“Why does every damn creepy monster in the Realms have tentacles?” Lex complained. Gryph couldn’t help but agree with his NPC’s assessment. Quite a few of the beasts they’d fought since entering this world of wonder and magic had tentacles.
“They are pseudopods,” Berrath said.
“What’s the difference?” Lex’s expression showed genuine interest tinged with the certainty that he would hate the answer.
“When you cut off a tentacle it stays cut off. A pseudopod will regrow itself, ready to entrap you again.” The warborn leader stared at Lex. “I prefer pseudopods. More of a challenge.”
Lex opened his mouth, but no witty retort was forthcoming. After a moment he looked from Berrath to Errat. “I take back what I said earlier. You are normal compared to these guys.”
Errat grinned, and then a melancholy expression took a hold of him. Gryph could not help feel for his friend. It must be hard to be different, alone, like you did not belong. Even the warborn’s name, the ancient Thalmiir word for wrong, made him stick out.
The sound of another volley of arbalest bolts drew Gryph’s eyes back to the UnderPass and the stone wranglers. His El’Edryn sight was phenomenal, allowing him to see deep into the darkness of the cave. Lex stood at his side, stretched onto his toes so he could peer over the barrier.
“How many are there do you think?” Lex asked, squinting into the murk.
“Hundreds,” Durnyx said, excitement clawing at the edges of his flat tone.
“Should be fun,” Lex said as he drew the wide glow of order energy to his hands.
“It is,” Kurrag said and took aim with his arbalest.
A few hours later Gryph’s group, together with several dozen other warborn, had killed hundreds of the rock-like monstrosities. The warborn did their work like a well-oiled machine, some killed the vile creatures, others moved the defensive bulwarks forward and still more harvested the crawler’s corpses. The operation was as efficient as any army Gryph had seen back on Earth.
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The beasts ate anything and everything, but even their powerful stomach acids could not dissolve metals or precious gems. The knobby protrusions also contained glands that generated the pseudopods and the paralytic ichor. Bruunhilde, the Master Alchemist, had begged the warborn to acquire as many as they could. Gryph suspected the haul would keep her busy for weeks.
Gryph’s Adventure Group took shifts finishing the few wranglers that lived through the volleys of bolts. The risk was lower, and it enabled them to practice their martial skills. It was during one such sortie, when a pseudopod wrenched Lex off his feet. The creature’s ichor seeped into the NPC’s skin and a look of drunken stupor flowed across his face.
The gelatinous tentacle pulled Lex towards a hidden crevice obscured by an outcropping of rock. Errat fired a light bomb into the small cave. Inside was a monstrous stone wrangler, by far the biggest they’d encountered. It was a full twelve feet high and had a dozen pseudopods sprouting from each side. Lex’s shared Analyze told them this was the stone wrangler alpha, and its stats were five times greater than any of its brood.
The alpha roared in pain and anger but didn’t retract its pseudopod. Instead, another pair whipped out, wrapping around Lex’s other leg and his waist. A manic chuckle burst from the NPC’s mouth, evidence that the toxins in the ichor had seeped into his system. 
The creature pulled harder, bringing Lex closer and closer to death. The three warborn warriors sliced at the pseudopods, each severing one of the gelatinous appendages. Kurrag grabbed Lex by the arm and tried dragging him to safety, but more pseudopods exploded from the crevice. Several smashed into the warborn, knocking the warborn back. Another latched onto the Ordonian and pulled. Within seconds the creature would drag Lex into its maw.
Gryph drew a pair of throwing knives and switched out the quartz phials. The wrangler was resistant, not immune, to cold damage, but Gryph knew he’d only have one shot and was unwilling to take a chance that his cold powered blades would save Lex’s life. Time to test the big guns. The new phials clicked into place and Gryph pushed mana down his arms and into the bracers. The waves of magnetism flowed around the knives and Gryph yelled through the telepathic link.
Move!
The warborn shifted much faster and smoother than their size suggested, giving Gryph a clear shot. Not trusting his aim, Gryph did not throw the knives. Instead, he accelerated the blades from his hands with the bracers.
The blades screamed through the small opening and plunged into the alpha’s eye and mouth. The damage inflicted was small, less than a 50th of the beast’s overall health, but they got its attention. Bellows of rage and pain filled the UnderPass, but still it dragged Lex closer.
“Dude … hurry the … hell … up,” Lex yell mumbled, fear pushing through his grogginess.
With a twinge of his will Gryph snapped the thin layer inside the phials. For a moment nothing happened, but then a sound, almost like a melodious song, built at the edge of Gryph’s hearing. The alpha’s inexorable pull on Lex slowed as the main body of the creature began to vibrate.
A beam of golden light speared through the cut Gryph’s knife had sliced in the alpha’s eye. The beast opened its mouth to scream, but instead of sound, several more bursts of light erupted. The vibrations grew and illuminated furrows splintered across the wrangler’s rocky hide. The sound of cracking stone filled the Underpass and then the alpha exploded.
Gryph tossed his arm in front of his eyes as shards of stone lanced his face, arms and neck. Despite the flying shrapnel, a large grin crossed Gryph’s face. The phials in the knives were filled with Concentrated Empyrean Tree Sap mixed with common saltpeter and they were the rarest in his collection. When combined, the two components created a massive explosion of pure empyrean light, an explosion that had proven deadly to the chthonic alpha.
Yrriel and Bruunhilde will be thrilled the design worked, Gryph thought, then pouted. They had distilled and concentrated 500 gallons of Aurvendiel’s sap to make enough Concentrated Empyrean Tree Sap for the two phials he’d just used to save Lex. At Aurvendiel’s current health, they could only risk tapping 100 gallons a week from the massive tree. Gryph hoped he wouldn’t have to face off against another wrangler alpha anytime soon.
Gryph rushed to Lex’s side. “Are you okay?” Lex’s stupid smile and swaying thumbs up told Gryph he was, and that he suffered from ichor induced drunkenness. A moment later, Lex’s eyes went wide, and the tension surged back.
“Big ... furfing … spider,” Lex mumbled, his wobbly arm pointing to a spot above Gryph.
Gryph spun, trying to raise his spear, when a spider the size of an elephant fell atop him, pinning his shoulders with a pair of long, hairy legs. Gryph struggled, drawing the dagger at his waist, but another leg slapped the blade away.
I apologize for my brother’s roughness Lord Stone. I assure you, we mean you no harm, a gentle click clack of a voice said in his mind. In truth, we need your help.
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After returning to the city, Gryph called an emergency meeting of the Round Table. Their sense of duty overshadowed any irritation over the early hour. Gryph gazed from one face to another, and in each he saw the same thing; anxious anticipation. Even Sillendriel’s luminescent face seemed darker.
In the weeks since he’d taken control of Dar Thoriim, Gryph had got to know all of his advisory council well. He trusted them, and they trusted him. One and all, they knew he would not summon them unless it was of dire importance.
All eyes followed him as he walked the circumference of the table to reach his seat. He did not sit but gripped the back of the wooden chair with strong hands. The gravity of the words he was about to speak threatened to drag him down. The others felt his intensity and the tension in the room ratcheted up another notch. He gave a sideways glance to his Steward Grimliir. The sturdy dwarf dipped his head and a few of the muscles knotting Gryph’s back released. He returned the nod and then addressed the others.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the Round Table, there is no time to waste with long explanations, so I will get right to it. A neighbor has requested help, and I have agreed to give whatever aid we are able. I hope the next few minutes will show you we have no choice but to extend this aid.”
“What neighbor?” Thaldrain, the dwarven brewer asked, easing forward, his muscles tense. “We here are all who reside in this valley.” Murmurs of agreement flowed around the table.
“It will be easier if I show you.” Gryph turned to the entrance of the Nexus. “Escort her in.”
All eyes turned to the dim passage. It would be another hour before the morning sun, reflected by a complex array of mirrors along the ceiling, would illuminate the grand avenue. For now, the passageway was dimly lit by mana fed lamps, but the lights were, mostly, unnecessary. Nearly everyone present, apart from the humans, had some measure of dark vision. Around the table eyes began to widen in curiosity.
Berrath’s squad of warborn entered the room and fanned out. As the warborn parted the mumbles turned to gasps of shock. Chairs pushed back from the table, hands grasped weapons and mana danced around fingertips.
“Easy friends,” Gryph said, his voice calm, but stern.
A tense silence hung heavy in the Nexus as the first crystalline leg eased from the darkness. Lamp light scattered off the glassine surface of the limb casting a nimbus of multicolored light across the room. Another leg followed and then a bulbous head came into view. Knife like appendages called chelicerae protruded down from the creature’s mouth. They were as long and thick as a dwarven forearm. They clacked delicately underneath a scattering of glinting eyes. Glowing white energy flowed through the translucent head, moving in and out of a glowing blue-white structure that Gryph suspected was the creature’s brain.
After a moment’s hesitation the spider took several more steps into the room, revealing a body the size of an elephant, the top of its abdomen, what Gryph thought of as the creature’s back, bore a circle and dot symbol that was the identifier of a servant of the Lords of Order.
“A crystal arachnid,” Eadweanna, the human scholar, said, in wonder. The elderly woman got to her feet with the help of the nearest warborn and ambled towards the massive arachnid. She showed no fear, only reverence. “I never even dreamt that I would one day…” She stopped, overcome with awe and reached a wrinkled hand up. “May I?”
The spider chittered and lowered its head. Gently, like a mother touching her newborn for the first time, Eadweanna caressed the spider. A childlike gasp of glee pushed past her lips and she turned towards Gryph. “I will help in any way I am able.”
Eadweanna’s reaction sent a wave of relief around the table. The scholar turned, motioning for the spider to follow and it moved lithely up to the table. Its front two legs reached underneath its thorax, and with a noise like the tearing of silk, pulled free a crystal ovoid shape the size of a large dog. The spider placed the egg, for all present knew on instinct that it was, onto the center of the Round Table. Blue-white light thrummed inside the crystal egg illuminating the skittering movement of many legs.
Gryph tried to ignore the primal shudder of fear stirring down his spine and extended his hand to the egg. “May I introduce Akashiri, the new Queen of the Glass Spiders.”
I apologize if we have frightened you my friends. The gentle click clack of Akashiri’s voice filled every mind in the room. I ask for your aid and to deliver a dire warning. Chaos has corrupted my mother, Sziilloth.
Howls of rage and gasps of terror filled the room, as a deep and primal fear filled the elders of the ancient and proud cities of Sylvan Aenor and Dar Thoriim. There was no greater horror in all the Realms than chaos. It was infectious, destructive and ever-changing. Not even the demonic entities of the chthonic realm, a hell-like place of fire and suffering, inspired such terror.
“Calm yourselves my friends,” Gryph roared over the tumult. “Or we have already handed victory to the Princes.”
“Shut yer damn gob holes ye ninnies,” Grimliir raged. “And trust in his Lordship.”
The room went silent, if not calm, and Gryph nodded his thanks to his Steward. A part of him chuckled at the Steward’s gruff treatment of such august personages, but  the assembled elders respected, and even liked, Grimliir. They knew who he was, what he had done and one and all took their duties, if not themselves, seriously. Gryph could not have asked for a better advisory council.
“Please continue Your Majesty,” Gryph said.
Thank you Lord Stone. Before I detail the current threat, I believe you require a bit of history. Please bear with me. My tale is lengthy, but important. Will you grant me that patience? Akashiri paused, letting nods of agreement and ayes flow around the table. Thank you. As many of you know, the Nimmerian city of Xygarrion once shared this valley with Sylvan Aenor and Dar Thoriim. You also know that an apocalypse destroyed the city at the height of the war against the Prime.
“Damn Prime bastards killed a whole city,” Belgaarm, the Master Smith said in a rage, banging a fist against the stone table.
That is a falsity bred from the ignorance of your ancestors, Akashiri said. Grumbles flowed about the room, especially from the dwarves who venerated their blessed forefathers and foremothers above all gods. A wave of apology flowed through the mental connection. I mean no offense for they could not have known the truth.
It was not the Prime who destroyed Xygarrion, but the Nimmerians themselves.
Gasps rose around the table, but every one of the elders continued to listen intently. Which is why they are here, Gryph thought. They consider before reacting.
Gartheniel, who had remained quiet until now, leaned forward. “How did they destroy themselves Your Majesty?”
Apologies to all gathered here, but in its day Xygarrion was the greatest city on Korynn. A haven for knowledge and a beacon for hope. The Synod discovered many of the advancements made during the war against the Prime.
“Aye,” Grimliir said. “Much of what we know about the arboleth was discovered by the Synod. Their loss, the loss of Xygarrion, nearly meant the end of the Alliance.” He looked at the egg sac at the center of the table. “But they were rash, often moving tay quickly for their own damned good. Typical of humans if ye ask me.” He glanced at the human elders. “No offense intended my friends.” The humans dipped their heads to say they took none.
Unfortunately, you are right Grimliir, son of Braigmond. The Synod determined the Alliance was losing the war. They had calculated the chances of an Alliance victory, and they did not like what they saw. So, in secret they began research on an advancement to their Port Gate system.
“What kind of advancement?” Eadweanna asked, leaning forward. Gryph had tasked the matronly scholar with uncovering anything she could about the Nimmerian Port Gate system. It was already their largest tactical advantage in the imminent war against Aluran. If the Nimmerians had somehow advanced the technology, then Gryph was as intrigued as Eadweanna.
They were trying to create a Realm Gate. A massive Port Gate that could reach to the Outer Realms. They wished to search for the Prime home world, somewhere out there. They hoped to find it and destroy it.
“A solid plan,” Berrath, the warborn elder said appreciatively. 
“Why did it fail?” Barrendiel, the Regent of Sylvan Aenor asked in a tone that suggested the answer would come as no surprise.
Port Gates run on the magic inherent in the aether. While the aether is everywhere, it has a low level of power. Port Gates draw power from a wide area to open their portals, but a Realm Gate would need to cross far greater distances, and even if the Nimmerians had been able to, all the aether underlying Korynn would not be enough to open a stable portal.
“They needed a greater source of power,” Lex said.
Yes, the spider queen said. And they found one. 
“Chaos,” Ovrym said, rubbing at the old wound on his left forearm, the one given him by a chaos corrupted dire wolf.
Even though Gryph had suspected it, the sheer gall, the irresponsible stupidity of working with chaos came as a body blow. He silently cursed the Nimmerians, knowing full well it was a pointless venture.
“I’m guessing things didn’t go to plan,” Vonn said, the ire in his tone obvious. Vonn was a Templar of the Source, a near religious sect of knights who served a mysterious higher power. They were powerful practitioners of Order Magic, and natural enemies of chaos. The worry layered under his sarcasm was plain for all to see.
We are not sure what happened. What we do know is that they opened a controlled rift to the Realms of Chaos and sunk a tap to siphon energy for their Realms Gate. They opened their gate, but their control of the tap did not last.
“Who woulda thunk?” Lex muttered. “Lemme guess, the idjits lost control and blew up their city?”
Yes, and in the process they lost the Order Lance that protected this region of Korynn from chaos incursions.
“That would explain the corruption we’ve encountered near the ruins these last few months,” Barrendiel agreed.
“Not really dude,” Lex said. The others looked at him quizzically. “These Nimmerian douchebags destroyed their city millennia ago. And from what the queen here says, the big order tower went boom at the same time.”
Gryph saw Lex’s point at once. If the valley had been unprotected by the Order Lance for thousands of years, why had the chaos corruption only just returned? Understanding came to eyes and faces all around the Round Table.
“So, I ask, why now?” The NPC stared around the table and for once there was no jest in his tone.
Because, Akashiri sent, her mental voice heavy with pain. As the Nimmerians had before her, my mother grew arrogant enough to believe she could tame the power of chaos.
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After hearing the rest of Akashiri’s tale, the Round Table chose to help. There was no real choice. The Princes of Chaos were primal forces of change and transformation who sought to return all of existence to a maelstrom of unceasing anarchy. The true power of chaos lay not in the physical corruption that had taken animals and beast alike, but the power to unhinge the mind. It was this madness that had taken Sziilloth.
Not long after the Nimmerians had destroyed themselves, the Lords of Order had sent the crystal arachnid queen to Korynn as guardian and deterrent. Akashiri’s tale told of countless generations of spiders born and sacrificed to prevent chaos from spreading.
“Sacrificed?” Gryph asked in alarm.
Yes, Lord Stone. Crystal arachnids are natural counteragents to chaos. We exude a field of order energy that brings balance to all things in our presence. Surely you’ve felt it manifest as a clear mind or a more energized body?
“Aye,” Grimliir said. “My knees dae feel less creaky this morning.”
“And I feel less snarky,” Lex said. “Had me worried actually.”
“I wouldn’t be too concerned,” Vonn said. “No force in all the Realms can hold back your personality for long.”
“I choose to take your insult as a compliment,” Lex said. To his credit Vonn grinned, pleased that Lex had returned the jab.
“But this field of order has limits, doesn’t it?” Gryph asked, bringing the conversation back on topic.
Indeed, my siblings were nothing but a temporary bulwark, for none of them were strong enough to be a permanent seal. The chaos eventually overwhelmed their fields, and when that happened…
“Chaos possessed them,” Gryph said.
Yes. Forcing my mother to kill them.
“How many times has this happened?” Yrriel asked as she leaned forward. Her voice tight and pained, a far cry from her normal jovial self.
73,316 times since my mother arrived on Korynn. Each death taught her more about chaos, but each death also tore a bit of her soul away.
A heavy silence fell over the Round Table as the weight of the horrible, endless burden borne by Sziilloth hit them. And then Gryph knew how the spider queen had succumbed.
“She tried to seal the rift herself,” Gryph said.
Yes, and by doing so she played into the Princes of Chaos’ trap.
They are endless, patient and corrosive. They knew that eventually the mortal realm would change my mother. My kind are not known for our emotions. We do not make the attachments humanoids do. We do not … feel emotions as you do. This trait makes my kind the perfect front-line soldiers in the war against chaos. We care little for the individual since our young are many. As long as the colony survives, the fate of the individual matters not. But the deaths of so many of her children, over so many millennia, changed my mother.
“She did it for love,” Sillendriel said.
Yes. And for love she put all the Realms at risk.
Love made her weak and the Princes of Chaos used that weakness, corrupting her, giving them the foothold in the mortal realm they have long sought. Now, she is their anchor, and with each passing moment that anchor becomes more firmly latched to this realm. If we do nothing, that foothold will become a full-on invasion. We must kill her, and we must kill her now.
Another heavy silence hung.
“Putting aside the ease with which you condone killing your mom, I’ve got a question,” Lex said, hands raised like a kid in class. “Why didn’t these order lord chaps just build another Order Lance? Seems a better solution than sending a bunch of bugs to guard against a chaos rift.” The NPC glanced at the egg sack. “No offense.”
None taken. And to answer your query, they cannot build another Order Lance. It comes down to the Balance. The Lords of Order built 129 Order Lances and 129 Order Lances remain. Constructing another would upset the Balance.
“Wait, what?” Lex sputtered. “For guys who like logic and order and crap, you are terrible at math. There were 129 Order Lances. Then one got all blown up, which means there are 128 Order Lances left. So, build another and bam 129 again.”
The Order Lance from this valley still exists, it is just … elsewhere.
“Elsewhere?” Barrendiel asked. “Where?”
We do not know. It was lost during the Nimmerian’s attempts to build their Realm Gate. Neither its archon nor its mortal caretaker have been seen since.
“Should I assume that the Lords of Order have searched for the lance, and that we cannot rely on it being found?” Gryph asked.
That is an accurate statement.
“How do you lose a skyscraper?” Lex asked, aghast. “I lose my Player and get a shit ton of crap. Your order bosses lose a whole building and, what … no management change?”
“You’re not helping handsome,” Yrriel said, the warmth in her tone disturbing to Gryph given what he’d learned about the older elf mistress and his NPC.
“What happens if we kill your mother?” Sillendriel asked. “The rift will still be open. Chaos will still leak into this realm.”
Then I will take over my mother’s burden, and she can finally rest.
*****
Several hours later Gryph and his Adventure Group lay hidden behind a fallen wall in the Nimmerian ruins, waiting on the warborn and the rangers to provide their distraction. There had been some debate that Akashiri should stay behind, but the unhatched spider queen would have none of it. Not only did she refuse to let Gryph and his people fight her battles without her, she convinced them she could very well be the reason they survived.
Even if we kill my mother, her children’s corruption will remain. They will be rabid for vengeance. They would overwhelm you. But, I should be able to control them.
“Should?” Lex asked, his voice a bit squeakier than he liked. “You better or we’ll be deader than a doornail.” He paused. “Anyone ever wonder where that expression comes from?”
“No,” Vonn said.
Death would be the best you could hope for. More likely you’d be twined in silk and slowly fed upon, or a new queen would metamorphose from one of my siblings and use your bodies to incubate her eggs. Only then would you die.
“Can I go back to bed?” Lex asked, but did not move. He gripped the handle of his war hammer and cast a sideways glance at Gryph. After a moment he nodded, silently as if saying ‘I’m with you.’
But I will be with you and with Sziilloth gone, I will hatch and become the new queen. Then I can force them to end their lives.
“Like a kill code?” Gryph asked.
Yes, the unborn queen sent, the emotionless cool of her tone unnerving.
Realizing they needed her, and knowing he could not deter her, Gryph added the unhatched spider queen to his Adventure Group’s normal line-up of Lex, Ovrym, Vonn and Errat. As the bond formed, an unexpected prompt appeared.
 
	Your Adventure Group has been granted the Boon: Order Armor.



	While in the presence of Akashiri, all members of Gryph's Adventure Group will be surrounded by an invisible field of Order Magic. It will absorb 50% of all damage delivered by chaos creatures, or creatures infected by chaos, until damage equals its health drops to zero.
The field also protects the bearer from succumbing to the chaos corruption as long as the Order Armor possesses health.
Maximum Health: 300 - Current Health: 300




Akashiri’s boon wasn’t the only aid they received. The Round Table had stepped up with a variety of aid. Errat received a bracer, once worn by an Illurryth, that enhanced the efficiency of his Aether Magic. They gave Vonn a Cowl of the Shadows that increased his already impressive Stealth skill. Ovrym received a pendant that bolstered his mental defenses. To support Lex’s love of smashing things with his hammer, the NPC now wore a pair of gloves that powered up his Blunt Weapons skill.
Gryph even got some sweet new swag.
 
	You have been given a Ring of Dual Tier Ability.



	Item Class: Base - Item Category: Active
This basic iron ring allows the user to use a single Tier Ability twice as often as normal. Any Countdown is ignored. This ring is usable once per day.




 
	You have been given a Globe of Air Elemental Essence.



	Item Class: Base - Item Category: Active
This crystal globe contains the concentrated essence of an Air Elemental. Smashing the globe will unleash this essence and increase the power of any Air Magic spell or effect by 1000% for five minutes. This is a one-use item.




As they waited for the warborn and rangers to do their part, Gryph fingered the ring. His mind sorted through the various uses for his new toy. Perk Surety would guarantee a Perk of his choice would succeed, regardless of odds. Refraction would allow him to send all damage from a single attack back at the attacker. Swift as the Wind increased his speed. Shift allowed him to move a distance of ten feet as if he’d teleported. The options swirled through his mind, and he thanked the crafter of the ring for not forcing him to choose in advance.
Gryph returned his attention to the present. Ahead of them lay an entrance to Sziilloth’s lair. From where Gryph crouched, it looked like nothing more than the shadow cast by an ancient tree, but Akashiri insisted it led straight into the heart of the crystal arachnid’s nest.
“Am I the only one who feels itchy?” Lex asked in a low voice. The NPC had been fidgeting since they’d reached their current location. Gryph couldn’t really blame the guy, considering the army of car-sized spiders assembled between them and the tunnel into the nest.
The swarm of arachnids resembled the spider carrying Akashiri’s egg, having the same clear, crystalline body as their odd ally. But where the crystal arachnid shimmered white, these beasts pulsed with violent surges of magma colored chaos energy. Their erratic twitching suggested they were in constant pain.
It is the corruption, Akashiri explained.
A pair of the eight-legged abominations dragged a large mass of webbing into the clearing. Something was moving inside, and the muffled sounds of a terrified animal flowed to their ears. A dozen spiders lunged towards the struggling creature and sunk their fangs through the webbing. Several other chaos spiders lunged at each other, fangs bared and legs stomping down. The sickening sounds of the feeding spiders made Gryph wish his allies would hurry.
Whether it was the vileness of the spider’s feeding or his inherent inability to stay quiet for more than a few moments, Lex soon spoke. “So why now?”
“Why now what?” Gryph asked.
“First those effing weirdos the Vex try to take down the Order Lance in Harlan’s Watch and now a swarm of creepy crawlies try to smash open the doorway to the Realm of Fuck You. Why now? What has changed?”
Silence hung heavy over the group. The only sound was the inane chittering of the chaos spiders as they fed. Nobody offered an answer to Lex’s query. Why now indeed? Gryph asked himself. A deep unease threatened to overwhelm Gryph, but as he always did when faced with untenable situations, he closed his eyes and breathed.
He could not control the world around him, a lifetime of experience and training had taught him the folly of that endeavor. What he could control was himself. If he or his men let panic take them, then they’d be dead before ever setting foot in the lair.
“Trust in the plan. Trust in each other,” Gryph said, the nervous energy fraying his nerves threatening to show in his voice.
Providence stepped in at that very moment, as the raucous war cry of the rangers and warborn filled the air. Volleys of imbued arrows and arbalest bolts exploded into the front wave of arachnids. Explosions did not muffle the sound of spider carapaces being torn apart, their crunch sounding like thousands of crab's legs being cracked at once.
Hisses of pain and rage pulsed from the eight-legged fiends and those who’d survived the surprise onslaught thundered towards the hidden army. War horns boomed, calling for a retreat and the spiders followed. The path to Sziilloth’s lair was clear.
“Move,” Gryph said and his odd band rushed towards the lair. For several moments the group was exposed, sprinting across an open field. They ran hard and without complaint. Even Lex, with his oft denigrated ‘stumpy legs’  kept up and kept quiet. They reached the dark entrance and pushed past a tangle of webbing.
“Everybody knows this is a trap, right?” Lex asked.
"Of course," Ovrym said. "Subterfuge is the primary tactic of all arachnids.” The xydai reached up and plucked at a thick strand of webbing. It vibrated like a guitar string, sending a warning deeper into the lair.
“Why in the fornicating fornication did you do that?” Lex sputtered in a harsh whisper.
“She felt our footfalls the moment we entered this tunnel,” the adjudicator said, challenge in his voice. “I am telling her we know she knows, and that we are coming for her. I am telling her she should feel fear.”
“You honorable warrior types are giant pains in the asses,” Lex grumbled and pushed past the others to take point. “Errat, I could use some light up here.” With a grin, the warborn activated his Light Bomb Wand and a volley of light globes shot down the tunnel and stuck to the walls. “It’s smashing time,” Lex harrumphed and walked into the depths.
Making use of their Telepathic Bond, the group went into silent mode and followed the NPC. After descending for several minutes, they emerged into a large cavern. Just before entering, Gryph activated Inspire. The Leadership skill Tier Ability gifted his people with a range of bonuses, including +25% to hit, +10% chance of earning a Critical Hit and +5 temporary levels to any one Martial Skill of their choice. Gryph chose his Staves/Spears skill.
They eased their way into the cavern. Scattered shards of blue-white crystal embedded in the cavern walls and ceiling dimly illuminated the cavern, their light dimmed by the webbing covering every surface. Hanging from that webbing were several dozen spiders. None of them moved.
At the far end of the cavern, atop an outcropping of web laden rock, sat a massive spider. This was Sziilloth, the Chaos Spider Queen. She stared at them through dozens of eyes. Gryph locked his eyes on hers and her mandibles clacked in sadistic joy.
Errat, Vonn, blow the entrance, Gryph sent. The last thing we need is for this bitch to get reinforcements.
You know that blocks our only retreat, right? Lex sent.
Their spider ally reached one of its legs up and touched a strand of webbing that led back up the tunnel. They are already coming, Akashiri sent.
Errat and Vonn pulled several crystal bottles from their bags. Each one resembled the phials Gryph used to amplify his new throwing knives, but these were much larger. Nodding to each other the warborn and the rogue tossed the bottles as far down the tunnel as they could. The tinkling of crystal hitting stone came to their ears and the entire Adventure Group took refuge away from the tunnel’s mouth.
Several seconds passed and then the cavern shook, and blue-black flames belched forth like fire from the maw of a dragon. Spiders screeched in pain and then the tunnel collapsed. The Adventure Party activated Boons and defensive spells. Errat cast Aether Shield, and the group formed up in a defensive half-circle behind it. A moment later the queen screeched, and her children rushed forward, skittering across walls and the ceiling.
Any last-minute advice Your Majesty? Lex sent to Akashiri, eyeing the queen’s massive guardian warily.
Do not let them bite you. The Phage infects them. If it gets into your system, it will consume everything you are and let her control your body like a puppet hanging from strands of silk.
This day get could not get any worse, Lex muttered through the link.
As if mocking the NPC, a howl of pain exploded from Ovrym, drawing all eyes to the xydai. He tore the bracer from his left forearm, and all watched as the magma colored energy of his dormant chaos infection became active. Malignant tendrils, like gnarled vines, tore through his skin and twined around his wrist and up towards his elbow.
The Phage, Akashiri sent, her tone filled with dread.
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Ovrym’s howl tore at Gryph’s sanity. He had heard the sounds of pain and terror a thousand times in his life, but he had never heard anguish like this. The adjudicator’s yellow eyes snapped up, tears pouring from them. “Take the arm,” he said through gritted teeth.
“Wha … wha… what…?” Lex sputtered, his eyes wide.
Before Lex sputtered further, Vonn pushed him aside and with a flash of steel brought his blade arcing down. The strike was true, and Vonn’s blade sliced through flesh and bone bare millimeters below the xydai’s elbow. Ovrym screamed as the infected arm dropped to the ground and fell to his knees. The crystal arachnid carrying the unhatched queen rushed to the adjudicator and spun a layer of webbing around the xydai’s stump.
Our webbing has healing properties, the queen sent. I am sorry that it will not help with the pain.
“Pain, I can handle,” Ovrym said through gritted teeth as he got back to his feet with Gryph’s aid. Sweat beaded on his brow but he nodded to Gryph and drew his Bleed Metal Saber with his right hand.
The first wave of spiders slammed into Errat’s Aether Shield and the world went dim.  Gryph looked up. Above and in front of them a swarm of twining limbs and bloated bodies smothered the shield. He stabbed upwards with his spear. The sound of the point puncturing through the underside of the spider’s head reminded Gryph of lobster festivals he’d attended as a kid. The spider squirmed, but Gryph wasn’t done.
Yrriel’s Maelstrom triggered and a torrent of jagged electrical bolts surged through the arachnid’s head. The red mass that was the beast’s brain boiled causing the crystalline chitin to explode outward. The bolts, unhindered by brains or body, arced out striking every spider in physical contact with the one he’d skewered. The force of the lightning strikes pushed a half dozen more spiders off the shield, letting a bit more light into the interior.
Gryph took a quick survey of his team. Ovrym looked pale and pained but stabbed through the front of the Aether Shield with his sword. He twisted his wrist and a sickening crunch snapped through the room and the spider fell to the ground. The xydai is one tough son of a bitch, Gryph thought.
Vonn sent flurries of Order Bolts lashing through the shield. Each one doing significant damage because of the chaos spider’s weakness to the white energy. The rogue’s sharp tongue seemed to be the least of his potent weapons.
Errat grunted as the strain of holding the shield hit him, but he pushed through the pain, refusing to let his own discomfort endanger his fellows. The warborn’s selfless bravery humbled Gryph. Despite having been built in a lab, Errat was a better man than most he’d known back on Earth.
We will aid him Lord Stone, Akashiri sent and the crystal arachnid placed a leg onto the warborn’s leg and began to feed mana into him, bolstering the strength of the shield, and easing Errat’s burden slightly.
“Stay strong big guy,” Gryph said and fired a Flying Stalactite into the ichor slathered maw of one spider who’d had the bad grace of slamming itself onto the shield above Gryph’s head. The missile knocked the creature from the top of the shield but did not kill it. Its legs moved wildly in an attempt to dislodge the shard of stone, earning hisses from its infected brethren.
He felt Lex back up against him and he glanced down at his friend. “You good?”
“Spiders, man. This is like my worst nightmare,” Lex said, shivering. He thrust forward through the porous side of the shield with his Spirit enhanced hammer. The maul smashed into the nearest spider’s underbelly. For a moment nothing happened, but then the force of the blow pushed through the spider’s insides and a jet of ichor exploded from the creature’s back.
Before he could comment on his friend’s arachnophobia, an odd motion caught Gryph’s eye. Ovrym’s severed forearm writhed and started to blister. Thorny barbs and coils of twining growth burst through the skin of the severed arm and then the fingers started to pull the infected limb towards Lex. Gryph’s mouth opened in shock and horror, but he warned Lex. “To your left.” Lex looked down and saw the severed forearm advancing on him.
“What in the…?” Lex roared and stumbled, falling backwards onto his ass. The amputated arm skittered faster as Lex scrambled back like a scuttling crab. He only got a few feet before his back smacked into a wall.
Gryph slashed at the hand with his spear, but it rolled aside. The arm advanced on Lex, who brought his hammer over his head. The clumsy motion dislodged an ancient animal skeleton from the webbing above his head. The upper jaw of a long dead wolf fell onto Lex’s shoulder, startling him even more and dislodging the hammer from his left hand.
The severed arm coiled the tendrils underneath it and leapt at Lex, fingers splayed wide, ready to grab the NPC by the throat. Lex panicked and swung his hammer right handed. The clumsy swing hit the flying arm with a wet thwack, and it smashed into the wall and then fell to the floor of the cave.
It took a moment to right itself and then it surged towards Lex again. It was mere inches from Lex when a spear tip lanced through the wrist, pinning the severed body part to the ground. Gryph leaned his weight onto the shaft of his spear, ensuring the pinned arm couldn’t escape. Lex’s eyes snapped up to Gryph, and he nodded in appreciation.
“Burn it,” Gryph said, his voice intense. 
With a feral grin, Lex unleashed a torrent of Flames. The hand started to blacken, but still it struggled. The skin sloughed off as the raging fire singed through flesh and then charred bone. Finally, the limb stopped moving and Lex ceased his Flames.
Gryph helped Lex to his feet, but the NPC couldn’t take his eyes off the burnt husk that had once been his friend’s arm. He kicked it and then roared. “Fucking fuck this shitty shit!” The flame maddened NPC spun and sent twin jets of Flames through the shield, roasting the underside of a pair of spiders. The beasts screamed as the flames baked their insides. Lex roared, his eyes wide.
“Lex!” Gryph yelled in alarm. His NPC’s outburst and crazed eyes had all the hallmarks of a Fire Magic psychosis. Gryph had seen madness on the battlefield and knew it was just as deadly to allies as enemies. At any moment the Flames could turn on one of them. He yelled again. “Lex switch to Order Bolts you crazy bastard!"
Lex turned his head and grinned, Flames still pouring from his outstretched hands. His grin was mad.
“ORDER BOLTS!” Gryph roared and Lex’s mad grin died as understanding filled him. The Flames stopped and Lex laughed maniacally for a second before unleashing a pair of the unerring knives of Order Magic.
The energy punched through the carapaces of both spiders, knocking them back. Several more successful attacks by his team cleared most of the shield, allowing Gryph to see the massive chaos spider queen and a host of her minions. They had not yet entered the fray. What is she waiting for?
“Friends, Errat’s shield is failing,” the warborn said with a grunt. A moment later the Aether Shield flickered and collapsed.
Gryph cast a static Life Shield, but his low level in Life Magic meant the barrier only had a measly 100 points. As soon as it went active, a pair of spiders tossed boulders at them. The rocks splintered against the shield, but they did their damage and almost as soon as he’d cast it, the shield collapsed. His group clutched their weapons, prepping for an all-out assault.
With their protection gone, Gryph expected a mad rush. None came. Every one of the spiders stood fast, but they seemed to vibrate, so strong was their desire to attack. Something held them fast. Gryph’s eyes turned to the queen just as she eased one of her massive legs to the floor of the cave. Another leg hit the ground, her pace slow and methodical.
Lex shared his Analyze.
 
	Sziilloth (Blocked)  - Level: Blocked.



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	2,358

	3,245

	1,985

	0


	Sziilloth is a spider.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Blocked.

	Blocked.

	Blocked.


	
	
	
	



“What the blankety blank fudge? She blocked my Analyze.” Lex asked, his voice still holding a tinge of madness.
Gryph and Errat exchanged odd looks, when Vonn gave voice to their concern. “You okay, mate?”
“Apart from not having a single damn clue what this queen of death’s abilities are and her creepy slow advance, I’m fine diddly fine. Why do you ask?”
“Your sudden verbal decorum is unnerving,” the half-elf rogue said, not taking his eyes off the spiders. “It suggests that you may be experiencing some discord in the brain department.”
“What do you expect?” Lex raged, his arms waving in a ’look around dumbasses’  kinda way. “What the fuck is this bitch doing?”
“That’s more like it,” Vonn said.
“He’s right,” Gryph said. “What is she doing? Any ideas Your Majesty?”
I do not know Stone Lord. Her behavior is … unexpected.
Around them, arrayed in a half circle, the dozen plus spider corpses began to quake. Gryph’s eyes widened, and an alarm pulsed through his brain. Before he could send a warning through the Telepathic Link, silk exploded from the dead spider’s spinnerets. 
Thousands of strands of viscous silk exploded, entwining them in a network of crisscrossed webs. Roars of surprise and fury erupted from the mouths of his Adventure Group. Gryph’s legs and torso were enveloped and a second volley of webbing seized his arms, pinning his left to his side and his right tight across his stomach.
Vonn, Lex, Errat and Ovrym fared worse, for none of them had so much as a hand free. The only member of the group still free was Akashiri’s guardian spider. The beast had jumped up, clinging to the roof the moment the spinnerets had fired their silk.
Sziilloth reached the floor of the cavern and for the first time Gryph saw her full bulk. Her head was as large as a compact car and her abdomen the size of a bus. Each of her eight legs were as thick as an old growth oak. Her crystalline body swirled with torrents of orange and black. Where her children’s carapaces were smooth, long, thin quills, each tipped with a sharp barb, covered the queen's body.
The chaos queen paused, her myriad eyes staring at the gleaming order arachnid clinging to the ceiling. The top of her abdomen shuddered, and several arm length quills exploded from her back, rocketing towards the order spider.
Akashiri’s guardian reacted too late, and the quills embedded themselves into his carapace, knocking him from the ceiling. He fell hard in a heap, a screech of pain erupting from his jaws. Despite the pain, he placed his body between his queen and her chaos riddled mother.
Daughter, you have returned. I am both surprised and amused. But, no matter, I will consume you and bring your essence back into my own. Together we will be chaos.
You have fallen mother, and we will kill you.
Sziilloth hissed in rage and had crossed half the distance when Akashiri’s guardian spider began to shake and spasm. The sound of shattering crystal filled the cavern and Gryph watched as the spider’s body began to fold in upon itself, condensing its crystal carapace around the vulnerable, unhatched egg.
Akashiri’s anguish flowed through their link, and all understood that the male spider was sacrificing himself to protect her. Sziilloth raged and increased her speed, slamming her front legs down upon the unhatched queen. But the protector’s sacrifice had not been in vain and the thick crystalline shell held. Sziilloth raged for a few more moments before calming and turning her gaze to Gryph.
She advanced on him, bringing a clawed leg up to caress his face. The gentle dexterity of the touch was disturbing, and despite his efforts Gryph was unable to hold back a shiver.
“Did I not tell you that you would be mine Little Godling,” the chaos queen said aloud, her voice sounding like the rending of raw flesh.
Gryph’s eyes widened. He knew that voice. It had spoken to him once before channeled through the possessed demon Avernerius not long after Gryph had escaped from the Barrow. The chaos queen wasn’t corrupted by chaos, as Akashiri had feared. Sziilloth was full on possessed by a Prince of Chaos.
“Yes, now you see.”
Gryph had little time to process the terror of that revelation when the chaos queen reached down, underneath her abdomen. She inserted her foreleg into her oviduct, the orifice that hatched her eggs, and removed a small sack covered in ichor. She held it in front of Gryph’s face, tearing away the organic membrane, revealing a glowing sphere.
Magma colored energy pushed through the sphere, and nausea built inside Gryph. His Identify talent triggered, exposing a nightmare more terrifying than any he’d ever dreamt.
 
	You have discovered a Chaos Spore.



	These arachnid eggs are corrupted by the transformative energies of the Realm of Chaos into a Chaos Spore. When inserted in a sentient being, it will corrupt them, transforming them into a permanent host for a Prince of Chaos. All that is will be burned away. Nothing but Chaos will remain.




Realization punched Gryph in his soul. Lex had been right. This whole thing had been a trap, but not the obvious trap that they had all seen, but one that would mean the end of the Realms. It was a trap designed to snare him.
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Terror licked at the edges of his mind, but Gryph could not, would not succumb to the fear. Sziilloth brought another leg up and sliced the webbing at the front of his body. He struggled, desperate to get away, but her cut was surgical, exposing his chest and abdomen.
“Get away from him you bitch,” Lex raged.
Sziilloth’s monstrous head turned, and all eight eyes stared coldly at the NPC. Lex’s eyes widened in fear, and he began to mutter under his breath. “I must protect Gryph. I must protect Gryph.”
Sziilloth eased her foreleg up and clacked her claws in front of Lex’s eyes. She smacked him across the face once, twice and then pulled a bunch of webbing up and over Lex’s mouth, muting his mutterings. Her head turned back to Gryph, and she drew her claw across the straps securing his armor. The leather split and she tore the metal breastplate from his body.
I’m open to any ideas you guys may have, Gryph sent through the link. Sziilloth dropped the breastplate to the floor of the cavern. The unexpectedly loud clang startled him. Even Lex’s idiotic ones. He didn’t even try to hide his fear.
Shit, shit, shit, Lex sent, struggling against the webbing. We need to do something guys. Can anyone else get free?
This webbing is incredibly strong, Ovrym sent. Each movement I make cinches the strands tighter. 
And I have no spells that will help free me, Vonn sent.
I cannot help. I am sorry Stone Lord, but I fear I have led you to your doom. To all of our doom. The guilt poured from the unhatched queen
“Errat thinks he can get free.” The warborn moved his body back and forth violently. Errat’s outburst drew the chaos queen’s eyes.
Dude, you know you said that aloud? Lex snapped through the link.
Yes, the warborn said, snark in his tone. He then roared at the top of his lungs.
Sziilloth clacked in irritation and several of the chaos spiders fired blobs of webbing over the warborn’s mouth. Errat’s screams became a muffle, but he did not cease yelling.
Sziilloth turned back to Gryph and placed her razor-edged claw at his sternum.
Well that bought us a whole three seconds! Lex raged. Nobody has any ideas? Not one?
Errat wishes he had webbing of his own. It would very much please him to see this bitch … trussed like a hog.
Gryph mulled over Errat’s odd choice of words, when something tickled the edge of his mind, begging for attention. But Gryph could not find focus as his fear reached a boiling point. A warmth built inside his chest and his soul companion awakened from her recuperative slumber.
I am here Gryph.
No, Gryph sent. You are still too weak. It is too dangerous.
Raathiel shushed him and enveloped him with her mind. She expanded through the Telepathic Link drawing the rest of the Adventure Group into her comforting aura. Gryph breathed in, finding strength as the minds of his friends embraced him like a warm blanket pulled over a sick child.
We are here, Raathiel sent. Use our clarity. Use our strength.
A moment later Sziilloth stabbed into the soft flesh beneath Gryph’s sternum and drew down, flaying his skin with ease. He felt the skin part and knew he was screaming, but his friends provided a buffer between his mind and his body. The terror still boiled through him, but it felt as if he were watching it happen to someone else. It allowed him to detach, to focus, to find a way to help.
Let’s show this bitch that nobody puts baby in a corner, Lex sent.
Lex’s idiocy drew a small internal chuckle from Gryph even as his body continued to scream. Get ready, Gryph sent, gritting through the pain. He sent mana down his arm. It swirled around his hand and into the jeweled ring on his finger. He couldn’t see it, but one by one the row of sapphires in the silver band illuminated as they drank in the magical energy.
The chaos queen wagged the Chaos Spore back and forth before Gryph’s eyes, one last taunt before she placed it inside him. Her delay gave him the time he needed. With a flick of his will, he activated his Ring of Minor Air Shield. He directed the expanding sphere of wind away from his body.
The webbing tore from his arm, taking bits of skin and hair with it. The solid wall of air slammed into Sziilloth as it expanded, knocking the Chaos Spore from her grasp and pushing her back a few feet. She chittered in anger and arrested her motion.
Webbing still secured Gryph’s torso and legs, but his right arm was free. He pulled the Globe of Air Elemental Essence from his satchel and tossed it to the ground at his feet. The crystal sphere shattered on impact releasing a howling gale of air. The mindless concentration of air mana spun upwards and then slammed down onto Gryph. 
Every hair on his body stood on end as if it had powered him up with wind and electricity. The fingers of his free hand contorted, and he cast Animate Rope. He set all the webbing in the cavern as the spell’s target.
Thousands of strands of interconnected webbing all around the chamber lashed out, entwining the chaos queen and her corrupted children. High-pitched shrieks burst from dozens of mouths as the webbing entwined the spiders and then twisted and pulled tight. Dozens of chitin covered spider legs cracked. Some were even torn from bodies.
Gryph could feel the interconnecting strands of webbing as if they were one. The air elemental essence powered his spell up by 1000%, increasing the strength and duration of his Animate Rope spell. Despite the success of the attack Gryph knew the spell would not last. To prove this, the spiders pulled at their bonds, loosening the sticky webbing.
Gryph directed the webbing securing his friends to loosen and tear free. Lex grunted in pain as a chunk of his beard ripped away, but he did not otherwise complain. The NPC fell forward, kicking at a stray strand of webbing before it could trip him. Vonn, Ovrym and Errat freed themselves and sent a variety of missile weapons and spells into the closest spiders.
The pain of Sziilloth’s near vivisection burned into Gryph and he stumbled. Lex was there in seconds, but Gryph waved his hand. “I’m all right, or I will be.” Gryph looked inside and dragged five of his Attribute Points into Constitution. A rush of warmth flowed through him as his Health bar filled.
“A game hack?” Lex said in shock as the cut on Gryph’s torso healed before his eyes. “Awesome.” He helped Gryph to his feet and nodded. “Wonder if that’ll work for me?” Then with a wink he turned his attention to the battle and roared.
Lex powered his Maul of Holy Might with Spirit and brought a Crushing Blow to the knee joint on the closest of Sziilloth’s legs. The joint split under the onslaught and the blow tore her leg from her body. Ichor sprayed in a wide fan and Sziilloth howled, buckling under her unsupported bulk.
“Sounds like All You Can Eat Tuesdays at Cappin’ Crabbies!” Lex roared in joy and spun his hammer again, pulverizing the same leg where it met the chaos queen’s body. Sziilloth pulled free of some webbing and slammed her body into Lex, tossing him back and into Errat.
Sziilloth flexed and the webbing securing her tore away. She lanced out with her remaining front leg, forcing Gryph to activate Parry. He danced aside and then activated another Staves/Spears perk Impale aiming his spear into the open maw of the massive spider. The spear tip punched past the beast’s fangs and sunk into the roof of her mouth.
For the second time that day Gryph unleashed Yrriel’s Maelstrom. Electrical energy tore through the inside of the chaos queen’s head, illuminating the crystalline beast like a lightbulb. Sziilloth wailed in agony and all seven of her remaining legs thundered against the ground, trying to pull herself from his spear.
Gryph was smashed side to side and wrenched up and down as he clutched desperately to his spear. He felt like a cowboy on a mad bucking bronco, except this bronco was larger than a mammoth and far meaner. The muscles in his shoulders wrenched, forcing him to let go for fear of dislocation.
Gryph soared through the air but landed on his feet. Sziilloth wrenched the spear free with her good foreleg, the sticky pads underneath her claws providing her with ample leverage. She threw his spear to the opposite side of the cavern and then sped towards him.
Gryph unleashed a volley of Soul Bolts and the knives of silver energy zipped towards the chaos queen. She didn’t slow, and the bolts deflected off her carapace. The back of her body shook, and a section of her abdomen morphed into the shape of a scorpion tail. She snapped the barbed appendage down once, twice, three times. Without his spear Gryph had to Dodge. His first two attempts succeeded, burning away his Stamina, but on his third attempt, his foot slipped on a slick of spider ichor and he fell to the ground. Gryph watched from his back as the barbed tail tensed and lashed down.
Lex stepped between Gryph and Sziilloth and blocked the strike with the handle of his hammer. “Well, that is just plain unfriendly,” the Ordonian said. His face was a crimson rage brought on by his Ordonian Bloodlust racial gift.
Gryph breathed a sigh of relief but did not take his eyes from the queen. This close up he could see through the haze that had stained the chaos queen’s body. What had once been pure crystal was now corrupted with the seething orange of untamable energies. Amidst the raging chaos, something moved.
“Don’t let her sting you!” Gryph roared, his eyes widening in fear. The egg-like Chaos Spores pushed through her abdomen, straining pathways not designed to take the pressure. Bands of muscle forced the seeds of raw chaos up towards the tip of her tail. One was nestled inside the bulbous sack below the stinger, ready for another strike.
Gryph reached his right hand out and fed mana into his bracers. Magnetic waves flowed around his forearm and he turned his gaze towards his spear nestled atop a tangle of webbing. Gryph focused the magnetic energy and pulled with all his might, but the webbing held the spear fast. It started to tear free, but a motion from the chaos queen drew Gryph’s attention back to the battle.
Sziilloth drew her stinger back again. Lex stood his ground, waiting for her strike.
The stocky Ordonian’s chance of deflecting another blow was slim and Lex knew it. But the NPC stood fast, knowing it could infect him at any moment. Gryph thought he heard a low mumble from Lex. “I must protect Gryph.”
Too late Gryph realized Sziilloth’s posturing had been a distraction and the chaos queen smashed her front leg into Lex’s side. The NPC grunted as the impact sent him flying sideways. Gryph pushed more mana into his bracers and stretched for his spear. The extra power tore the webbing, and the spear sped towards him.
It will be too late, Gryph realized and threw his left hand upwards, casting Life Shield just as the stinger slammed down upon him. The strike shattered the flimsy barrier, turning the stinger aside. It sunk into the hard-packed earth mere inches from his head.
The War Stave of the El’Edryn King snapped into Gryph’s outstretched hand. He rolled out of the way of another stinger strike and got back to his feet and walked right into a sideways swipe of Sziilloth’s legs. The blow did over a hundred damage and knocked the wind from his lungs. Once again, Gryph ended up on his back, but at least this time he still had his spear.
Not that it’s gonna help much, Gryph lamented. The mammoth sized arachnid jabbed down with her front leg, seeking to pin Gryph down. Gryph activated Shift, his newest Tier Ability, and reality bent. One moment he was lying flat on his back with a razor-sharp claw punching towards him, and the next he was ten feet away, lying under the massive spider’s abdomen. His vision swam as his brain struggled to process the sudden dimensional shift.
Gryph thrust upwards lamely with his spear, but the close confines made it impossible to land a solid blow. It did succeed in telling the chaos queen exactly where he was and she arched her body up, ready to bring her huge abdomen smashing down onto Gryph. A moment before the blow landed Gryph used his Ring of Dual Tier Ability and activated Shift.
He blinked into the aether again, but now knowing what to expect, he managed to hit his targeted exit point. He reappeared near his friends.
Sziilloth screamed and her legs thundered the ground as she turned seeking her prey. In the brief time it took her to turn, Gryph found the rest of his Adventure Group. Vonn and Ovrym were back to back fighting the chaos corrupted spiders, and were holding their own, despite a bevy of small wounds. The xydai was acquitting himself well, despite his amputated arm. That man is one tough SOB, Gryph thought as his eyes snapped to Errat, who was protecting Lex. The NPC was prone on his back.
Lex, you okay? Gryph sent.
The bitch stunned me. I’ve got another few seconds before my debuff wears off.
I will cover friend Lex, Errat sent.
No! Lex roared. Help Gryph.
Sziilloth screeched, tearing Gryph’s attention back to the monster spider. She stared right at him, raised her scorpion tail and hissed. Gryph activated Swift as the Wind and the magic of his elven boots, increasing his speed. He tossed several explosive throwing knives towards the chaos queen, triggering the phials as they reached her. Roiling flames expanded outwards in a ten-foot sphere, and the chaos queen howled in pain, but the flames did not stop her. Lex’s shared Analyze window showed only the smallest drop in her Health.
She must have some level of
Fire Resistance, Gryph sent.
Of course, she does, Lex sent, his frustration over his stun debuff clear.
Gryph tossed a few more knives, this time the freezing variety, and again they did next to nothing against the chaos corrupted monstrosity. In moments she was on him. Her stinger lashed down and Gryph activated Dodge again. He barely sidestepped away from the attack and unleashed a dual casting of Flying Stalactite.
The shards of rock found their marks and buried themselves into two of her eight eye clusters. She screeched in agony, but the pain did not slow her. Perhaps she’d had enough of Gryph. Partially blinded, she lunged forward, her jaw wide, dripping chelicerae shaking with fury.
Oh, this is going to hurt, Gryph thought, just as a blur of motion announced Errat’s arrival via Blink. The Aether Magic spell was similar to Gryph’s Shift ability and allowed the warborn to make short range jumps through the aether. From an outsider’s perspective he seemed to appear from nowhere. 
Errat caught both chelicerae in his hands and with his prodigious strength, arrested the forward motion of the fanged maw. He then wrenched to the left, twisting the spider’s head sideways. The crunching sound of bursting chiton snapped though the room and Sziilloth lost control of her legs because of the pain. Errat twisted again, and the cracking grew louder.
“I am here to help friend Gryph,” Errat said, with an odd grin.
Gryph was starting to believe that Errat would take the chaos queen down, when she slammed her stinger into his chest. The warborn’s eyes went wide in shock and his arms fell limply to his side. Sziilloth’s body spasmed and the Chaos Spore exploded through the stinger and into Errat’s body.
Sziilloth let Errat go and he slumped to the ground, the area around his wound already beginning to fester with red-orange whorls of corruption. She turned to Gryph, her eyes locked to his and invisible waves of hate flew between them.
“Do not worry, little Godling, there’s plenty where that came from.”
Tears of fury and anguish welled in Gryph’s eyes as he looked upon his large friend. His eyes snapped up in rage and he extended his right hand, palm down at the corrupted spider and sent mana down his arm. “Time for you to die.”
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In the weeks since returning from Avernia, after his partially successful mission to free Brynn, Gryph had been busy. Among the hundred tasks he’d accomplished in that time it was one simple bit of crafting that might now be the difference between victory and eternal possession.
Although it had required a steady hand, the task in question had taken less than an hour to complete. Now, as he raised his arm, he remembered how the greatest swings of fate quite often originated from the smallest decisions.
He felt the comforting pressure of the Ring of Air Shield on his right hand. The silver band was the first magical item he’d found on entering the Realms, and it had saved his life on more than one occasion. He caressed the underside of the silver and sapphire band with his thumb before extending his hand towards the spider queen.
The thin iron wire he’d wrapped around the smooth surface was an affront to the ring’s simple beauty, and Gryph remembered the silent apology he’d sent through the Aether to its unknown maker. But function was always more important than form, especially when it could mean the difference between life and death.
He poured mana into both the ring and his bracer, marveling at the odd dual sensations. His arm felt buoyant while also becoming heavier and more rigid. Directing simultaneous streams of mana had once been impossible for him, but he’d grown in both knowledge and capability since entering the Realms.
“Time for you to die,” Gryph said to Sziilloth.
Gryph could see the timeless insanity of the Princes of Chaos behind her eyes as she splayed her chelicerae wide and hissed her rage at him.
Thank you, Gryph thought and coiled the magnetic energy seething in his bracers around the ring and its ferrous iron wire. The Ring of Minor Air Shield tore off his finger and sped like a bullet down her esophagus. It pushed into her body and through her stomach. It lodged in the small digestive tract that ran under her heart and back into her abdomen.
Gryph closed his fist activating the pent-up air energy he’d stored in the ring and the sphere of air expanded inside her. Unenhanced, the Air Shield could resist 360 points of damage before failing, but with the 1000% boost granted by the Globe of Air Elemental Essence, that reached an insane 3,600 points.
Gryph had no idea how to equate the shield’s resistance to the amount of damage it did as it expanded inside the possessed spider queen, but he was pretty sure it was a lot. The globe of air blasted outward, shattering chiton and spraying pale blue blood in all directions. Her thorax tore from her abdomen as her carapace splintered and exploded.
The front half of her body slid towards Gryph. It skidded to a halt at his feet, and the Prince of Chaos inhabiting the spider spoke one last time.
“Enjoy this victory Little Godling. I leave you with a glimpse of impending destiny.”
A flash of red-orange light pulsed into his mind and Gryph was somewhere else, somewhere alien. He stood on a floating island of rock. All around him, the eddies and swirls of raw chaos flowed like a cacophonous sea of impossibility. Jagged bolts of red lightning arced through ochre clouds, each flash revealing a monstrosity of indescribable madness.
This is the Realm of Chaos, Gryph realized and tried to tear his gaze away. Ahead of him two more floating islands plowed into each other with the violence of colliding asteroids. Gryph knew it should terrify him, but it did not. Instead, he was giddy.
His perspective switched, and he was outside of himself, gazing down upon a Gryph he barely recognized. His skin was no longer pale but writhed with torrents of magma colored energy. Vine like tendrils wormed their way through his flesh and his eyes raged with the furor of an active volcano.
The Phage, Gryph realized in horror. I am no longer me.
This Gryph’s eyes turned to the spot where Gryph’s drifting consciousness observed his hijacked body and began to laugh.
“See you soon, Little Godling.”
With a jerk, Gryph was back in the cave, back in his own body. A last distant laugh drew his gaze down in time to see the light in Sziilloth’s eyes fade. Gryph screamed and stepped down with all his might, crushing part of the corrupted creature’s head. Ichor splayed in a wide fan from the ruptured remains.
“Fuck yeah!” Lex howled, his stun debuff finally worn off. Then he saw the other chaos corrupted spiders all staring at him, their attention drawn by his outburst. “Uh, Akashiri, what are they doing?”
Before the unhatched queen could answer the swarm of spiders screeched as one and skittered towards them. The Adventure Group formed a defensive perimeter around Errat, who lay unconscious, the chaos already festering in his wound.
With Sziilloth's death they have no guidance and are driven only by the rages of their corruption.
“Can you control them?” Gryph asked as he fired a pair of Flying Stalactites at the oncoming horde.
Not until I hatch, but I am still too weak to push through the protective shell. I am truly sorry.
Gryph swallowed his disappointment but noted the irony that the spider’s choice to protect Akashiri by coalescing his body around her may doom them all. Gryph focused and prepared for yet another impossible battle. His Health was still solid, but it was his Stamina and Mana reserves that presented the real problem. Without them, he was limited to good old-fashioned spear work.
I can help, Raathiel said from deep within him.
It is too dangerous, Gryph retorted. With your XP deficit, any injury will mean your permanent death.
No, it won’t, she sent with the mental equivalent of a smile and Gryph noticed several prompts. Thanks to his recent training with Gartheniel he no longer had to read them individually. Now he just knew what they contained. The lack of distraction was a life saver, and he wondered how he’d survived so long without the technique.
 
	You have earned Experience Points.



	You have earned 250,000 XP  for slaying Sziilloth the Corrupted Spider Queen.
You have earned 45,000 XP for slaying chaos corrupted spiders (x15).




 
	You have completed a Quest.



	You have earned 300,000 XP for completing the quest Corruption takes the Mother. You have slain the chaos corrupted spider queen Sziilloth, thus halting an incursion by the Princes of Chaos into the mortal realm.




 
	You have completed a Quest.



	You have earned 100,000 XP for completing the quest Return to Glory. Because of your hard work you have eliminated Raathiel’s XP deficit. She can now interact with the physical world.




You’re back? Gryph asked amazed.
Thanks to you, Raathiel sent, and a wave of gratitude, a wave of love flowed through the link.
I appreciate a love fest as much as the next guy, Lex sent. But we have other shit to worry about right now.
Hold them off for as long as you can, Raathiel sent and then a surge of warmth pushed from Gryph’s core. A sphere of light zipped upwards and began to morph and take shape. The golden light grew blinding, forcing Gryph to shield his eyes as a cascade of multihued color danced across his vision.
A powerful screech, part bird of prey and part serpent’s hiss, filled the chamber. Gryph’s eyes cleared as the once harsh light became warm. Above him hovering with ease on the updraft of her slow beating wings was Raathiel.
Although Gryph had experienced her original form in the memories Raathiel had shared with him, seeing her in the flesh was the closest Gryph had ever come to a true religious experience. Before him, an angel had been reborn.
She was a five-foot-long serpent whose iridescent scales shimmered like a cascade of raining jewels. Large wings dressed in multihued feathers sprouted from her body three quarters of the way up her length. A tuft of downy gold feathers raced down her back from her head to a spot just past her wings. Her face was more draconic than serpentine, bearing several backward flaring horns and a pair of shining gold and silver eyes. She looked down upon Gryph and her voice, strong and somehow more present than it had been before, filled his mind.
Hello Menaaire.
She was amazing and Gryph realized his mouth hung open like the most slack jawed of yokels. And that word, the name she had called him, Menaaire, it meant savior in El’Edryn. In an instant his mind flashed back to their very first encounter, deep in the Barrow.
Then she was the barest remnant of a partially consumed soul, and Gryph had bonded his soul to hers knowing that she had but the slimmest of chances of surviving without him. As he gazed upon her otherworldly wonder now, he knew she was about to repay that favor in droves.
We do not have time for this reunion Menaaire. Keep them occupied and I will help Akashiri. She turned towards the oncoming horde of spiders and a clarion call roared from her mouth. She beat her wings, soared upwards and then flew down, wrapping herself about Akashiri’s unhatched egg. Powerful muscles along her length began to constrict and small fissures skittered across the surface of the egg, cracking like ice on a pond.
Gryph spun his spear and turned his attention to the oncoming horde of spiders. “Let’s buy the ladies some time boys.”
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The Adventure Party roared, and blades swung, and hammers smashed. They cast fewer spells as the group’s mana
reserves bottomed out, but the pile of spider bodies grew. Still more spiders came.
This battle is turning against us, Ovrym said, his voice pained.
Raathiel, hurry, Gryph sent, but got no reply. He hoped that meant she was too busy to respond.
A spider leapt up behind the injured xydai almost as if it had been waiting for the comment. Ovrym spun too late, but Vonn was there, his new vorpal blade stabbing up into the beast’s thorax. With a twist the blade sliced clean through the thin waist connecting thorax and abdomen. What had been one, became two, and the spider fell to the ground dead.
Not for the first time the half-elf’s skill amazed Gryph. What I wouldn’t give to have more of him, Gryph thought, but felt shame for thinking it. In the battle against the High God Aluran, Vonn had used his Dimensional Duplication ability to draw three doubles of himself to aid in their battle. They had been instrumental in their victory.
Gryph had thought they were mere copies, but the Vonns had explained that each duplicate was a real Vonn drawn from a nearby parallel dimension. Those Vonns had made slightly different choices than this reality’s Vonn, but they were real people, as real as Gryph and his friends.
All three of them had died, killed by Aluran’s own hand.
Since that day, Vonn could not use Dimensional Duplication. Whether his mysterious Source had stripped the ability from him, or it was a mental block, Gryph did not know. When asked, Vonn said he could no longer access to the ability. The victory against Aluran had come at a heavy price.
That cost would get heavier if anyone died today for the lack of more Vonns. Thoughts of death made Gryph want to check on Errat, but he couldn’t spare even a moment’s glance, so fierce was the crazed arachnid onslaught.
His leg erupted in pain, knocking him to one knee. One of the chaos spiders was close and had sunk its razor tipped leg into his calf. It lunged at him fangs bared. The spear was too bulky to maneuver, forcing Gryph to release it. He threw his hands out and caught the pair of fangs just as they were about to sink into his chest.
He barely had enough strength to arrest the spider’s motion and then the creature found purchase with its eight legs and applied more leverage. The fangs moved closer. In a panic, Gryph used the small amount of mana he had left to cast Water Blast.
A jet of water exploded from his right hand, like the blast from an open fire hydrant on a scorching summer day. The spider screeched in pain and shot back, punching into two of its fellows. The attack bought him enough time to see that the others would soon be overwhelmed.
Raathiel, any time now!
The audible crack of shattering crystal expanded from the middle of their defensive circle, followed by the rise of a blue-white glow. Tinkling crystal fell to the ground as the light brightened. Despite having his back to the light, it forced Gryph to squint his eyes shut to avoid being blinded. Around the room, the chaos spiders shrieked and backed away.
The glow faded and Gryph stole a moment to look down. A small, shimmering crystalline spider pushed its way through the concentrated chiton. Akashiri, Queen of the Crystal Arachnids, had been born. Raathiel hovered above her, rainbow feathered wings beating evenly.
A keening noise, like a regimented song, emanated from the new queen and all around the cave the spiders stopped. For a moment they stood unmoving, but then they began to shake. The swirling magma colored mass in the center of their heads writhed as it attempted to fight against Akashiri’s commands, but now that her mother was dead, Akashiri’s dominion over the spiders was total. With a screech and a sickening crack of chiton the spider’s heads exploded.
Forgive the lateness of my birth Lord Stone.
“Better late than never,” Lex said with a jubilant grin.
Then an agonized scream tore the joy of the two magnificent births from the room. Lex’s expression went dark and everyone turned to Errat. The large warborn screamed again and dug fingers into the ragged wound in his chest. Inside the Chaos Spore pulsed and rootlike tendrils pushed deeper into his flesh. Red-orange strands scarred the surface of his smooth skin and writhed through his body.
The Adventure Group ran to Errat’s side, but it was Lex who got there first. He sat and cradled the massive artificial man’s head. Gryph cast Minor Healing, but it barely put a dent in Errat’s lost health. Raathiel curled her serpentine body atop Errat’s midsection. A golden glow flowed outwards from her, calming the warborn.
“Can you heal him?” Gryph asked.
All I can do is soothe him, perhaps slow the rate of infection. The tendrils branching from the Chaos Spore are beyond my abilities. The chaotic expansion has ceased for the moment, but I suspect that is due more to the unpredictable nature of chaos than anything I have accomplished.
“Hello friend Lex,” Errat said through gritted teeth, pulling Gryph’s attention. Agony still painted the warborn’s face, but he became lucid enough to recognize Lex.
“Why the hell did you do that?” Lex demanded.
“I must protect Gryph,” Errat said, his voice pained.
“I knew I was a horrible influence on you,” Lex said, his tone one of true regret.
Gryph cursed himself for not being quicker, knowing it was stupid, knowing that he had no power to change the Game Mechanics. After being forced to use the Ring of Minor Air Shield to free himself from the chaos spider’s webbing, he’d had to wait out the cooldown period. To survive that three and a quarter minutes, he’d used every trick, perk and ability at his disposal. Still, they hadn’t been enough.
And Errat had paid the price.
“Can you do anything for him?” Gryph asked the spider queen.
Akashiri moved her foreleg to the wound and hissed. The corruption has already spread beyond my ability to heal. I can help to ease his pain, but then I must take my leave of you. The breach to the Realm of Chaos will not remain inactive for long. We must renew our vigil.
“We?” Lex asked.
Deeper in the cavern below, rest dozens of egg pods ready to birth the next generation of crystal arachnids. All they require is the essence of a queen and they will awaken to fight our endless war.
The burden carried by the spider queen hit Gryph like a knockout punch. Like her mother before her, Akashiri would watch as her own children sacrificed themselves to protect the mortal realms. “If we can help in any way, please do not hesitate.”
Akashiri drew her front forelegs to her eyes in a gesture Gryph now recognized as gratitude. Then she placed one on Errat’s forehead. It is time for you to sleep, brave Errat.
“But,
Errat does not sleep,” the warborn said, his personality still alive and kicking through the pain. His eyes fluttered and closed. In moments he breathed easier and the pained grimace on his face faded.
“First time for everything buddy,” Lex said, stroking the warborn’s head.
I am sorry I cannot do more, Akashiri sent and then her eyes went to Raathiel. And thank you for your aid Raathiel. It has been an honor to be in your presence.
Raathiel’s body shuddered in joy. The honor has been mine Your Majesty.
Without another word, the newborn queen skittered towards a tunnel entrance at the far end of the chamber and disappeared. Gryph turned back to Errat. Pain, desperation and hopelessness battled within him. “I don’t know what to do.”
“I do,” Lex said, looking at Gryph, his voice cold. “But you’re not going to like it.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s rash, dangerous and potentially stupid.”
“At least you’re staying true to you,” Vonn said. Lex cast a quick, irritated glance at Vonn before his eyes went back to Errat.
“Lex, tell me how?”
Lex turned his gaze to Sziilloth’s crushed head. The pool of blue ichor continued to expand. “You need to Assimilate Chaos Magic from this bitch.”
Gryph stared at his NPC, shock mixing with anger on his face. They’d just spilled blood fighting to prevent the spread of chaos and now Lex was suggesting he use his Divine Perk to become an adept in the sphere?
“You’re right,” Vonn said with no hint of jest in his voice. “That is rash, dangerous and just about the stupidest thing you’ve ever said. And you’ve provided no end of competition in that contest.”
“Were you not listening when Grimliir warned us about the dangers of Chaos Magic,” Ovrym asked. He held up his amputated arm, his face pained. “Do you not remember what it did to me, and that was just a corrupted bite. Errat has an active Chaos Spore inside him.”
“Yes, I remember,” Lex said and began to recite Grimliir’s words, even adopting the dwarf’s accent and tone. “Chaos is the most malignant force in all the Realms. There is a reason that every kingdom across Korynn punishes the practice of Chaos Magic with a death sentence. A single chaos sorcerer practicing that foul sphere could tip the balance and allow the Princes of Chaos tae wreak havoc on the Realms. Even the chthonic demons of the abyss fear chaos.”
Had he not been so disturbed, Gryph would have been impressed by his NPC’s impression of the Steward. “And yet you want me to use it,” Gryph said. “Sziilloth thought she could tame chaos and look where it got her.”
“That’s different,” Lex said. “She absorbed raw chaos to stall the breach’s advance. You won’t be casting spells, or powering rune-forms or acting all chaos-y. All you’ll need is the skill’s Apprentice Tier Ability.”
Lex shared his Analyze window.
 
	Apprentice Tier Ability Phage Dominion.



	Phage Dominion enables the user to sense and manipulate the Phage within a Phage infected victim. This can give the user control over the victim, enable them to increase the rate of the infection, cause the Phage to go dormant to create chaos infected sleeper agents, and other effects.




Gryph’s eyes widened as he read the prompt and hope surged inside him. Could this work? he sent to Raathiel.
It has potential, but it comes with incredible risks.
“It’s the only way to save him,” Lex said as if sensing the private conversation.
“It is too risky,” Vonn said, barely contained fear boiling at the edges of his normally jesting voice.
“Do you have a better plan?” Lex asked, anger filling him. “Should we let the chaos infection spread, let him die? Or worse let him become some insane chaos thrall bent on murdering us all. Why not finish him off right now? Keep the Realms safe.” Lex extended his maul to Vonn, daring him to take the weapon. “Go ahead, smash away.”
“That isn't fair,” Vonn said, his voice cold. “I want to save him just as much as you. We all do.” Vonn breathed in deep. “I’m just asking you to consider everything. What happens if Gryph is corrupted by chaos? Worse yet, imagine if a Prince of Chaos possessed him? You saw the carnage one wreaked using Sziilloth, and Gryph contains far more potential power than the crystal arachnid queen.”
The vision the Prince of Chaos had forced on him flashed through Gryph’s mind. Is this how that happens? His rational mind told him assimilating Chaos Magic was too great a risk. That even if he knew doing so would save Errat, the potential for disaster was too high.
I cannot lose another one, Gryph said to himself, failing to smother the emotion under a blanket of responsibility. With Wick there had been nothing he could do, but if there was even the smallest chance to save Errat didn’t he have to try?
“Chaos is the closest thing to true evil in all the Realms,” Ovrym said.
“I thought you said that was the Prime,” Lex retorted, the fire in his gaze an unwise challenge to the powerful adjudicator. Ovrym’s already stoic expression became stone hard, and he stared unblinking at the small Ordonian. To his credit, Lex returned his stare with equal assurance.
“Chaos itself is not evil,” Lex insisted. “It is a primal force of reality, with no more moral overtones than water or the air. Yes, chaos is transformative, unpredictable and dangerous, but it is not inherently evil. It is the Princes of Chaos that bend chaos to evil.”
The intensity in Lex’s tone paused all arguments.
“Evil lies in the soul of the user, not in the power itself. Take Soul Magic. Is Soul Magic evil? Morrigan and Ouzeriuo used its power to consume souls. That is by all measures evil.” He put a hand on Gryph. “But Gryph used it to defeat the Scourge and free more than fifty trapped souls. That was possible because Gryph chose to use Soul Magic for good. Good and evil are choices. Choices that we make. We must make one now.”
Errat moaned as the Chaos Spore extruded several more tendrils into his body. Lex didn't even try to hide the pain he felt. Gryph noted that the rest of the Adventure Group bore the same expression.
Is he right Raathiel? Gryph sent privately.
His theory has merits. While it is rare for an empyrean being to commit an evil act, for it is not in our nature, evil has been done with Empyrean Magic. However, chaos is unlike other spheres in one key way, it is corrosive. The sentient mind cannot exist without some order, a set of rules that allow it to categorize information. Chaos breaks down this order. If you use chaos, it can become addictive. You will discover you want to use it more and more, until it corrupts your mind, eliminating all order. If that happens you will lose all that you are to the madness.
What if I never cast a spell? What if this is the only time I use Chaos Magic?
There was a lengthy pause in the link, but finally Raathiel spoke again. I have faith in you Menaaire.
Gryph sighed at her less than helpful comment, prompting Lex to make his final plea.
“We must choose now. Do we let Errat die, or worse, let him become a thrall to the Princes? Or do we take a risk and try to save him?” Lex stared at the members of the Adventure Group waiting for them to argue, but Lex’s words had moved them all. “I have faith in Gryph. I vote it is worth the risk. I vote we save Errat.”
“What if you are wrong?” Gryph asked, his voice low, his eyes on Errat. “What if the chaos takes me?”
“Easy,” Lex said with a casual shoulder shrug. “Vonn will hold me back while Ovrym kills you again.”
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Gryph glared at Lex, who shrugged. A small chuckle burst past his lips at his NPC’s laissez-faire attitude towards murder. A moment later more wry chuckles spread through the group.
“I guess being able to claim that I’ve killed a god not once, but twice, would be a nice boost to my reputation,” Ovrym stated flatly. He drew his Bleed Metal Saber and held it point down, his feet in a wide and ready stance. For a man ready to kill him at a moment’s notice, the posture seemed benign, or perhaps casual.
A droll laugh pushed past Gryph’s lips, providing an odd release. He gave one last look to Lex, who bowed his head in solidarity, and then knelt next to Sziilloth’s corpse. He hovered a hand over her. “Be ready,” he said and then closed his eyes.
Raathiel, I could use your aid.
Always, she sent, and her mind wrapped about his like a warm blanket on a cold night. He sensed her beauty, her surety, her goodness fill him. He opened Assimilation and moved Chaos Magic into the selection window. 
 
	Assimilation Opportunity.



	Do you wish to use your Divine Perk Assimilation to assimilate Chaos Magic from the spider queen Sziilloth?
YES?/NO?




Gryph clenched his fist so tightly that his fingernails dug into his palm, drawing blood. A barely audible whisper passed his lips. “Yes.”
His body swarmed with the tumultuous energies of chaos, and somewhere just beyond the limit of hearing, a malevolent laugh rose. Insanity licked at the edges of his soul as his consciousness fractured into a random assortment of memories and feelings. He focused on his breathing, forcing it to become an even in and out, and eventually the tsunami of disorder sunk deep into the recesses of his mind.
 
	You have learned CHAOS MAGIC.



	Level(s): 1-26 - Tier: - Apprentice - Skill Type: Active
You can now wield the power of Chaos Magic. Chaos Magic is an addictive and virulent force in the Realms, but also one of vast power. It allows the user to re-write (some would say tear down) reality. Chaos Magic makes use of spells of all kinds and its power is limited only by the imagination and personality of the user, which is likely to grow more erratic, creative, violent and quirky. Be warned the use of Chaos Magic in most cultures is punishable by death.




Right on the heels of that pleasantly worded prompt, another opened, filling his mind with equal doses of hope and fear. He now possessed the Tier Ability Phage Dominion.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Chaos Magic.



	With that Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Phage Domination.
Once per day, Phage Dominion enables the user to sense and manipulate the Phage within a Phage infected victim. This can give the user control over the victim, enable them to increase the rate of the infection, cause the Phage to go dormant to create chaos infected sleeper agents, and other effects.
Phage Domination requires a battle of wills between the user and the malevolent fury and hate that is the mind of the Phage. Success is not assured and those of weaker will risk being co-opted by the Phage.
Mana Cost: 100 + 5/sec until the domination succeeds.




His eyes snapped open and the corners of his mouth turned up in a mad sneer. An other-worldly cackle escaped his lips. He fought against the madness. Vonn gripped Lex by the arms, arresting any potential rush by the NPC. Ovrym danced from foot to foot and raised his blade arm.
Gryph tossed a hand up, telling them he was still him, still in control. Now, he just needed to bring truth to that claim. Long interred meditative habits took over and the mania swirling inside him abated, fleeing to the darkest recesses of his being. A moment later he opened his eyes.
“I’m fine.” Gryph stood. “For better or worse, I am now a chaos mage.”
“Holy shit, I’m so happy that worked,” Lex sputtered.
“You sound surprised,” Gryph said, accepting the flush of irritation moving through him.
“You sound surprised that he sounds surprised,” Vonn said. “Who is the bigger fool in that scenario?”
Gryph found he enjoyed Vonn’s no bullshit approach to life, but then he felt Ovrym’s gaze upon him. The xydai regarded Gryph for several long heartbeats, his blade still at the ready. Something must have abated his concerns, because a moment later he snapped his saber back into its sheath. “Let’s get to work.”
As if punctuating the comment, Errat moaned again, drawing all eyes to him. Gryph rushed to his side and reached a tentative hand out to touch the huge warborn. He laid his hand on his friend’s brow. Without even activating Phage Domination, Gryph could almost taste the writhing foulness coursing through Errat’s veins.
Warborn were resistant to disease, but the Phage was something else entirely. It was part energy, part organism, and wholly evil. The foul organism sensed his presence and writhed desperately away from Gryph’s touch, drawing another moan from Errat.
“It is consuming him alive.” Gryph’s hand snapped back like a toddler who’d touched a hot stove. Lex may have been right in his belief that no power was inherently evil, but the consciousness empowering the Phage knew nothing but hate and hunger.
When he’d defeated the Scourge, the vile stain of consumed soul remnants had nearly drowned him under a morass of vileness. The Phage was different. It burned the edges of his mind, trying to find a weakness, a point of access. It lashed out from a thousand different angles, unpredictable and random.
Gryph grunted and grew dizzy, when a comforting chorus of voices filled his mind. We are here Gryph, Raathiel sent. He sensed them all; Lex and Raathiel, Ovrym and Vonn and even the distant voice of Errat. Hello friend Gryph, the voice said.
His determination bolstered, Gryph returned his hand to Errat’s wound and pushed his will into the Phage, forcing himself to remain when all his instincts screamed for him to get away. An otherworldly keening rose as the tendrils worming through Errat retracted from Gryph’s touch, trying to burrow deeper into the warborn’s flesh.
Errat awoke and screamed. The warborn’s thick arms flailed. A solid blow hit Gryph in the side of the neck, nearly knocking his hand away from the wound. Gryph’s connection with the Phage fluttered, and he struggled to maintain the link.
“Hold him down,” Gryph roared. Ovrym and Lex pinned the big man’s arms, while Vonn tackled his legs. Even Raathiel helped by coiling herself around the warborn’s ankles, cinching them. Gryph closed his eyes again and renewed his push into the Phage. His will entered the tendrils and used them as conduits, moving closer and closer to the Chaos Spore at the heart of the corruption.
It was like he was swimming through LSD laced magma, part burning and part hallucination. He was detached and ever present, but he would not give up. He stretched himself and grabbed at the spore with his will, closing around the Phage like a virtual hand. Then he activated Phage Domination and screamed an order.
Leave him now!
The Phage screeched, and a world away a trickle of blood dripped from his nostril as the torrents of mana poured from him. He secured his grip on the Chaos Spore and pushed more of his will into the Phage. I am your master. You will yield. In his mind’s eye he saw the spore retract, drawing the infectious tendrils from Errat’s body and into the vortex of magma colored energy.
In the real world, the root-like tendrils tore at Errat’s flesh as they retreated into the egg-shaped spore. Errat spasmed and coughed up a spray of blood. The others increased the pressure of their grips, hoping to prevent the warborn from breaking free.
“Gryph! Keep doing whatever the hell it is you’re doing!” Lex roared above Errat’s screams. “But hurry, the fucking spore is shredding Errat’s insides.”
Anger built inside Gryph and he experienced the smallest fraction of his friend's torture. The anger transformed into incoherent rage and Gryph began to roar. In the infinite distance he heard the chortling laughter of the Prince of Chaos. The mocking chortles grew louder and closer.
Ease back Menaaire, came an even more distant voice. Do not lose yourself to the chaos.
Gryph stopped screaming and secured his grip on the spore. With a final focus of will he wrenched his virtual hand back, tearing the Phage from Errat’s shoulder. Gryph’s eyes snapped open, and he took a huge breath. He lurched to his feet and backed away from the others, clutching the pulsating sack of chaotic protoplasm in his fist.
He tossed the spore to the ground and poured more mana and more willpower into his domination of the Phage. The spore writhed and pulsed, desperately trying to escape Gryph’s weakening will. “Kill it,” he spat through gritted teeth. “I cannot hold it much longer.”
Orange light burst to life to Gryph’s left and a jet of fire engulfed the spore and the smell of rancid burnt meat filled his nose. He glanced left to find Lex gleefully casting Flames. A volley of gleaming white Order Bolts zipped over and around Gryph and punched into the writhing Chaos Spore, courtesy of Vonn. Even Ovrym joined the fray, slamming the Chaos Spore with an invisible boulder of telekinetic force.
With one last screech, the Chaos Spore disappeared in a wisp of rancid orange smoke, leaving the Adventure Group winded and exhausted. For several moments Gryph stared at the spot, fearing their victory was an illusion and the Chaos Spore would return. His heartbeat thundered and his eyes were wide with madness. Magma colored chaos energy flowed around his hands distorting the surrounding air.
“Easy bud,” Lex said, placing a gentle hand on Gryph’s shoulder. “You’ve done it. Now it’s time to come back from crazy town. Can you do that for me?”
Gryph’s eyes snapped down to Lex and a manic grin split his face. “I’m fine, I promise.”
“You sure? You look loonier than the Joker on April Fool’s Day.”
With a last cackle Gryph forced the vestiges of chaos from him, regaining some measure of composure. “No, I’m good. I think.”
Lex gave him an unsure thumbs up and turned back to the others. “He’s good.”
Then a most welcome voice broke the silence. “Errat feels very ouchy.”
All eyes turned to see the fallen warborn looking up at them, a confused and pained expression on his face. He tried to sit up, but Vonn put a hand to his chest. “Easy buddy. Just sit back. You’ve been through hell, literally.”
Gryph knelt by Errat’s side and cast Minor Healing, providing some relief to the warborn’s pain. The warborn smiled up at them. “Hello friends. Errat had a most awful dream. It was quite invigorating.”
Lex gave Errat a thumbs up. “Good to see you, buddy.” Then his eyes went wide as he saw something behind Gryph. “Oh, shit.”
Gryph turned to see a large group of rangers and warborn. All bore shocked expression and wide eyes. At the head of the war band, Grimliir stood in his Goliath Rig, arms raised and weapons at the ready. To his left, arrow knocked, stood Farrengiir, the head ranger. They all glared in disbelief at Gryph.
“By the Long Beards, what have ye done boyo?”
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The incessant dripping of water made Gryph twitch. He could handle the hard stone bench that was the only furniture in his cell. He did not mind the isolation, nor the boredom. Even the tepid water and bland food were tolerable. After all, he’d experienced much worse back on Earth in his work for Central. But that damn drip, drip, drip would drive a man mad.
With a grunt he stood, tearing the arm from his linen shirt. The shirt and a matching pair of trousers were the only items they had allowed him as the Round Table debated his fate. He bunched the cloth into a wad and placed it on the floor where the water hit the stone, buying him blessed silence.
He eased himself back onto the stone bed and scratched his chest. The elvish healers had done a phenomenal job healing what remained of the gash in his chest. The only evidence of Sziilloth’s near vivisection was a thin red line that needed constant attention to relieve the itching.
“Things could be worse,” Lex had said when seeing the cell. “It’s homey in a third world prison kinda way.” The paladins, who’d taken over prisoner duties from the warborn and the rangers, were kind enough to let Lex accompany him. The elite guards of Sylvan Aenor were the official law enforcement arm of the valley, and until the Round Table decided Gryph’s future, he would be their guests.
“Yeah, you could be in here with me,” Gryph had said, trying to push some jest into the situation. He was certain he was only partially joking.
“No, I should be in here instead of you.” The NPC lowered his head. “This is my fault.”
“Bullshit.” The certainty of his words drew Lex’s gaze. “Don’t get me wrong, you should at least be in here with me. After all you’ve repeatedly shown an extreme lack of judgement, you think the rules are cute annoyances meant for other people and you’re kind of a jackass.”
“Can’t argue with that.” A wry, guilt-ridden smile, pursed Lex’s lips.
“But, when have you ever known me to let others make my decisions for me? You gave advice, and I took it. We can debate the merits of that advice and my clearly compromised wisdom later, if I live through the day.”
Lex had shifted on the stone bench. “They're not going to execute you.” His voice sounded less than sure.
“It’s the law.”
“Yeah, maybe, but it’s a dumb law. You did what you had to do to save Errat and technically you didn’t wield any actual Chaos Magic spells. I’ll Johnnie Cochran the shit out of your defense and then we’ll be back to drinking and fighting and being badasses.”
Silence hung for several moments and Gryph put a hand to Lex’s shoulder. “Promise me something.”
“Yeah, what’s that?” Lex asked in a noncommittal tone and eyeballed Gryph.
“You will abide by the Round Table’s decision. The last thing I need is you going all hammer smash in some crazed attempt to save my life.” Lex grunted under his breath, like a child on the receiving end of a lecture. “Promise me.”
Lex did his best impression of a defiant child, all pouts and crossed arms, but after a moment he agreed. “I promise,” Lex mumbled in the low tone of a man pained to agree to the situation.
“Thank you,” Gryph said in relief. Curious, he thought. The depths of his feelings for Lex surprised him. He seemed as real as anyone he’d ever known, but a few short months ago he’d been nothing more than a magical cache of knowledge known as a Lexicon melded on top of his old banner AI personal assistant. It was only now, after ensuring the NPC’s promise to ensure his own survival, that he realized he thought of him as a living being.
But is he?
Soul Magic would answer that question, tell him if Lex possessed a soul. But the same bleed metal that empowered Ovrym’s magic absorbing saber laced the walls, making the casting of any magic impossible. They'd locked him inside a magic dampening Faraday cage. None of his mystic arts would work in here. It even blocked his link to Raathiel, who had been a constant presence in his mind since her rebirth.
He supposed it didn’t matter if Lex had a soul. The NPC was as real as anyone he’d ever known, and his feelings for him ran as deep as they did for anyone, Brynn included. I’ll leave the philosophical debate about Lex’s personhood to others.
“There is something else I need you to do for me.”
“I’m gonna hate this aren’t I?”
“Maybe, but you’ll do it, anyway.”
Lex nodded. “I must protect Gryph.” The phrase was more than a mantra, it was Lex’s singular purpose in life, hard-wired into him by Sean before they’d ever entered the Realms. “Fucking Sean.”
“Fucking Sean,” Gryph said in solidarity.
“What do you need?”
Gryph told the NPC his plan, and Lex’s expression went from horror to doubt to one of tentative hope. “It could work. It is 100% batshit crazy and stupid and sounds way too much like a plan I’d come up with to be a good idea, but it might work.
“So, you’ll go to her?”
“Yeah, if I gotta,” Lex said, a shiver moving through him. “Not that it really matters anyway,” Lex said, his tone suggesting he was trying to cheer himself up.
“Why’s that?”
“You’re a player who can respawn, so death isn’t really death for you. Bet they hadn’t thought of that.”
“They have. Some of the smartest people on Korynn sit on the Round Table. Trust me, they’ve thought of it.”
Now, laying in the hollow silence left by the lack of dripping water, Gryph wondered if that was the holdup. A death sentence was not only the ultimate deterrent but also the last line of defense from the threat of Chaos Magic. Having the executed practitioner wake a few hours later would be less than effective. The Round Table needed another option.
A sudden clang of metal on metal brought Gryph back to the present and announced the return of his jailers. He stood and smoothed out his ragged prisoner clothes as well as he could, momentarily regretting tearing the sleeve from his shirt. It screwed with his symmetry and made him feel unbalanced. Then he thought about Ovrym’s missing arm and a bitter laugh pushed past his lips. The things we stress about when our fate is uncertain.
The door opened revealing a pair of elven paladin guards. One of them placed manacles on his wrists then bowed his head and motioned he should walk between them. Gryph did as he was bid. It wasn’t his first perp walk, but this one felt different, for those judging him were good people, people he respected.
Be strong, be confident, the Colonel’s voice said inside his head. You chose to act when others would have wavered. You do not let the fear of what ifs paralyze you into inaction. You did what needed doing, damn all the price. It is what makes you a leader and the others followers.
But does it make me a good leader or a bad one?  Gryph asked but got only silence. They passed through a large set of double doors and moved down an even wider tunnel. At the tunnel’s end lay the Nexus, the control hub of the city.
The rhythmic thump of the paladin’s footsteps stood in stark contrast to his own silent, barefoot padding and for the first time since his imprisonment, he felt fear and doubt. Did I make the wrong choice? Was saving Errat an act of selfishness? Have I put everyone in danger? What have they decided?
It was that last question and the uncertainty of its answer that hit Gryph the hardest as they passed the threshold from the tunnel into the Nexus. Gryph had no idea what fate awaited him. The paladins brought him to the table. Arrayed around it were the members of his advisory and leadership council. Their stolid faces gave no hint of their decision.
He looked to Lex, whose normally expressive face bore no hint of the thoughts swirling inside. The NPC met his gaze steadily. Perhaps he is not truly alive, Gryph thought before breaking eye contact to gaze around the room. The members of the Round Table were impeccably dressed.
Gartheniel sat in the seat normally reserved for Gryph. Grimliir sat next to him. Barrendiel, the Regent of Sylvan Aenor, sat next to Gartheniel and his sister Sillendriel sat one seat over from Grimliir. She smiled lightly at him and some of the heaviness drained from his body, easing his shoulders. Yet there was a darkness in her eyes, a look that Gryph could not read.
He wanted to rush to her, to comfort her, or perhaps receive comfort from her, but knew he could not. His gaze travelled around the rest of the table, glancing at the arrayed elders. All sat in silence, eyes on him.
Vonn provided a modicum of comfort with a small bob of his head. Ovrym’s stare gave no hints of the thoughts inside his head, but the adjudicator had already killed Gryph once when he believed him to be a danger to the Realms. Gryph knew he would again, if circumstances required. 
His heart leaped in his chest on seeing Errat’s goofy grin. Of everyone at the table, the jovial warborn was the only one not hiding his emotions. He is alive and well, Gryph thought, lowering his gaze for a moment, overcome with emotion. When he looked back up Errat’s smile had faded. Let that not be a harbinger of what’s coming.
Gryph came back to Lex, who wore laundered gray robes, representative of his status as a Priest of Cerrunos. He looked almost pious. Under other circumstances Gryph would have laughed at the dichotomy of the image but knew beginning his trial by laughing in front of the very magistrates responsible for his fate would do nothing but convince them he had fallen victim to chaos. He inhaled and made his face a stoic mask.
The paladins led him to a seat opposite Barrendiel and the Stewards, a clear sign that he no longer had any authority. Raathiel flew down from whatever perch she’d occupied and curled up on the table in front of him. A golden glow poured from her, soothing him like the heat of a warm bath.
I am here, she sent. Until the end. Gryph was thankful for the solidarity but he extracted the same promise from her as he’d demanded of Lex. She scowled through their link but agreed.
The paladins made him sit and locked his manacles to a new metal ring set into the table. He did not complain, but his heart sank on seeing the ring sunk into the smooth surface of the stone table. It was a sign the covenant made here had been broken. It was this realization, that he had damaged their trust in him, that hit Gryph the hardest.
“Is that really necessary?” Lex asked as he got to his feet.
Gryph cringed, as images derived from a host of serialized legal dramas pushed through his mind. Don’t go down that road man. They were all saved from that unfortunate likelihood by Gartheniel’s reply.
“It is. The defendant is accused of a capital crime and he is both an accomplished warrior and a powerful mage. The restraints are for his protection as much as ours.”
The implication was obvious. They fear what I’ll do if this judgement goes south. He needed to ease back the tension. “It’s fine Lex,” Gryph said, adjusting his wrists in the heavy chains.
Gartheniel nodded a small thank you to Gryph for making the process easier. He then straightened and took on an official air. “Please stand Gryph, son of Quinn.”
Gryph did, a part of him scowling at the mention of his father’s name. He could blame the Colonel for setting him on the path that had led to this moment. It was a soothing fiction that allowed him to cast off the blame for his own actions and he knew it was complete bullshit. He was his own man and his choices had led him to be here at this moment.
“You are charged with knowingly and willfully partaking in the practice of Chaos Magic, and in so doing putting all the mortal Realms at risk. How do you plead?”
Gryph stood tall and looked at Gartheniel. “I freely admit to practicing forbidden Chaos Magic, but I disagree that we should forbid it.”
Gasps flowed around the table, as genuine shock filled everyone, everyone save Lex, who shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Gryph recalled that Lex had not been a fan of his plan.
“You do not believe that Chaos Magic is dangerous?” Barrendiel asked, leaning forward, his face intense. He looked every bit his uncle’s nephew, reminding Gryph of the last Regent Lassendir who’d reacted so viciously against the barest hint of chaos.
“I am not so foolish,” Gryph said, with more venom than he intended. “I am also no child who cowers behind old maid’s tales of fear and terror.” More gasps flowed and Barrendiel’s face turned hard, angry that Gryph had insulted his courage by implication.
It had been this part of his plan that had caused Lex to squirm. “Insulting those who will choose if you live or die, probably ain’t the best hand to play here bud.” Gryph had assured his friend that by the end of his speech, none of them would feel slighted. As Gryph met Barrendiel’s gaze, he wondered if he’d miscalculated.
“I have seen what the Princes of Chaos plan for me, for us, and I know this; if we hope to survive, then we must fight them with every weapon at our disposal, including their own.”
Murmurs moved like waves back and forth around the circumference of the table.
“Are ye suggestin’ that ye can learn tae wield Chaos Magic better than the fell princes?” Grimliir demanded, smashing a fist onto the table. “Surely ye are not that arrogant?”
“I am not,” Gryph said, pausing to let the slow burn of curiosity eat away at their resolve. “But, if we are to face them, without even trying to understand their power, we would be fools.” He stared right at Grimliir. “You were not a fool when you fought the Prime. You studied them, learned from them, and used what you learned against them.”
“Aye, and what they learned from me almost cost us everything. And the Princes of Chaos are worse than the Prime.”
“Yes, they are. They wish to tear down everything, drag reality back to the primal morass of never-ending change. They wish to use their power to unmake the Realms. And if we do not use every weapon available to us, including the enemy’s own weapons, we will not survive.”
“How can you know this?” Eadweanna, the gray-haired human sage asked. “Scholars have sought to uncover the motives of the Princes for millennia. They are fluid, unknowable, elusive.”
For a breath Gryph said nothing, but before he could speak, Sillendriel spoke for him. “He has seen it.” Her tone laced with equal measures of awe and fear. The others all turned to her. “They have shown him what they want.”
“What have ye seen?” Grimliir asked, turning from the empyrean dryad to Gryph. “What dae they want?”:
“They want my Godhead.”
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The sound of several dozen chair legs scraping on stone filled the Nexus, followed by a frenzy of voices, some scared, some angry and all alarmed. Gryph heard a barked accusation that his meddling with chaos had brought this danger to their door. Several voices rose in agreement and the room began to turn against him. What Gryph was about to do could very well seal his fate, but it needed doing.
It is time Your Majesty, Gryph sent.
Errat sat forward in his chair and stared down the darkened tunnel behind Gryph, his eyes growing wider in fearful anticipation. Errat turned his gaze to Gryph, his head cocked to the side.
Interesting, Gryph thought. Can he sense it?
A moment later it happened. Like the spread of an odorless gas, a miasma of disorder flowed into the room and over everyone in it. The surrounding voices grew louder and an edge of madness crept into them. Sputtering laughter and shouts of anger rose.
Even though he knew what was happening, Gryph struggled to keep the madness from swirling inside him. He felt untethered, disordered … chaotic. He closed his eyes and breathed in, trying to bring order to his thoughts, to his emotions. A scream threatened to explode from his throat, and he sent another mental command.
Stop! That’s enough.
In an instant the world returned to sanity, as if a blast of fresh air had pushed away a choking fog of madness. Shock and fear flowed in a silent wave through the room. Confusion filled the eyes of the Round Table, like people awakened from a horrific dream they could not discount as a fantasy of the subconscious mind.
He drove his manacled wrists down hard onto the stone table. The metal bracelets thundered like gavels, drawing all eyes to him. As one, the members of the Round Table realized the truth of their collective moment of insanity and fell silent.
“What in the Abyss was that?” Grimliir scowled, glaring at Gryph.
“A point proven,” Gryph said calmly. “Your Majesty, please enter.” He turned as best he could with his hands manacled to the table and saw a shimmering crystal spider leg emerge from the darkness of the tunnel. Another leg moved in and then Akashiri revealed herself.
The spider queen had grown exponentially in the several days since he’d last seen her. Her car sized body shimmered as she entered, and gasps of awe moved around the room. She was magnificent, but none had the time to admire her alien beauty as more legs emerged from the shadows.
Two more massive crystal arachnids emerged from the tunnel, each trailing stands of thick silk. These spiders dwarfed their queen, and it was obvious the creatures were warriors.
A muffled screech came from behind them and a spider bound in silk was dragged into the room. This one thrummed with the magma glow of chaos. As one, every member of the Round Table, apart from Lex, drew weapons and readied spells. The chaos corrupted spider raged against its bonds as it entered the Nexus, followed by another pair of crystal arachnids.
“He betrays us,” Thaldrain, the Master Brewer hissed, disbelief staining his voice.
“Be calm, all of ye!” Grimliir roared in a commanding tone, but his eyes bore into Gryph’s. The message was clear. Grimliir would give Gryph an opportunity to prove his point, but he had best do so quickly.
Gryph gave his Steward a small nod and then turned to Akashiri. “Thank you for coming Your Majesty and thank you for letting us bear witness to your burden.”
The spider queen drew her forelegs to her eyes, a motion Gryph had learned was her way of making acknowledgement. Then she turned her multi-eyed gaze to the members of the Round Table. It was clear the arachnid unnerved many of those present.
Thank you Lord Stone, Akashiri sent. And my apologies for the dramatic entrance, but we believed it was necessary to prove a point.
“And what point is that?” Yrriel asked, clearly fascinated with the spider queen’s alien nature.
Akashiri turned and walked towards the corrupted spider who lunged at her as she got close, straining at its bonds. She eased a leg up towards the restrained spider hovering just short of touching its head. This poor creature is one of my children, the first of a new generation of crystal arachnids born on Korynn.
“But, it is so big, you are all so big,” Bruunhilde, the Master Alchemist said with awe.
Yes. A boon of accelerated growth from the Lords of Order, the queen sent. Now that my mother is dead, her burden falls to me. Akashiri paused, her foreleg quaking over her corrupted child before she pulled it back. This is my first born. As soon as he hatched, he knew his purpose, and he leapt to it without hesitation.
“This is what you told us of,” Gartheniel said, walking around the table to stand before the corrupted spider. “He has absorbed the chaos pouring through the breach.”
Yes. And it has corrupted him. What you felt moments before we entered was that corruption unconfined. If left unshackled, my child would spread the Phage to you all. He is no longer what he was. The corruption inside him will soon be too great for even me to hold back.
With a swift and surgical motion, Akashiri sunk the razor-sharp end of her foreleg between the corrupted spider’s eyes. The beast collapsed, a squeal of pain echoing around the Nexus. After a few seconds of twitching, the spider fell silent.
All about the Round Table, stunned silence hung heavy. The only sound was the slight clacking made by two of the spider warriors as they bound the corpse in silk and dragged it from the chamber.
Another of my children already feeds from the breach and soon he will join his brother in corruption. Then, I will be forced to kill him and another of my children will rise to make this same sacrifice. It will happen again and again until we seal the breach.
Around the room, hearts went heavy at the great burden Akashiri carried. Another sin the Princes of Chaos will answer for, Gryph promised himself.
“How are you countering this corruption?” Ovrym asked, his voice shaken from the scene. “Another gift from the Lords of Order?”
“Friend Akashiri has stolen knowledge from the Princes of Chaos.” Errat said. “Errat can feel the power of Chaos Magic in her.” Gasps filled the room, but all knew the warborn spoke the truth.
Barrendiel looked from Errat to the spider queen and then stared at Gryph, his eyes hard. “This is your point proven.”
“It is,” Gryph said, without apology. “I asked Akashiri to show you the cost of the battle her kind has waged on our behalf for millennia. She is now the front line of this war, as her mother was before her. Their children sacrifice themselves to protect this Realm, to protect us. Akashiri has put herself at risk by telling you this secret, for your laws, the same laws that doom me, also doom her.”
Gryph let the potency of his words sink in. “Your ancestors and mine did what they believed to be best in outlawing Chaos Magic, and for a long time those laws, though harsh, were righteous. But that time has passed. We do not know why the Princes of Chaos have chosen this time to act, but if we do not meet their threat with force of our own, then we will, all of us, lose this war. This is the danger we all must face, a danger none of us can hide from. We can no longer afford to cower behind ancient superstitions. If we do not fight back, we will lose. To defeat this enemy, we must use their own weapons against them.”
“And what if they use these weapons to control you?” Gartheniel asked. “All we do then is hasten our own destruction.”
A chorus of agreement moved about the table, but it was not total. This gave Gryph some hope.
“Indulge me in a question. Did any of you, apart from me, sense the approach of the corrupted spider before Akashiri let her control wane?” Gryph set his gaze on Errat. The warborn returned the look.
A chorus of noes filled the chamber mixed with many shakes of the head. Slowly, almost reluctantly, Errat raised a hand. “Errat sensed the approaching chaos.”
More shock and confusion moved through the Nexus.
Thank you Errat. A small, rueful smile crossed Gryph’s lips, one filled with both gratitude and regret. He outed himself. If they cast their sentence on me, then three will die today. Please let them cast aside their fear and see I am right. Gryph paused, letting another possibility fill him. And please let me be right. He wasn’t sure if anyone, or anything, would receive his mental pleas, but he would accept any help he could get.
“Is Brother Errat corrupted?” Berrath, the warborn commander asked, his normally stalwart tone edged with worry.
He is not corrupted Brother Berrath, Akashiri sent. No more than I am. His ability is a parting gift from my mother.
“A gift? Ye need tae explain that one Yer Highness,” Grimliir demanded, the harshness in his tone unable to cover his concern for the man who was, in every way that counted, his son.
For long centuries, as she watched her children sacrifice themselves in the war against the Princes, my mother studied the foulness of chaos. What she learned enabled her to see chaos, to understand it in a way few outside the Princes and their minions ever have. She used chaos’ own malleability, its power to alter the Phage and created a new strain that would allow those who survived the infection to detect chaos. Though her method was different with Errat, it was the same gift she gave Regent Myrsendiir so many years ago.
“You knew my Grandfather?” Shock filled Barrendiel’s voice.
I did not, but my mother did. She revealed herself long ago to the Regent and taught him how to detect the ravages of chaos. He taught this to his own son Lassendir.
“Why have I never heard this?” Barrendiel demanded, his voice frosty at the mention of his murdered uncle, but there was a twinge of hope burning at the chill edges.
I cannot speak for the actions of your Uncle, but I suspect it is because you were not groomed to be Regent. If Lassendir told anyone, taught anyone it would have been …
“The Aberrant,” Barrendiel said, his mood further souring at the mention of his murderous cousin’s ignoble title.
Yes. I am sorry I withheld this ability from you. Had I not, you would now understand Gryph did what needed to be done.
“So, if I’m understanding all this jazz correctly,” Lex said in a voice that was louder than was strictly necessary given the acoustics of the room. “Then Gryph’s decision, though rash, and in no way influenced by anyone else, was the right one?”
“You do remember we were standing next to you when you convinced Gryph, right?” Vonn asked. “Like right next to you. I still remember your stench.”
Lex waved a dismissive hand at Vonn and turned to the Regent and the Stewards. “We can talk blame later, or never if you’d rather go the forgive and forget route, but the fact of the matter is, if we’re going to defeat those chaotic asshats, we’re gonna need to see them coming. Thanks to Gryph, and Errat, and Her Majesty over there, we can. And I for one, trust Gryph to not go all crazy chaos cultist and do right by all of us. So, let bygones be bygones and let the dude be his badass self again.”
A hush fell over the Nexus once more as thoughts swirled and internal debates raged. Gryph hadn’t planned for Lex to deliver the closing arguments that would determine whether he lived or died, because, let’s face it, nobody in their right mind would let Lex take that role, but he found he was calm.
As happened often, Lex ruined the moment.
“Cuz I really don’t wanna have to get all ‘I must protect Gryph’ and go on a smash-smash fest against all you fine folks.”
The three judges stared at Lex for several long seconds and then stood as one and looked to Gryph. Around the room chairs pushed back as the rest of the Round Table joined them.
Lex moved from one foot to the other, his hands idly caressing the handle of his maul. Vonn leaned in close and spoke in a low, intense voice. “You really need to learn when to shut up.”
“Gryph, Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim, rise and face your judgement,” Barrendiel said.


20

Gryph waited for the Round Table’s judgement. He stood as rigid and straight as he had at his own secret court-martial. This time no bitterness burned his insides, and a small hum of surprise filled him as he realized that he would abide by their decision and accept his fate. On the table in front of him Raathiel adjusted herself, the low hiss of her scales bearing witness to the tenseness of the moment.
A hush fell over the Nexus as several dozen people held their breath. Each had made their decision and now they were voting on his fate via telepathic link. Gryph passed his gaze over the table, seeking for hints of how each person voted. Apart from Errat’s childlike smile and Lex’s foolish thumbs up, few of those assembled hinted how they had voted. Gryph’s gaze fell on Barrendiel. The Regent seemed to take that as a sign and his powerful voice filled the chamber.
“Gryph, son of Quinn, on the charge of wielding Chaos Magic, we the members of the Round Table of Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor have found you not guilty.”
A wave of relief pushed through Gryph, but Barrendiel’s next words caused a backlash of worry.
“However, we have found you guilty of the lesser charge of endangering the lives of the citizens of these fair cities. At a minimum, this crime would normally result in the stripping of all titles, but this is no ordinary situation. Besides the growing threat of chaos, these cities face the prospect of war with the High God. It is a fragile time and our fate may very well hang on the edge of a knife blade.”
Around the room, nods of agreement and banged fists proved the solidarity of these people.
“We cannot afford to tip that fate, so we neither strip your title nor your authority from you.”
Gryph released a breath he’d been holding since Barrendiel had first started to speak, his chest burning. He lowered his head in thanks, failing to realize, until now, just how much he thought of this place as home, and these people as family.
“However,” Barrendiel said again. “Despite our belief that you are the right man to lead us through the dark days to come, we cannot allow you to act as you have in the past. We can no longer abide your lone wolf attitude, for you are now a leader of men. To that end you will retain your status, if you agree to the following Binding Vow.”
A prompt filled Gryph’s vision.

 
	You have been presented with a Binding Vow.



	Gryph, Son of Quinn, as the Stone Lord of Dar Thoriim and the Provisional Regent of Sylvan Aenor will you abide by the strictures set forth in this Binding Vow? Vows are powerful promises made Binding. They are enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms and will inflict severe penalties if you break the Vow.
•              You must put the wellbeing of both cities ahead of your own personal interests.

•              At a minimum, you will inform the Regent Barrendiel, or one of the Stewards Gartheniel and Grimliir, of any action, information or decision that may affect the cities and their citizens, and listen, in good faith, to their concerns and advice.

Do you abide by these terms? YES?/NO?




The prompt filled Gryph with gratitude and regret. Until now he hadn’t been fully cognizant of the duality of his behavior. While he had tried to put the interests of his people first, many of his actions since becoming Stone Lord had served his own wants, his own needs. A leader needed to bury his own wants and desires to be effective. That the members of the Round Table saw, and forgave, these errors made him burn with a desire to make amends.
His decision was easy. He clicked YES.
“I agree to this Binding Vow.” A rush of heat pushed through Gryph’s entire body, firing from his chest up and down his spine and out to the tips of each individual nerve. He’d made several Binding Vows since entering the Realms, but none had been quite like this. Was it the gravity of the vow or perhaps the sheer number of people affected should he break it that made this one so potent?
Barrendiel nodded and the paladin guards removed Gryph’s manacles. Gartheniel’s shoulders grew less tense, and he made a notation in his book. Grimliir looked relaxed and for the first time since discovering Gryph had used Chaos Magic, his demeanor was less Steward and more friend, though there was a certain frostiness at its edges.
Sillendriel smiled at him warmly and he wondered how much of this day’s events she had foreseen. Her Divination talent was a potent, if erratic tool. Ovrym nodded to Gryph, while Vonn leaned on the back of his chair and made a small salute.
Lex was clapping shoulders and shaking hands, looking very much like a defense lawyer who'd just earned a not guilty verdict for his client. Finally, there was Errat, the man whose life Gryph had saved, nearly at the cost of his own. The normally effusive warborn brought his hands together in a prayer-like gesture of thanks and bowed.
Desiring to mark the occasion with her official approval, Raathiel coiled up several feet off the stone table and sung a wondrous, melodic song that brought tears to the eyes of all who heard it, including his own. You are beautiful, he sent, and for the first time since she’d been reborn he gazed on her with a light heart.
The ancient empyrean coatl cooed, rubbed her head against his hand and flipped the tip of her tail back and forth. She looked as joyous as a puppy, but Gryph wisely kept that image to himself. He suspected she would not take kindly to the comparison.
Before the Round Table could fully relax, there was one more thing Gryph needed to do. “If I may have your attention?” Gryph asked in a loud, clear voice. Conversation stopped, and all eyes looked his way. “In thanks for your trust, and to keep the vow I have just made, there is something that you deserve to know.”
The tension in the room increased, like a knotted rope pulled tight by invisible hands.
“As you are aware, I am still new to these Realms, and to this body and that as an El’Edryn, I do not sleep as the dwarves and the humans do, nor as I once did back on Earth. What you may not know is how much I have struggled to find the peace of the Soul Reverie.”
The elves in the room all touched the first two fingers of their left hand to their forehead, a gesture of sympathy and well wishes for a successful Reverie. The other races, whose past lives remained a mystery, and could therefore only understand the Reverie as a concept, just listened.
“With the kind and able assistance of Steward Gartheniel, I have increased my abilities in the Reverie and discovered much about the previous lives my soul has lived.” Gartheniel bowed in acknowledgement.
“But there is one past life that has resisted me, one I have been unable to view, to understand. It was a life of great impact. One whose ripples through time continue to have force even today. I fear the actions, the secrets and the sins of that life may lead to our destruction or hold the key to our very survival.”
“What past life do you speak of?” Barrendiel said.
“I believe in this past life I was one of the Old Gods, most likely Ossyrion.”
Gryph had expected shocked gasps or perhaps even laughter, but the stunned silence that greeted his proclamation was far more unnerving. As happened often, it was the no nonsense Master Artificer that broke the silence.
“It be all well and good that ye were once some big mucky muck, but what dae that have tae dae with us in the here and now?” Grimliir asked.
Gryph hung his head. “I am ashamed to say I do not know. Gaining access to that life has been difficult. I see flashes, including three other gods, as well as some mention of one they named a brother who abandoned them in their fight against Morrigan. They named him the forsaken god.”
Gryph told them what he had seen and all around the Round Table eyes widened in worry and fear.
“Who was this forsaken god?” Barrendiel asked, his voice shaken.
“I do not know. The Reverie has resisted my attempts to gain more information. All I know is that when the forsaken god failed to show, the other Old Gods resigned themselves to death. That tells me that the forsaken god possessed some power or some knowledge that could have ensured their victory and prevented their demise. I need to learn who this missing god was and what part he was supposed to play in the battle against Morrigan. It could very well be the deciding factor in our survival.
“I think I may know what it was,” Lex said in a tone that suggested he wished he did not. He went silent, awaiting objections. When none were forthcoming, he cleared his throat and spoke. “I think this forsaken chap learned how to remove a Godhead. He was supposed to meet up with the other Old Gods and take Morrigan’s from him. But he was a big ol’ woosbag coward and when he failed to show, the other Old Gods all died banishing Morrigan to Earth.”
Gasps flowed about the room and Gryph leaned forward. “Removing a Godhead is impossible Lex.”
“He is right,” Eadweanna said. “They bind themselves to the soul of the bearer for all eternity.”
“Yeah, that doesn’t pass the logic test,” Lex retorted. “We know at least one person, one soul who has possessed a Godhead and then lost it only to possess one again.” He nodded his head sideways at Gryph.
“How do we know Gryph wasn’t in possession of this Godhead for all of his soul’s lives?” Belgaarm, the Master Smith asked. “Ossyrion had one and if Gryph is that soul reborn, as the evidence suggests, then it makes perfect sense that he has one now.”
“Duh. For a smart guy you sure like to ignore facts,” Lex said throwing his arms high. “We know of at least one of Gryph’s lives where he did not, repeat, did not have a Godhead.”
“The last Stone King,” Barrendiel said in realization.
“Exactly. Did that dude have a Godhead?”
All eyes turned to Grimliir, who shook his head no.
“No,” Lex said full of smug confidence. “So that means Gryph has borne two Godheads, or he had one, it was removed and then he got it back. Either way, the impossible act of removing a Godhead doesn’t seem all that impossible.”
The truth of Lex’s theory was clear to everyone seated at the Round Table. It hung heavy, like a weight handed to a drowning man. Nobody spoke, and Gryph's heart thundered.
How did I not make that connection? Gryph thought. Mouths hung open around the table. After several long heartbeats, Gryph spoke. “In my Reverie I heard Ossyrion say they had to defeat Morrigan or the Dread God would learn what the forsaken god had discovered, and no soul would be safe. Ossyrion made no mention of what this knowledge was, but if Lex is right and the forsaken god knew how to remove a Godhead, then we need to find him and force him to show us how.”
Another silence hung heavy in the Nexus.
“Oh man, I hate it when I’m right,” Lex said.
“No, you don’t. You’re arrogant and prideful,” Vonn countered. “You love being right, cuz it happens so rarely.”
“Well, yeah, normally I do. But this … this shit is like  … the worst.”
“We do not know the Lexicon is correct,” Eadweanna said. “Yes, the theory fits, but as a scholar I am trained to operate from a factual basis. We need proof.”
“We need to find this forsaken god,” Gryph said, feeling the weight of the impossible task.
“Assuming the dude is still alive, how are we gonna do that?“ Lex raged, his false temper failing to hide the fear building inside him. “Walk around the Realms holding a sign? Have you seen the forsaken god? We don’t even know who the dude is.” His breathing became ragged and harsh and Vonn put a calming hand on his shoulder.
“No, but I will find out,” Gryph said, straightening his back and standing tall. “What we need lays buried in my Reverie.”
“There are great and terrible truths in the Reverie, but it is no library you can command to answer inquiries,” Gartheniel said. “What you bring into the Reverie with you becomes magnified tenfold. Fear, joy, anger, hate, even need, these emotions must be tamed. You must enter with an open mind, a clear mind for without clarity, you risk madness.”
I will help you find your clarity Menaaire, Raathiel’s voice rang in the heads of all gathered. All eyes gazed upon the shimmering serpent who had curled herself around Gryph’s shoulders. But first we must walk the Path of Enlightenment.
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The Round Table’s vote was unanimous. They would make all efforts to help Gryph penetrate the vagaries of his Reverie and find the hidden knowledge therein. While he appreciated his people's solidarity after the recent tensions, Gryph still felt alone.
But you are not alone Menaaire, Raathiel sent to him as the two soul companions entered Gryph’s quarters. Now that I am reborn, I can enter the Reverie at your side. Assuming you wish me to.
“I do Raath,” Gryph said, surprised that he’d unwittingly personalized her name. A rush of warmth filled him, and he realized the bond he now shared with the coatl was deeper than any other. If he were to take proper advantage of it to enter the Reverie, then he needed to know her. He tapped open a series of prompts his subconscious had minimized during the battle against Sziilloth.
Why did you wait until now? Raathiel asked, and a vision of his recent imprisonment filled his mind. Why did you not let these prompts bring you comfort?
Instead of speaking, or sending, he opened his feelings and let her feel for herself. A swirl of conflicting emotions poured from him and flowed about her. The hours he’d spent locked away from everyone had given Gryph the chance to think on their bond, to know what he had gained, and what he could now lose. Examining the prompts would have shown him the true depths of their connection, and he was too afraid to experience its full power, only to lose it again if the Round Table’s judgement had gone against him. Did that make him a coward?
You are no coward, Menaaire, simply a stubborn fool. She sent the last comment with equal parts lecture and pride. You wished to protect me, and yourself, but neither is necessary, or possible. Our melding is at the level of the soul, and there is no stronger bond in all the Realms.
To prove her point, she opened the first prompt.
 
	Your Soul Meld with the Coatl Raathiel is now complete.                            Meld Rank: 1



	You have successfully eliminated Raathiel’s XP deficit. You can now enjoy all the benefits of your Soul Meld. Where Soul Bind dominates another soul, Soul Meld is a willing partnership. From this moment to the end of existence, your soul is connected to the soul of Raathiel. You 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 Group Bonus: Your Soul Meld has brought the coatl into a permanent Adventure Party with you. All Adventure Party perks and bonuses 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.
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 25% bonus to hit and damage to any creature whose primary Affinity derives from one of the Lower Realms (Chaos, Chthonic, Death, Aether), while also inflicting a 25% to hit and damage penalty to those same beings. The Aura lasts for 5 minutes + 1 minute for each of Raathiel’s levels. 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.
Mental Fortress: Coatl are immune to any form of mental persuasion, and are resistant to all modes of psionic attack, mentally generated illusions and other techniques that seek to trick the mind. Your Meld with Raathiel increases your resistances to these types of attacks by 50%.




Gryph rejoiced as the information in the prompt rushed through him. He was stronger, faster, smarter, more vital and even more cognizant of the world around him. This was the Attribute Bonus making itself known.
A quick check of his Adventure Group interface showed Raathiel’s name hovering above the five empty slots. The bonus was like getting a free boost to his Leadership perk. Not only did it up the total number of people in the group, but he and Raathiel got a 75% boost to their experience bonus, instead of the 50% he shared with the rest of his group.
Empyrean Aura could turn the tide of any battle against Lower Realms creatures. With the looming threat posed by the Princes of Chaos, Gryph suspected the ability would be a literal life saver. More of his people would survive because of the aura.
On seeing Spell Focus, his mind lashed back to the battle against the Barrow King and the first time he’d experienced the ravages of mana feedback. Any sorcerer who lost control of a spell during battle could very well lose their life due to the backlash. The comfort of knowing he had the ability to ignore the first occurrence would make him a much deadlier battle mage.
But it was Mental Fortress that brought a real smile to Gryph’s face. The increase in mental toughness it provided might be the key to his unravelling the mysteries hidden in his Soul Reverie. “This is what you wanted me to see.”
Yes. Mental Fortress will help you walk the Path of Enlightenment, and then together we will tackle the dangers of your Reverie. But first, there are other choices we must make, ones that will empower us both for the battles to come.
Another prompt filled into Gryph’s awareness.
 
	Raathiel has Reached Level(s) 1 - 12



	Raathiel has reached levels 1- 12.
Raathiel has earned 12 new Power Points.




“You leveled that quickly?” It took only a moment for him to understand. In the time since Raathiel’s rebirth Gryph had earned 284,723 XP, all of which she shared because of the meld. It felt like cheating, or at least double dipping, but it was just another perk of their entwined souls. All that he was she was. They would advance together and fall together. Somehow this, more than anything, expressed the completeness of their new bond.
Empyrean beings do not have the same free will as mortals and therefore the paths we can follow are more limited. Where mortals can learn any skill, provided they have the affinity, empyreans, and all other Higher and Lower Realm natives, have a much narrower progression path. What we are and what we may become are determined by our inherent nature. For example, I will never be able to wield the powers of Chthonic Magic.
“I can’t say that’s a bad thing,” Gryph said, his mind drifting to thoughts of Wick. Raathiel let him dwell there for a few moments before gently nudging him from his melancholy. “And what are Power Points?”
It is only your meld with me that allows us any leeway to choose how I will progress. Power Points are the currency of my progression.
Gryph opened her interface.
 
	Name: Raathiel


	Race: Coatl


	Level: 12 - Tier: 3



	Experience

	Next Level

	Needed


	284,723

	315,000

	30,273


	Length: 5 feet

	Wingspan: 6 feet

	Weight: 25 lbs.




 
	Attributes


	Primary Stats



	Strength: 50

	Health: 328


	Constitution: 60

	Stamina: 309


	Dexterity: 85

	Mana: N/A


	Intelligence: 90

	Spirit:  N/A


	Wisdom: 90

	



Gryph was ecstatic to see that she would soon reach Level 13 but did not understand the Tier 3 designation. She explained that her powers would increase in ability depending upon her tier, and her tier was determined by her level. She would reach Tier 4 when she hit Level 20, and then her powers would increase.
He scowled for the briefest of moments on realizing she was both smarter, wiser and more agile than he was, but let the moment of jealousy fade. Her high Dexterity made sense, but he told himself to be wary of getting in a debate with her. Winning any logic battle with his scaly companion would be tough.
This is not a competition, Menaaire. We are a team.
“Do me a favor, don’t tell Lex.” He sent the mental equivalent of a jestful wink through their link, so she knew that he was joking, mostly.
I will keep your secret, provided you follow my wise counsel. If not, then ‘all bets are off’ as the Earth saying goes. She gave him a playful nip to the arm to show she was joking, or perhaps to reinforce her comment, he wasn’t sure which. 
 
	Attack Powers - Tier 3                                               



	Normal Bite: Damage: 30


	Constriction: Success and duration determined by relative Strength.
•              Damage: 10 damage/sec.

•              Immobilize: 1 sec/difference in relative Strength.



	Venomous Bite: Effect chosen at the time of attack.
•              Daze: Intelligence based tasks are 50% more difficult.

•              Slow: Dexterity based tasks are 50% more difficult.

•              Weakness: Strength based tasks are 50% more difficult.





Even though she was small, she carried quite the punch. If she could immobilize a foe with Constriction, whose success was determined by the relative difference in strength between her and her opponent, then the damage, combined with her normal bite and the deleterious effects of her venom, would make her a force to be feared.
 
	Defensive Powers - Tier 3                                        



	Armored Scales: Reduces physical damage by 10%.


	Elemental Magic
Resistance: Reduces elemental damage by 10%.



	Lower Magic Resistance: Reduces lower magic damage by 10%.



	Higher Magic Immunity: Immune to higher magic damage.




As he stroked her warm scales, he wondered if he worried too much. Yes, he wished her defensive powers were stronger, but perhaps the crafters could help? Some kind of barding or magical rings or a collar. Despite his current worries, Gryph knew that her capability for exponential growth would someday make her a tank.
I will rain fire from the heavens, she sent and pulled an image of an Apache attack helicopter from Gryph’s memories.
“That is something I’d love to see,” he said with a laugh. The next prompt detailed powers that were always available to Raathiel.
 
	Constant Powers - Tier 3                                        



	Detect: Chaos, Chthonic, Aetherial, Death creatures and magic 150 ft.


	Alertness: Twice as hard to surprise.



	Telepathic Communication: 300 ft.



	Truth Sense: Can detect when someone is telling lies or falsehoods.


	Gift of Tongues: Can read and understand all languages.




“Am I understanding this right? You can detect chaos?”
I can, but at my current level, I can only detect the presence of lower sphere magic and creatures. It will be some time before I will know their proximity and location.
The idea filled him with contradictory feelings of hope and fear. Being able to know when an enemy was close would be invaluable in battle, but he could also imagine the sudden cringe of alarm that would flow through him on hearing her warning without knowing where the threat was coming from.
While Alertness power made him feel better about the limitations of Detect, the 300-foot distance limitation of Telepathic Communication made his stomach turn sour. He’d become used to Raathiel’s presence in the back of his mind, like a subtle, warm pressure. Without it, he would be lessened.
Don’t you get clingy on me, Raathiel sent with a mental chuckle.
Gryph scowled. He wasn’t sure her assimilation of Earth based slang and terminology thrilled him. Then a terrible thought occurred to him. “Please limit your encounters with Lex. Last thing I need is his fool way of speaking to infect you.”
Wow, clingy and demanding. I am a free-spirited woman, Menaaire. Raise my ire at your peril.
“You’re going to make me regret melding with you, aren’t you?” A wave of motion rippled up her body from tail to head and back again and she nuzzled his neck. “Yeah, well I’m glad you’re amused.” Despite himself, Gryph couldn't hold back a large smile. A wise woman once told him that the more a girl ribbed him, the more she liked him.
He tapped a mental hand on Power Points and another prompt pushed into his awareness.
 
	You can now spend Raathiel’s Power Points



	Power Points are the currency of Raathiel’s specialization. As an empyrean she has fewer paths she can walk, or in her case fly. However, the bond you share allows her to gain access to some fluidity of destiny enjoyed by mortals. Using Power Points, you may purchase powers down several Power Paths. These Power Paths are unavailable to others of her kind. Be warned however, the Power Points she will earn in a lifetime are far less than is required to open all Power Paths, so you must choose wisely.
Current Power Points: 12




“Life is about choices,” Gryph said.
It is Menaaire, but I trust your judgement.
With a smile Gryph tapped opened the available Power Paths. A literal onslaught of information pushed into his brain and the smile on his face became a wry grin. “Oh, I see how it’s going to be. You curl up all cuddly and cute and leave me to make the hard decisions.”
As I said, I trust your judgement.
“You know, back on Earth we have a saying called passing the buck. It seems you are quite the adept.” She nipped his neck again, this time a bit harder.
Be nice, or the next time I’ll Daze you.
Gryph rubbed his temples and dug in. It was time to make some tough choices.
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As a leader Gryph knew he had no choice but to make tough decisions. That was literally the job of a leader. Yet somehow choosing a Path for Raathiel seemed beyond that purview. This was more than making a request, or even giving an order. She was asking him to choose a direction for her life, to decide what she would become.
“It is too much,” Gryph said to her, shaking his head.
I do not ask this of you lightly, but it is your mortal nature, your fluidity that I need. My kind are too rigid and dogmatic. While we are powerful forces for good in the Realms, we are what we are. I need your help, your, dare I say it, wisdom. I have faith in you Menaaire.
Gryph sighed, knowing that she would insist until he caved. She was more stubborn than several packs of mules. “Fine, but you will explain what all this means.” He waved his hands around, knowing that no one but he and Raathiel could see the vast amounts of information in his vision.
There are four paths available to me. Each has three core power branches; a defensive branch, and offensive branch and one that can affect my allies. Each branch has four ranks, each with three power levels, except for the last which has only one. Powers in the first rank cost one Power Point, those in the second three and those in the third cost five. The single power in the fourth rank costs nothing but requires the purchase of every power in the entire Path.
“That would explain the warning about choosing well. You gain one Power Point per level and mastering every Path would take …” He paused and tried to do the math in his head.
324 Power Points.
“Uggh, yeah, that many.” Gryph felt the added pressure weigh his shoulders down.
There is more, Raathiel sent. To purchase a second rank power, I must possess at least one power from each first rank branch. And to purchase a third rank power I must have purchased at least one power from each second rank branch. 
“So, we cannot just power level you up one branch?”
We cannot. The Higher Realms value wisdom and balance. To be worthy of wielding the higher-ranked powers, I must prove I will use them well. We dislike speaking of it, but in days past many an empyrean fell to the seductiveness of such power.
A part of Gryph wondered if that was the origin of the beings of the Chthonic Realm? If so, it was oddly similar to the tales of heaven and hell from Earth. For now, he put such thoughts from his mind and tapped on the first of the Paths and a shimmering gold prompt filled this vision.
 


The Path of Golden Flames saturates my body with empyrean fire, a raw force that I can use to burn enemies, empower myself or heal allies. This Path reminds me of my brother species the phoenix, magnificent birds of flame who when slain will return in a burst of holy fire.
Description of the Path’s powers filled his mind.
 
	THE PATH OF GOLDEN FLAMES.



	Flame Shroud - Raathiel surrounds her body in a corona of flame that reduces incoming damage and inflicts damage to those in physical contact with her. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Flame Shroud 1: Reduces physical damage by 15%. Enemies who touch Raathiel incur 10 damage/second. Lasts 10 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Shroud 2: Reduces physical damage by 20%. Enemies who touch Raathiel incur 15 damage/second. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Shroud 3: Reduces physical damage by 30%. Enemies who touch Raathiel incur 20 damage/second. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Flame Shield - Raathiel can create barriers of flame. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Flame Shield 1: Creates one barrier with Flame Shroud 1 stats. Lasts 10 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Shield 2: Creates two barriers with Flame Shroud 2 stats. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Shield 3: Creates three barriers with Flame Shroud 3 stats. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Flame Form - Raathiel can transform her body into pure Empyrean Flame. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Flame Form 1: Gains all abilities of Healing Flame 1, Flame Shroud 1 and Flame Breath 1 for duration. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Form 2: Gains all abilities of Healing Flame 2, Flame Shroud 2 and Flame Breath 2 for duration. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Form 3: Gains all abilities of Healing Flame 3, Flame Shroud 3 and Flame Breath 3 for duration. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Flame Breath - Raathiel can breathe pure empyrean flames. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Flame Breath 1: 20 damage/sec for 5 seconds. 3 uses/day. Double damage to Lower Realms Creatures.

•              Flame Breath 2: 30 damage/sec for 7 seconds. 3 uses/day. Double damage to Lower Realms Creatures.

•              Flame Breath 3: 40 damage/sec for 10 seconds. 3 uses/day. Double damage to Lower Realms Creatures.

NOTE: Opponents have a 50% chance to catch fire after a successful attack. Creatures on fire will take half damage for 10 seconds or until flames are doused.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Flame Bomb - Raathiel can concentrate her breath weapon into a flaming ball that will explode on target. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Flame Bomb 1:  Inflicts 50 damage to all enemies within 10 feet of impact. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Bomb 2:  Inflicts 75 damage to all enemies within 20 feet of impact. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Bomb 3:  Inflicts 100 damage to all enemies within 30 feet of impact. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Nova - Raathiel can concentrate vast amounts of empyrean flame and cause it to explode outwards from her body. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Nova 1: 150 damage to all enemies within 10 feet and 100 Health regenerated by all allies within 20 feet. 3 uses/day.

•              Nova 2: 250 damage to all enemies within 20 feet and 125 Health regenerated by all allies within 40 feet. 3 uses/day.

•              Nova 3: 350 damage to all enemies within 30 feet and 150 Health regenerated by all allies within 60 feet. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Healing Flames - Golden flames that heal when they envelop an ally.
•              Healing Flames 1:  Will heal 100 health over 5 seconds. 3 uses/day.

•              Healing Flames 2:  Will heal 150 health over 5 seconds. Cures Disease. 5 uses/day.

•              Healing Flames 3:  Will heal 200 health over 5 seconds. Neutralizes Poison. 7 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Flame Bulwark - Allows Raathiel to ‘gift’ Flame Shroud to an ally or allies. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Flame Bulwark 1: Gift one ally with Flame Shroud. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Bulwark 2: Gift two allies with Flame Shroud. 3 uses/day.

•              Flame Bulwark 3: Gift an Adventure Group with Flame Shroud. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Gifted at Raathiel’s current rank in Flame Shroud.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Healing Wave - A wave of golden flames explode from Raathiel’s body and heals all allies in range. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Healing Wave 1: Heals 200 health over 5 seconds to all allies within 30 feet. 3 uses/day.

•              Healing Wave 2: Heals 250 health over 5 seconds to all allies within 50 feet. 3 uses/day. Cures Disease.

•              Healing Wave 3: Heals 300 health over 5 seconds to all allies within 70 feet. 3 uses/day. Neutralizes Poison.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Phoenix Deva - Raathiel can take the form of a humanoid phoenix deva. All Path of the Golden Flame powers double in strength.
NOTE: The powers and abilities of the Phoenix Deva are determined by a wide variety of factors based upon how Raathiel has progressed.
NOTE: Upon gaining this power, if killed, Raathiel will be born again in flames two hours later.




Gryph saw the benefits of the Path of Golden Flames, but certain moral qualms overcame him. While the healing benefits of the Path could literally save his people’s lives, the offensive side of the Path dredged up some disturbing memories. He’d seen the horrific effects of flame-based weapons on the battlefield, despite their outright ban under the United Nations Convention. Fire was devastating, uncontrollable, and could harm friends as easily as foes.
I understand your reluctance Menaaire but know that empyrean flame is not the vulgar power of Fire Magic. The flames of my home realm are a semi-sentient force that scorches evil while sparing the innocent. It will not harm our Adventure Group, nor bystanders. But woe to the evildoer or the vile natives of the Lower Realms.
“Didn’t we all agree at my trial that no force was inherently evil? This Path, though powerful, targets those powers traditionally deemed evil, without taking into account their intentions. Does that not make us hypocrites or worse?”
Because of free will, mortals earn your nature via action, and therefore you can use fell magics for good and holy magics for evil. But we beings of the Higher and Lower Realms are far more rigid. I am good because I was made that way. The Princes of Chaos are forces of endless change. Neither of us can help be what we are.
Gryph scowled, unconvinced.
I ask you to trust me Menaaire. Empyrean flame can sense the motive of an individual and act accordingly. It has long been the main weapon of the warriors of the empyrean realm. It is righteous and unerring in its judgement
A disturbing ripple moved through Gryph’s body. The whole concept sounded too close to the religious zealotry that had plagued Earth for much of its history for Gryph’s comfort, but he trusted in Raathiel. Perhaps I’ll order Lex to keep an eye on me, warn me if I go all messianic and turn into some crusading jihadist, Gryph thought to himself. On second thought, maybe I should choose Vonn for that task. 
He pushed the disturbing thoughts of holy cleansing fire from his mind and moved on to the next Path.
 


The Path of Glorious Light will grant me the powers of the angelic beings of the Empyrean Realm. I will be an ultimate force for good, capable of bringing light to the darkest of places. No evil shall evade my light.
As before, descriptions of the Path filled his awareness.
 
	THE PATH OF GLORIOUS LIGHT.



	Shining Scales - Raathiel’s scales are imbued with the light of the Empyrean Realm.
•              Shining Scales 1: Reduces physical damage by 25%.

•              Shining Scales 2: Reduces physical damage by 30%.

•              Shining Scales 3: Reduces physical damage by 35%.

NOTE: This is a constant effect.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Glorious Nimbus - Raathiel can create barriers of light that are anathema to creatures from the lower realms. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Glorious Nimbus 1: Reduces magical damage by 25%. Lower realms creatures take 15 damage/second of contact. Lasts 30 secs/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Glorious Nimbus 2: Reduces magical damage by 35%. Lower realms creatures take 20 damage/second of contact. Lasts 60 secs/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Glorious Nimbus 3: Reduces magical damage by 50%. Lower realms creatures take 25 damage/second of contact. Lasts 90 secs/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Light Simulacra - Raathiel can create light-based illusions of herself or another. Lasts 1 minute/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Light Simulacra 1: Raathiel can create one illusion of herself or another. 3 uses/day.

•              Light Simulacra 2: Raathiel can create two illusions of herself or another. 3 uses/day.

•              Light Simulacra 3: Raathiel can create two illusions of herself or another OR one hard light illusion. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: A hard light illusion can interact with the real world and has the Attributes, Stats and Abilities of the original.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Hallowed Bite - Raathiel’s bite is ‘holy’ and can disrupt the connection to the lower realms.
•              Hallowed Bite 1: Weakens lower realms creatures by 25%. 10% chance to Banish.

•              Hallowed Bite 2: Weakens lower realms creatures by 35%. 20% chance to Banish.

•              Hallowed Bite 3: Weakens lower realms creatures by 50%. 30% chance to Banish.

NOTE: This is a constant effect.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Luminous Scream - Raathiel can project a cone of pure light from her mouth. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Luminous Scream 1: 20 damage/sec for 5 seconds. 3 uses/day. Double damage to lower realms creatures.

•              Luminous Scream 2: 30 damage/sec for 7 seconds. 3 uses/day. Double damage to lower realms creatures.

•              Luminous Scream 3: 40 damage/sec for 10 seconds. 3 uses/day. Double damage to lower realms creatures.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Glorious Light - An intense and blinding flash of light that damages enemies and heals allies. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Glorious Light 1: Does 100 damage to enemies and heals 100 for allies within 20 feet. 3 uses/day.

•              Glorious Light 2: Does 150 damage to enemies and heals 150 for allies within 30 feet. 3 uses/day.

•              Glorious Light 3: Does 200 damage to enemies and heals 200 for allies within 40 feet. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Blessing – Grants an ally or allies the ability to avoid an attack. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Blessing 1:  One ally can evade one attack. 3 uses/day.

•              Blessing 2:  Two allies can each evade one attack. 3 uses/day.

•              Blessing 3:  Members of an Adventure Group can each evade one attack. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Holy Furor - Raathiel inspires Holy Furor in her allies against all enemies. Lasts 5 minutes/rank. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Holy Furor 1: +25% to hit, to damage and -25% for opponents to hit and incoming damage. 1 use/day.

•              Holy Furor 2: +35% to hit, to damage and -35% for opponents to hit and incoming damage. 2 uses/day.

•              Holy Furor 3: +50% to hit, to damage and -50% for opponents to hit and incoming damage. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Glorious Aura - Can surround allies with a Glorious Nimbus. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Glorious Aura 1: Gift one ally with Glorious Nimbus. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Glorious Aura 2: Gift two allies with Glorious Nimbus. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Glorious Aura 3: Gift an Adventure Group with Glorious Nimbus. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Solar Warden – Raathiel can take the form of an angelic deva known as a Solar. All Path of the Glorious Light powers double in strength.
NOTE: The powers and abilities of the Solar Warden are determined by a wide variety of factors based upon how Raathiel has progressed.
 




While the Path would make Raathiel a devastating force against creatures from the lower realms, Gryph did not like the lower potency the path provided against all other creatures. He wanted Raathiel to be balanced, capable of holding her own in any situation, not a specialist limited by focusing too narrowly.
However, Hallowed Bite had some promise and the magical damage reduction ability of Glorious Nimbus was extraordinary. And she’d be able to gift these protections to the other members of her Adventure Group if they spent the currency in Power Points.
The next Path caught his eye.
 


The path of the Shifting Form would allow me to gain the fluidity you have deemed so important. It harnesses the power of other beings and could make me a stealthy and powerful opponent. As a one-time shapeshifter, this Path is close to my heart.
Gryph tapped open the Path’s description and a wide grin crossed his face.
 
	THE PATH OF THE SHIFTING FORM.



	Gaseous Form - Raathiel can take the form of a gas or smoke. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Gaseous From 1: Raathiel can become a cloud of white smoke.3 uses/day.

•              Gaseous From 2: Raathiel can become a cloud of invisible, odorless gas. 3 uses/day.

•              Gaseous From 3: Raathiel can become a cloud of smoke or clear, odorless gas with one gas-based attack. Attack option must be chosen at time of purchase. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: While in gaseous form, Raathiel cannot attack or be attacked, aside from the gas-based attack.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Phase Form - Raathiel can become immaterial and move through solid objects. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Phase Form 1: Raathiel can move through solid objects. 3 uses/day.

•              Phase Form 2: Raathiel can move through solid objects. 20% chance to stun living beings. 3 uses/day.

•              Phase Form 3: Raathiel can move through solid objects and magical shields. 40% chance to stun living beings. 20% chance to disrupt magical barriers or spells. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: While immaterial, Raathiel cannot attack or be attacked, aside from the stun and disruption abilities.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Impenetrable - Raathiel’s body increases in density giving her heightened protective powers. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Impenetrable 1: Incoming physical damage reduced by 50%. 3 uses/day.

•              Impenetrable 2: Incoming physical damage reduced by 75% and magical damage by 25%. 3 uses/day.

•              Impenetrable 3: Incoming physical damage reduced by 90% and magical damage by 75%. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Shift Form - Raathiel can shift form into an animal or a humanoid. Lasts 1 minute/level.
•              Shift Form 1: Raathiel can take the form of a common animal. 3 uses/day.

•              Shift Form 2: Raathiel can take the form of an uncommon animal. 2 uses/day.

•              Shift Form 3: Raathiel can take the form of a common humanoid. 1 use/day.

 


	Increase Size - Raathiel can increase her own size. All physical traits are increased by listed factor. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Increase Size 1: Doubles size. 3 uses/day.

•              Increase Size 2: Triples Size. 3 uses/day.

•              Increase Size 3: Quadruples size. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Duplicate - Raathiel can create functional duplicates of herself. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Duplicate 1: Raathiel can create one duplicate of herself with 50% of her Health. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Duplicate 2: Raathiel can create one duplicate of herself with 100% of her Health. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Duplicate 3: Raathiel can create two duplicates of herself with 100% of her Health. Lasts 40 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: If a duplicate reaches 0 Health it disappears.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Empower Ally - Increases an ally or allies physical attributes. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Empower Ally 1: Increase one ally’s Strength, Constitution and Dexterity by +5.               3 uses/day.

•              Empower Ally 2: Increase two allies’ Strength, Constitution and Dexterity by +5.              3 uses/day.

•              Empower Ally 3: Increase an Adventure Party’s Strength, Constitution and Dexterity by +5. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Gift of Form - Raathiel can gift an ally or allies one of her forms from the Path of Shifting Forms. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Gift of Form 1: Raathiel can grant an ally one of her forms. 1 use/day.

•              Gift of Form 2: Raathiel can grant two allies one of her forms. 1 use/day.

•              Gift of Form 3: Raathiel can grant the Adventure Group one of her forms. 1 use/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Alter Ally’s Size - Raathiel can increase the size of an ally or allies. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Alter Ally’s Size 1: Increases one ally’s size. 1 use/day.

•              Alter Ally’s Size 2: Increases two allies’ size. 1 use/day.

•              Alter Ally’s Size 3: Increases an Adventure Group’s size. 1 use/day.

NOTE: Size is determined by Raathiel’s current rank in Increase Size. Ally may choose the form.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Dragon Deva - Raathiel can take the form of an empyrean dragon deva.
NOTE: The powers and abilities of the Empyrean Dragon Deva are determined by a wide variety of factors based upon how Raathiel has progressed.
 




Reading the descriptions made Gryph’s heart jump. Here was a Path that fit his mindset perfectly. Its combination of stealth and access through shapeshifting, combined with the enhancement capabilities, for both Raathiel and the Adventure Group, made Gryph’s mind spin.
He smiled on imagining an Alter Ally’s Size enhanced Lex gleefully smashing with his Maul of Holy Might. The only issue was the cost in Power Points. As with his own Perk Points, there were simply not enough.
I wonder if the Perk Point Marketplace would let me purchase Power Points? Gryph thought. He suspected, if it were possible, it would require him to increase another Tier in his Lore skill, something that would not happen for some time.
He turned his inner vision to the last Path.

 


The Path of the Radiant Edge is a warrior’s path. Those who follow it become the elite fighters of the empyrean realm and are feared the Realms over for their martial prowess. As you can see, this Path would alter my physical form significantly.
Gryph engrossed himself in the powers of this last path.
 
	THE PATH OF THE RADIANT EDGE.



	Shining Armor - Raathiel’s body becomes shrouded in a semi-liquid organic metal.
•              Shining Armor 1: Reduces incoming physical damage by 15% and magical damage by 10%.

•              Shining Armor 2: Reduces incoming physical damage by 20% and magical damage by 15%.

•              Shining Armor 3: Reduces incoming physical damage by 25% and magical damage by 20%.

NOTE: This is a constant effect.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Halo of Blades - Raathiel can create a halo of blades that parry incoming attacks and attack those who get too close. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 30-minute cooldown period.
	Halo of Blades 1: Can summon a single blade to fly around and defend her. 3 uses/day.




	Halo of Blades 2: Can summon two blades to fly around and defend her. 3 uses/day.




	Halo of Blades 3: Can summon three blades to fly around and defend her. 3 uses/day.





NOTE: Each blade does damage equal to her current level of Bladed Wings.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Radiant Sphere - A sphere of Radiant Energy surrounds Raathiel. 30-minute cooldown period.
	Radiant Sphere 1: The halo will Reflect the damage of 1 attack of Raathiel’s choice back at the attacker.




	Radiant Sphere 2: The halo will Reflect the damage of 2 attacks of Raathiel’s choice back at the attacker.




	Radiant Sphere 3: The halo will Reflect the damage of 3 attacks of Raathiel’s choice back at the attacker.





NOTE: The Radiant Sphere disappears once all deflections have been used.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Bladed Wings - The edges of Raathiel’s wings are as sharp as a sword blade.
•              Bladed Wings 1: Raathiel gains a bladed attack equal to a 10th level Short Blade adept.

•              Bladed Wings 2: Raathiel gains a bladed attack equal to a 20th level Short Blade adept.

•              Bladed Wings 3: Raathiel gains a bladed attack equal to a 30th level Short Blade adept.

NOTE: This is a constant effect. For the purposes of damage etc., Raathiel is considered to be dual-wielding Short Blades.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Flying Knives - Raathiel can project bladed feathers from her wings with tremendous force.
•              Flying Knives 1: Raathiel possesses the skill of a 15th level Thrown Weapons adept. 2 blades/attack. 3 uses/day.

•              Flying Knives 2: Raathiel possesses the skill of a 30th level Thrown Weapons adept. 2 blades/attack. 4 uses/day.

•              Flying Knives 3: Raathiel possesses the skill of a 45th level Thrown Weapons adept. 2 blades/attack. 5 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Radiant Blades - Raathiel can add special effects to her Bladed Wings and Flying Knives attacks.
•              Radiant Blades 1: Holy damage. 250% damage vs. Lower Realms creatures.

•              Radiant Blades 2: Empyrean flame damage. 200% damage vs. all creatures.

•              Radiant Blades 3: Paralysis. Creatures are paralyzed for 5 seconds/level.

NOTE: Only one Radiant Blades power may be used at a time and must be chosen before attack is made. Total uses/day equal to Raathiel’s current rank in Flying Knives.
 


	Enhance Armor - Raathiel can create a shroud of semi-liquid organic metal around an ally’s body. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Empower Ally 1:  Gift one ally Shining Armor. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Empower Ally 2:  Gift two allies Shining Armor. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Empower Ally 3:  Gift an Adventure Group Shining Armor. Lasts 40 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Enhance Armor is equal to Raathiel’s current level in Shining Armor.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Enhance Weapon - Raathiel can enhance the power of an ally’s weapon. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Enhance Weapon 1: Raathiel can enhance the offensive output of one ally’s weapon by 100%. Lasts 20 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Enhance Weapon 2: Raathiel can enhance the offensive output of two allies’ weapon by 100%. Lasts 30 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Enhance Weapon 3: Raathiel can enhance the offensive output of an Adventure Group’s weapon by 100%. Lasts 40 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Corona of Blades - Raathiel can surround an ally with a Halo of Blades. 30-minute cooldown period.
•              Corona of Blades 1: Gift one ally Halo of Blades. Lasts 10 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Corona of Blades 2: Gift two allies Halo of Blades. Lasts 10 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

•              Corona of Blades 3: Gift an Adventure Group Halo of Blades. Lasts 10 seconds/level. 3 uses/day.

NOTE: Corona of Blades in equal to Raathiel’s current level in Halo of Blades.
NOTE: Each level replaces the previous level.
 


	Blade Deva - Raathiel can take the winged humanoid form of a Blade Deva.
NOTE: Blade Deva are determined by a wide variety of factors based upon how Raathiel has progressed.
 




“Why aren’t the powers of the fourth tiers explained?”
The final forms of each path allow me to permanently evolve into an empyrean deva, angelic humanoids of great wisdom and power. Though I would still be able to keep my current form, if I wished to, the deva form is the ultimate goal of all empyreans. Due to the personal nature of each empyrean’s journey to deva-hood, the powers of the final form cannot be accurately known until such a transformation is made.
“Well, that’s annoying. How do I know which path to direct you down?”
Trust me, if I am blessed enough to achieve deva-hood, you will be ecstatic with the result.
Gryph nodded, trusting her. “Damn, I want more Power Points,” Gryph muttered under his breath.
Stop being greedy Menaaire. The coatl nipped him again on the back of the neck playfully. That I am here, reborn is a miracle. In time, with you at my side, I will reach my potential. Let us not wish for what is not and be thankful for what is.
“You have a way of making me feel like a spoiled brat, you know that?”
If the shoe fits, as Lex would say.
Gryph smiled and got back to the matter at hand. He asked her again, how she wanted to spend her Power Points, but got the same response as before. I trust you Menaaire.
“Fine,” he grumbled only somewhat serious. He considered in silence for a few minutes and then started spending Raathiel’s Power Points.
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Gryph knew he had to be tactical with the expenditure of Power Points, so the first thing he did was look upstream to the higher-ranked powers. Which ones did he want the most? To decide he put the question to a simple test. Which powers would give them the best chance to survive the battles to come?
Three latched their greedy claws into him.
Corona of Blades from The Path of the Radiant Edge created a whirlwind of flying death around his entire Adventure Group. The prospect of facing the Princes of Chaos, the Prime or even Aluran and his minions seemed a bit less daunting if they were all surrounded by a halo of flying swords.
Increase Size and its related power Alter Ally’s Size from The Path of the Shifting Form made him rub his hands together in anticipation. Who could stand against a many times plus sized Adventure Group? You don’t look so tough now, lil’ Aluran, Gryph mocked to himself.
His inner juvenile sated, he turned his attention to the smarter, wiser, if less fun choice. Healing Wave from The Path of Golden Flames could bring his party back from the brink of death. It might not seem as cool as the others now, but he was sure that feeling would change the first time that wave of life flowed over him during battle.
After much deliberation, he targeted Increase Size. Its ability to exponentially increase Raathiel’s physical power made it a classic force multiplier. It would literally double, triple or even quadruple her offensive output and defensive prowess.
To even qualify to purchase Increase Size 1, Gryph would have to spend five points. One would go to Gaseous Form 1, which would be a great way for Raathiel to evade damage and ease into small spaces. Another would have to go to Empower Ally 1, which sounded like a temporary magical steroid shot. Three more points would bring Shift Form up to level three. The nifty little power allowed Raathiel to shape-shift into the form of an animal or humanoid. While not overly useful in battle, Shift Form could make Raathiel an able spy or scout.
Gryph snickered to himself at the thought of having his winged coatl take the form of an attractive woman and then sending her to flirt with Lex. Raathiel nipped his ear a bit harder than normal and voiced her displeasure. Lex and Yrriel are a thing, maybe. Leave them be.
With a chuckle, he returned to his task. After buying at least one power in the first rank of The Path of the Shifting Form, he’d have to spend another three Power Points on Increase Size 1, which would enable his small companion to become 200% larger and more physically powerful for a short time. Right there, eight of her twelve points would be spent.
Gryph turned his sights to a second path. He wanted to make Raathiel the Adventure Group’s new healer. Ever since Tifala had left, the group’s lack of a competent healer had been a constant stress. That made the Path of Golden Flames a perfect choice. Three of the remaining four points would top out Healing Flames.
Raathiel purred at the idea, drawing Gryph’s hand down to pat the tuft of feathers where her mane met the back of her head. She seems so small, so easily hurt. I need to give her a better defense. Logically he should keep to one of the Path’s he’d already favored, which drew his eye to Flame Shroud, which would not only reduce incoming damage, but inflict damage on any creature foolish enough to touch his girl. It could also help power up her already formidable Constriction attack.
But he had to consider Shining Armor from The Path of the Radiant Edge. While Flame Shroud reduced magical damage, a power available only with the rank two power Glorious Nimbus from The Path of Glorious Light, it was a temporary power. And Shining Armor would get him a smidge closer to his dream of Corona of Blades.
“Raathiel, if I chose Shining Armor and Shining Scales would they exponentially increase your defenses?”
Unfortunately, no. Apart from Flame Shroud none of the powers that reduce damage are stackable, except my own natural armor.
It was as he’d expected, otherwise she’d be immune to damage by the time she hit level 50, but a pulse of concern still pushed through their mental connection.
I was fighting fester demons long before you were born. I can take care of myself.
Gryph shivered as the image of a multi-armed, pustule covered demon filled his mind. “Fine, my apologies. You’re just so damn cute, it's hard to imagine you killing demons.” He knew he was in for it before the words even finished and he flinched as she moved to nip him once more. But this time she didn’t.
I’ll save that one for later, she sent with a bemused chuckle.
Gryph turned his attention back to Raathiel’s interface, dragged the last Power Point to its destination and looked up at her. “You sure this is what you want?” She wrapped herself a bit tighter around him and flicked her tongue at his face.
I told you, I trust you Menaaire.
Satisfied, he hit Yes and spent her Power Points. The change was instant. Golden flames exploded from her scales, causing Gryph to jump. They felt warm but did not burn him. Instead, a variety of aches and pains he’d been unaware he bore disappeared.
Raathiel chirped in glee and launched herself, soaring upwards, trailing flames like a comet’s tail. She spun in a wide arc and turned back towards him. She transformed into a hawk and then into a black cat which landed deftly on all six paws. The cat jumped towards Gryph, morphed into Lex and stumbled on ungainly legs. It took a second for Gryph to move past his surprise, but he reached out to catch this stumbling version of his NPC.
It proved unnecessary as faux Lex disappeared in a puff of white smoke that flowed over and around Gryph. The pleasant aroma of cedar came to his nose and then the smoke was past him. A rush of air caused him to turn and hovering before him on ten-foot wings was a double-sized Raathiel. Her multi-hued feathers remained, but they shimmered with an underlying layer of silver hued metal.
“You are beautiful,” Gryph said, his mouth agape and his eyes wide. “And you will strike fear into the hearts of our enemies.”
She screeched in glee and then curled her tail under her and landed. A moment later she shrunk back to her normal size, yet somehow the grandeur she’d displayed in her transformation remained. A wave of greed flowed through Gryph. Seeing the smallest bit of what she could become, he wanted more. That was when he remembered the Empyrean Essence Seed given him by Sillendriel. He sent an image of the wondrous item to Raathiel.
“Will this help you?”
The coatl’s eyes widened, and she launched into the air and flew to Gryph, landing on his shoulders and curling around him. Gryph laughed and pulled the seed from his satchel, holding the warm nugget in his palm.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
His words brought her back from the edge and she calmed herself, apologizing for her childish excitement. She gazed into his eyes and some of that excitement dimmed. I cannot accept this. It was a gift, a reward meant for you. You should be the one to receive its gifts.
“You and I are one Raath. What strengthens you strengthens me. I want you to have it.”
My eternal gratitude, but I will not consume it here and now.
“Why not?” Gryph asked, her refusal curious and unexpected.
You need to pay more attention Menaaire. Did Sillendriel not tell you to consume it under the light of the full moons?
“She did,” he said, a half grin half scowl crossing his face.
Then we should do as the lady suggests, Menaaire. Get yourself together, we have work to do. She launched herself into the air and zipped past him, sending the mental command that opened the door to his chambers. She flew through and disappeared from his sight.
Hurry Menaaire. You know you should never keep a lady waiting.
With a bemused grunt, Gryph followed. This will become a thing now, won’t it? he said to himself.
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Gryph sent Grimliir a message through the City Interface telling him to meet them at the Aerie. As Gryph and Raathiel exited the wide double doors onto the small valley atop the mountains, he realized the space had earned its grandiose name. The night air was crisp, but not too cold considering the elevation. The blue light of Korynn’s two moons fell over them, creating a calm serenity.
Raathiel took to the air, singing a beautiful tune as she soared and spun higher. Gryph feared she would lose control in the high winds, but she was a born flyer and though the chill air ruffled her feathers, they did not sully her mood. In fact, Gryph had never seen her so free.
The rock atop the mountain's peak had been carved flat millennia ago by Grimliir’s ancestors. They had built it when dragons still plied the skies of Korynn. It was larger than two side-by-side football fields. The ancient Thalmiir had built the Aerie as a meeting place to serve the alliance they’d had with a group of dragons 
Three walls carved into the peak rose several hundred feet and protected the Aerie. The fourth side, left open to the air had served as a landing zone for the extinct reptiles. A deep sadness filled Gryph knowing that he would never see one of the majestic creatures.
Gryph eased himself close to the edge and peered down. Below him, several thousand vertigo inducing feet, lay the Deep Water. Sylvan Aenor lay across the glistening blue water and beyond that the green plains to the east of their hidden valley. With his heightened eyesight, Gryph could just see the edge of the Myrric Mountains at the far end of the plains. Somewhere among their peaks the Barrow lay hidden.
“Ye be a braver man than I,” Grimliir said, stopping several paces back from the edge, clenching and unclenching his hands. Gryph stepped from the edge, easing his Steward’s mood.
“Well, it's a good thing we’re building The Pattern of Enlightenment over there,” Gryph said with a grin and pointed to the furthest and rightmost corner.
“I dinnae know why ye want tae build it in this godforsaken place, anyway. This much space and air be unnatural.”
I love it here, Raathiel sent.
“Tae each her own, I suppose.” Grimliir shrugged and waved his hand towards the open double doors. A large group of warborn strode through and waited. Gryph walked towards them and thanked each one by one. Though the warborn lacked the ability to cast magic, they still possessed mana pools. On hearing of his need, they had volunteered to lend their mana to activate and power the Path of Enlightenment. He just had to build it first.
I am here with you Menaaire.
“Yes, and to thank you, I have a gift.” Gryph pulled the Empyrean Essence Seed from his satchel and held the acorn-like seed high. Raathiel hooted again and dove spinning and twisting as she flew by the golden light pouring off the seed. She spun and twined upwards and hovered in perfect silhouette with the larger moon.
Gryph laughed and called her down. She curled herself around his arm and eased her head down, mere inches from the iridescent acorn. Her tongue flicked out, tasting the air around the seed. Are you sure you want to give this to me? she asked. Her tone sounded pleading, almost desperate, like a child on Christmas morning trying to remain selfless when confronted by the largest pile of presents she’d ever seen.
“I am sure,” Gryph said.
“He is missy, especially since he hopes tae keep all his fingers,” Grimliir said with a chuckle. Raathiel lashed out with her tail, slapping the Steward lightly on the arm as if to say, ‘behave or you might find yourself one finger lighter.’
“Take it,” Gryph said with a laugh and watched as Raathiel swallowed the seed whole. Her expression turned to utter joy and a blaze of golden light burst forth from her scales. The light flowed over Gryph and Grimliir and both men sighed as a sense of utter contentment passed through them. A prompt filled his vision.
 
	Raathiel has consumed an Empyrean Essence Seed.



	The energies contained within the Seed have bonded with her giving her the following benefits and improvements.
•              +2 to all Attributes.

•              +25 to all Stats.

•              +5 Power Points.





Raathiel launched herself skyward and to Gryph’s eyes she seemed faster, stronger and freer.
Thank you, thank you, thank you Menaaire!
Gryph laughed, and the worries and stress he’d hidden the last few days eased, if only slightly. “How would you like to spend your new Power Points Raath?” he yelled.
However you wish Menaaire. I trust you.
Gryph had expected such a response and already knew the next slew of powers he wanted to upgrade. He spent two of the points on Shining Armor
2, another on Flame Breath 1 and the final three on Increase Size
2.
Raathiel spun again and returned to her perch on his shoulders. She nuzzled his neck in thanks and then gave him crap. We gonna sit here all day, or we gonna get to work?
A small jolt of alarm pushed through Gryph at how like Lex she had sounded. She trilled a joyous sound that Gryph now realized was her laughter and he smiled. “No time like the present.” He opened his interface and purchased the Apprentice tier perks Mana Siphoning 2 and Ritual Drawing 2. The perks allowed him to draw power from up to 20 volunteers and draw Apprentice level rune-forms. He reached into his satchel and removed the Occulorum.
“Sausages,” Gryph muttered under his breath, feeling foolish.
“Now yer makin’ me hungry, lad,” Grimliir said with a chuckle.
The artifact powered up and leapt from his palm. It flew to the spot he’d designated for the path and beams of light burst from its underside, scrawling the intricate rune-form into the stone. Gryph, Grimliir, Raathiel and the warborn all watched in silent awe as the small machine did the work of a hundred artisans in less than twenty minutes.
Now comes the hard part, Gryph thought. He nodded to the warborn. All twenty took their places at mana feed points all along the circumference of the circular rune form. He stood at the starting point of the Path of Enlightenment, activated Ritual Magic and began to siphon their mana.
Gryph had used mana almost daily since entering the Realms but siphoning this much mana was a barely comparable experience. Instead of taking a sip from a glass of cool water, this was akin to opening one’s mouth wide and unleashing a firehose. The spiritual equivalent of choking nearly overwhelmed Gryph as the torrents of magical energy surged into him.
Slowly, control the flow, Raathiel said in his mind. Gryph did so, and the staggering rush reduced to a fast-flowing river. He sent a mental nod in thanks but could spare no more attention. He knew from his research that even the slightest distraction during siphoning could burn out a ritual mage’s mana pathways, and that would be the end to his siphoning career.
It took the better part of nine hours for Gryph and the warborn to activate the rune-form, and they were grueling hours. When the total stored mana inside the Path of Enlightenment reached 30,000, a burst of multi-hued light exploded from its center, zipped around the complicated whorls and curves of the etching and then came together at Gryph’s feet with a resonant hum.
Raathiel wanted Gryph to wait, to rest, but he was as energized as a quarterback before the Super Bowl. “We’re not waiting. We’re walking this today, now.” Raathiel slapped him with her tail to show her disapproval, but then tightened her coils in solidarity.
If you burn out your mind, I won’t be the one to change your nappy. I’ll make Lex do it.
“Is it bad that I almost want it to happen, just to punish Lex?”
“Aye, that be a most horrific image. Thank ye for that Yer Lordship,” Grimliir, said, the words 'Yer Lordship' were dripping with snark. “Now, can we hurry and get this over with, all the fresh air is starting tae give me a headache.”
With a fresh cadre of warborn set to power the path, Gryph was as ready as he would ever be. He nodded to Grimliir, who backed away. Gryph closed his eyes. He felt Raathiel’s presence in his mind and he began to siphon again.
While activating the rune-form, Gryph had drawn as much mana as he could as quickly as he could. Powering and walking the path was different, for he needed to direct the right amount of mana at the appropriate time. It was almost mathematical in its precision. Gryph took a deep breath, stepped onto the path and began to walk.
His foot hit the pattern and a shroud of static electricity enveloped his body. The path pushed back gently on him, as if annoyed by his very presence. With each step, the sensation grew and by the time Gryph was halfway through the twinning maze-like path, the steady pressure was like a strong wind.
At two-thirds of the way, those winds had grown to hurricane force and his speed dropped to a slug’s pace. At ninety percent, it felt like a dozen invisible hands were punching into him with each step. It only got worse from there.
After an eternity, Gryph turned the last curve. All that remained was a ten-foot-long walk down an ever-thinner path. He took a step and a gust of sand scoured at his face and hands. He took another, and the scouring grew fiercer.
Be careful not to stray from the path, Raathiel sent. If you touch those lines, they will flood your body with mana.
She was right. For the lines of the rune-form were to mana as copper wiring was to electricity. If he touched them, he not only risked interrupting the circuit which would mean he’d need to walk the path all over again but would also pummel him with the mother of all mana feedbacks.
“No pressure,” he mumbled to nobody in particular and took another step. The scouring sand became shards of flying ice. The next step brought a wind of fire. He knew the pain was a phantom, that it was all in his mind, but his body didn’t.
With each trembling push forward his body threatened to betray him by stepping outside the lines. His foot shambled forward and an overpowering pressure, like the gravity of a star, slammed down upon him, crushing his puny, mortal form. But he would not could not stop.
“I will not stop,” he roared and then, just like that, the pressure ceased.
You can stop now Menaaire. You have done it.
“Okay. Good,” Gryph said as he collapsed to the floor. “I think I’ll just take a nap here then.” His eyes closed, and he lost consciousness.
Sometime later he woke, back in his chambers in his bed. Raathiel lay curled up next to him and he reached a shaking hand out to stroke behind her mane. Her eyes fluttered open, and she cooed in a manner that was both overjoyed he was okay, and angry at him for being the fool.
“Did it work?” He asked with a smug smile. She flicked him with her tail, much harder than normal. “Ow. Fine I’ll check myself.” In the corner of his vision a small icon blinked. He tapped it and the icon expanded into a prompt.
 
	You have walked the Path of Enlightenment.



	Walking the pattern of this rune-form has granted you increased understanding of the world around you. You have gained +5 points to Wisdom. Your mind is now clearer, and you have an increased capacity to make connections between disparate things. You are more intuitive and have greater control over your emotions, memories and you will even understand your dreams to a greater degree.
All of your current skills, perks, spells and other abilities are now 10% more effective.
This effect is permanent. Benefits of walking the pattern are awarded once. Further walks do not add further bonuses, unless the rune-form reaches a higher tier, at which point you may walk the pattern again to receive the upgrade. 




Gryph smiled and twirled his fingers through Raathiel’s mane “You ready to delve into the secrets of my past?” Gryph asked.
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Gryph drew deep, even breaths, each one more controlled than the last. When he’d calmed enough to tame his heartbeat, he sat cross-legged on the floor and closed his eyes. Raathiel curled around his shoulders and he felt her ease around his mind. It was time to return to the Soul Reverie. The answers he sought lay in the past. He could let nothing stop him.
The Reverie resisted him, as had become the norm. Its viscous surface pushed against him, and he wished he had time to devote to the technique. The regenerative state of the Reverie was something elves spent a lifetime mastering. Gryph, who’d been born a human from another universe, lacked the life’s worth of experience of native-born elves.
As Gartheniel had explained it, elvish youths spent the first hundred years of their lives sleeping as the other mortal races did. They spent that century training their minds to find focus, so they were ready when the Reverie first took them. Gryph had neither a hundred years, nor the proper training to handle the experience. It was why he hadn’t rested well these last few weeks. Each time he sought respite, he’d faced an onslaught of past lives. Some were pleasant, a joy to re-experience. In others he found little but pain and despair.
“Our souls are threads in the vast tapestry of reality,” the Steward had told him. “We elves carry a unique burden. We can experience our pasts, and we either learn from them or be torn asunder by them. Great power, and tremendous danger, lies within the Reverie. Do you know why?”
“Because I cannot control it.”
“There are none who can. Attempting to bend the Reverie to your will is as foolish as the leaf trying to control the wind. The Reverie is erratic, incomplete and often without context. It slams us with emotions and truths few can handle, even those of us with the proper training. For you it is far more dangerous. If you are not careful, the joys and terrors hidden in the Reverie can swallow you. You must always be on your guard.”
Gryph had taken the elder half-elf’s training to heart, and this time as the up and down swells of the Reverie took him, he was ready. He kept his eyes closed, trusting his ears more than his eyes, and listened. Trills of laughter, yelps of fear and howls of anger all drifted to him. These were the notes of his past lives, all the experiences his soul had lived through. An unknowable number of lives. He listened for one voice among hundreds and a minute, or perhaps many hours later because of the Reverie’s odd effects on time, he found the one he sought amidst the cacophony.
“What is so important that you needed me here, now?” the voice of Ossyrion, the white-clad Old God said. “We’ve nearly tracked down Morrigan.”
Gryph’s eyes snapped open to find the familiar surge in the surf that announced the emergence of a past life. He turned his body and willed himself towards the voice. Ahead of him, just pushing itself through the silver surf, was another large past life bubble from the same life that had troubled him so greatly these last few months. Standing tall, shimmering in the bubble’s reflective surface was the Old God Ossyrion.
So, it is true, Gryph thought, sharing the experience with Raathiel. I was Ossyrion. He had no time to ponder that as another voice rose, pulling his attention back to the sphere.
“I have done it Ossyrion.”
Reflected in the bubble was another god. This one was shorter and thicker set than Ossyrion and dressed in wrinkled gray robes. Wild, unkempt hair topped his head, reminding Gryph of many a frazzled university professor. His eyes were a mélange of hope and desperation and he fidgeted nervously.
“Safely? I thought you said that was impossible,” Ossyrion said.
“It was until I was taught to look at the problem from another angle.”
“Taught by whom?” Ossyrion asked, his tone wary and dangerous. The unkempt god said nothing, realizing he’d said too much. Ossyrion asked again, this time in a harsher tone, but the other god refused to answer. “Then you give me no choice.”
Ossyrion’s eyes flared white and Gryph knew he was Analyzing the other god. The smaller god tried resisting but failed. Ossyrion gasped before regaining control of himself. “What have you done brother? I sense the ravages of chaos inside you.”
Chaos, Gryph exclaimed. That cannot be a coincidence.
“I made a deal,” the unkempt god said, defiance filling his voice.
“With the Princes of Chaos? Are you mad?”
“It was the only way,” the unkempt god said in a low, guilt-ridden voice. Then his defensiveness grew to aggressiveness. “If I didn’t, you could be damn well sure Morrigan would have.”
Somehow, Gryph knew the other god spoke the truth.
Ossyrion must have also realized it as his anger eased. He sighed and spoke in a gentler voice. “What did you promise them?”
“The deal was mine, as is the payment. It is my burden to bear. But I do not intend to pay it.” A crooked smile pushed the unkept god’s face into a sneer.
“Explain,” Ossyrion demanded.
“I know how to remove our Godheads. We can be free once more. You could have your old life back.”
A shade of desire broke the certainty on Ossyrion’s face and Gryph knew his former self was sorely tempted. But then the white-clad god sighed and stood tall. “That life is gone, no matter how badly I wish that it were not.” He put a hand on the smaller god’s shoulder. “We cannot change what was brother, only what will be. Even if what you say is true and we can remove our Godheads without bringing ruin, Morrigan will never let us be free. He will find us wherever we go in the Realms.”
“Then we use what I have learned to build a new place, a paradise far away from Morrigan, far away from the Princes. We build a place where we can all find safety.”
“I know you never wanted any of this brother, but we cannot leave the Realms to Morrigan. Billions of lives would end, and he will always come for us. You know what he desires.” The unkempt god collapsed into a chair, fear waging a battle with guilt on his face. Ossyrion’s shoulders relaxed and his voice grew warm. “This is not your fault. Morrigan alone is responsible for what he has become.”
Tears welled in the unkempt god’s eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
“We need your help. I need your help. The others and I will take down Morrigan, but we need you to remove his Godhead. Then he will face the justice he has earned. Will you help me?” Ossyrion extended a hand.
“What if we fail? What if he takes me again?”
“That was not your fault.”
“Thank you for lying, but without me, Morrigan would have never learned about the boy. He would never have unlocked the power of Soul Magic. If he learns what I now know, it is over, all of it.”
“We will not fail,” Ossyrion said. “Not if we fight together. We need you, brother.” Ossyrion pushed his hand out further and with force.
The unkempt god took the proffered hand and let Ossyrion help him to his feet. He looked the white-clad god straight in the eyes and it seemed to give him strength. After a moment he nodded and spoke in a firm, confident tone. “I will be there. I will fight by your side.”
“Thank you Cerrunos. I knew I could count on you.” Ossyrion drew the unkempt god into a deep hug. “And once we’re done, if you still wish it, I will help you build this paradise of yours.”
Gryph’s mind reeled. Cerrunos was the Forsaken God. And he betrayed us all. The silver sea roiled, reacting to his shock and anger as he lost control of the Reverie. The scene shifted, and the bubble flexed. It was about to cast him out again, a sure sign that his shock was affecting the Reverie.
I am here Menaaire. Find the calm in my voice. Use my strength.
Gryph did and his mind calmed. The froth of the silver sea mimicked him, settling and calming. He eased out and an almost magnetic attraction pulled him back to the massive sphere’s surface. His hand pressed into the surface and he was back in Ossyrion’s memories.
He stood on the same high grassed plain from his earlier reverie. He could still hear the remnants of the scouring winds that had announced Morrigan’s arrival tearing at the high grass behind him. The other Old Gods, Casserius, Dymeria and Obekai, for Gryph now remembered their names, stood with him. A shimmering white energy shield expanding from Ossyrion’s hand failed.
The scouring dust cleared and there, striding towards them with calm purpose, was Morrigan, clad in midnight black plate armor that shimmered with motes of starlight. A chill rushed down Gryph’s spine. I have seen this before. Morrigan’s armor bore an uncanny resemblance to the Soul Reliquary, the mass of condensed soul remnants that had empowered the Scourge of Souls.
He crafted his armor from the remnants of consumed souls, Raathiel sent, her words infused with deep horror.
Gryph knew she spoke the truth, and a snippet of memory rose from Ossyrion into Gryph. Not just any souls. The souls of the Old Gods.
“So, this is how it ends,” the Dread God, the man with many names, said. “Where is Cerrunos? He and I have much to discuss.”
“He is far from here, where you will never find him,” Ossyrion said.
“Why do you protect him? He was a coward then, and he is a coward now. He does not deserve to be a god.”
“You are right, but he is a god. None of us can change what is, no matter how much we want to,” Ossyrion said. “Not even you.”
“That is where you are wrong. Cerrunos knows this truth. That is why he hides.”
Ossyrion breathed deeply and looked Morrigan right in the eye. “It is not too late to stop this madness brother.” Morrigan lowered his head and for the briefest of moments, Ossyrion believed there was still light inside the Dread God. But then his eyes went cold, and he looked right at Ossyrion.
“But it is too late, brother. You know what I’ve done. You know why I do it. To stop now would …” Morrigan paused, battling the ancient demons that lived inside his soul.
“Asheara would not want this.” It was a last ditch, desperate hope, one that Ossyrion knew was likely to fail, but he had no choice.
The Dread God’s eyes snapped up, burning with silvery flames. “I do this for her, and the Realms will burn before I quit.”
“And I brother, will always be there to stop you. No matter the cost.”
Gryph knew the truth of both men’s words deep in his soul. I am about to watch myself die, Gryph thought. Then faster than his mind could follow, the battle was engaged. The earth surged under them and the air burned. The energies unleashed on this small corner of this small world tore at the very fabric of the Realms.
Alone, none of the four could hope to lay a hand on Morrigan. Each of them took near fatal wounds and their cause looked lost, when the golden god, using every one of his martial perks and boons, created an opening with the blade of his golden sword. It was not much, but enough for the others to all lay their hands upon the Dread God. Their grips, like iron manacles, clasped onto the arms and legs of the Dread God and in a low whisper, one Gryph felt in his head as much as heard, Ossyrion spoke the last word any of them would ever say.
“Now.”
At once four Prime Godheads, four motes of pure energy peeled open, unleashing a rage of energy unseen in the Realms since the moment of their creation. The raw force shredded the bodies of the four Old Gods in an instant, but their minds held long enough to direct the pure power at a single point.
A point, both infinite and non-existent, sparked into existence. It simultaneously exploded inwards and outwards, folding space and time and tearing open a rift to another universe. With a final act of will, pulses of energy, all that remained of Ossyrion and the others, enveloped Morrigan and pushed through the rift.
Then, as quickly as it had opened, it closed, exploding outwards and bringing ruin to the Realms.
Gryph screamed as the raw power of an unleashed Godhead punched into him throwing him away from the large silver bubble. He soared for what felt like miles before impacting the surface of the silver sea with a solid thwack, skipping like a stone on a calm pond.
Every nerve in his body burst into a rage of pain and then, his eyes snapped open, and he was back in his room. Gryph jerked awake, his eyes wide and his breathing ragged.
“Holy shit. I need to talk to Lex.”
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“What!?” Lex yelled as he yanked open the door to his chambers. Gryph had banged on the door for more than a minute before the loud snoring on the far side of the door ceased and the confused grumbling had turned to swearing.
"Oh, hey, it's you," Lex muttered, some of his anger easing on realizing it was Gryph. The trusty NPC’s hair was a wild mess and he wore an ill-fitting silken robe that Gryph hoped did not belong to him. Lex’s eyes widened in alarm as a whiff of lavender flowed past. Then the sleepy twitter of a female voice pushed over them.
“Lexie … come back to bed. I’m getting cold without you.”
Gryph peered past the scruffy NPC, his dark vision piercing the blackness to reveal a lithe elf woman leaning on her elbows, her feet kicking playfully in the air behind her. She nodded her head to Gryph. “Your Lordship.”
“Yrriel,” Gryph said, keeping most of the amusement from his voice. He looked down on Lex. The burly NPC blushed like a teenage boy, but then smirked and shrugged his shoulders. “I need your help with something.”
“Can’t it wait?” Lex asked, jerking his head back towards the elder elven woman. “Kinda in the middle of something … like a first time ever type of something. Hint, hint. Go away.”
“That’s not true honey,” Yrriel said, curling a strand of her silver hair around her finger. “It’s been three times already.”
Lex beamed, clearly proud of himself. The tie of the robe loosened, and a flash of flesh snuck past Gryph’s guard. He screwed his eyes shut and scowled, nose turned up like he smelled something foul. “I am overcome with deep feelings of disappointment.”
“Come on man, she looks great for her age.”
“I wasn’t talking to you.” Gryph looked back at Yrriel. Lex turned to follow his gaze.
She shrugged her shoulders. “I told you, I like my men with some meat on their bones.” She eased off the bed, the sheet wrapped about her and walked towards them. Lex ogled her with ardor as she approached, and she leaned down and pecked him on the cheek. “You boys do what you need to do. I’ll be around.” She moved past the two men and walked down the hall.
Lex watched Yrriel wiggle down the hallway, the sheet hanging off her shoulders like the thinnest of shawls. The stocky NPC cocked his head to the side as he watched. “Do you think she’s doing that on purpose?”
“Yes,” Gryph said. “Most definitely.”
Lex sighed in deep satisfaction and then grunted. “I really hate you right now.”
“Oh, I know,” Gryph said with a smile, surprised at how relaxed he felt. With an annoyed harrumph Lex waved Gryph inside and listened to his tale.
“Well, that is … um … earth shattering, literally. And it sounds awful, but how do you expect me to help?”
“We need to find Cerrunos.”
“He’s dead, hence why he’s called the Murdered God.”
“If he’s dead, then who murdered him?”
Lex shrugged. “I dunno, Morrigan probably. From that story you told me he was one scary bastard.”
“You need to learn to listen better. The Old Gods banished Morrigan, to Earth. That’s how he became Alistair Bechard and then re-invaded the Realms as Aluran, the High God of the Pantheon. He couldn’t have murdered Cerrunos. Have you not been paying attention to the entire back-story?”
“Sure, I have, mostly.” Lex looked down at his feet, then when the silence became oppressive he spoke again. “So, you’re saying that Cerrunos wasn’t murdered, isn’t dead and is hiding somewhere?”
“Yes.”
An introspective look crossed Lex’s face and then his eyes widened. “You might be onto something.” He rushed to a chest at the foot of his bed, tugged the top open and rummaged through, tossing bits of clothing, empty wine jugs and other random detritus over his shoulders. After several seconds he removed a thick tome embossed with gold and silver. He handed the book to Gryph.
 
	The Writ of Cerrunos.



	Item Class: Base - Item Category: Passive/Active
Passive Powers
Power (1): +10% increase in the effectiveness of all Prayers, Incantations and Order Spells.
Active Powers
Power (2): The Writ of Cerrunos allows a Priest of Cerrunos to commune with the deity. Through daily study of the Writs of Cerrunos, the priest will earn the ability to invoke the god’s power through Incantations, spoken prayers with spell like effects. One new Incantation is available per level.
NOTE: Cerrunos, the God of Knowledge is Dead, therefore communion with him is impossible.




Gryph read the description, his eyes drawn to the note that insisted Cerrunos was dead. “What better way to hide from your enemies than to convince them you’re dead.”
“Yeah, it’s a solid plan,” Lex agreed.
“Does the book have any clues?”
“I dunno, haven’t read it.”
“You haven’t read the book that could, maybe, tell you who you are, where you come from and what your purpose in life is?”
“When you say it like that I sound like an idiot.”
“Not sure there’s another way to say it.”
Lex raised this voice. “Why would I read it? They told me the dude was dead and since I couldn’t commune with the bastard, I saw no reason to read his damned autobiography.”
“Then why’d you get all excited and redecorate your room to find it,” Gryph asked, hands flailing around at the mess Lex had made. “What made you think it can help us out if you have no idea what it says?”
“I never said I had no idea.” Lex tore the book from Gryph’s hands and opened it. “Vonn said there’s some good stuff in here.” His voice lowered a bit. “He might have even said something about Cerrunos maybe not being so dead.”
“Vonn said? Vonn has read it, but you haven’t?”
“He’s one erudite guy, and beside books ain’t my thing.”
“You’re the Lexicon of Cerrunos, supposedly the greatest repository of knowledge the Realms has ever known. Though I find that ever harder to believe. How are books not your thing?” On the surface it sounded absurd. Most days Lex’s wisdom and maturity hovered barely above an affluenza stricken teenager, but occasionally bits of insight bubbled to the surface.
Silence hung heavy for a few moments as the player and the NPC stared at each other. A moment later, with an exaggerated harrumph, Lex returned his attention to the book and flipped through the pages.
“Cerrunos is wise and mighty, blah, blah, blah. He talks about himself in the third person a lot. I don’t know what that word means. Ah, here’s something.” Lex’s lips continued to move, but no sound came out.
Gryph’s irritation grew, and he was about to pester Lex again, when a bright light flared from the book, startling Lex and causing Gryph to shield his eyes with his arm. The book fell from Lex’s grip and thudded to the stone floor. 
“Son of a bitch. You are one sneaky bastard Cerrunos.” Lex looked up at Gryph, a snide smile crossing his lips. He nodded like a bro about to get into some trouble. “Dude, we’re going on a road-trip.”
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A crack of thunder roused Zeckoth from his pained slumber and fear took hold of him. He begged his eyes to focus, but the dust and dehydration made that impossible. The rumble of thunder drifted into the distance and went silent. Just thunder then, Zeckoth thought in relief. The fear dimmed, and the pain returned.
Everything ached. The ever-present throb of the gunshot wound in his shoulder was the worst, but not the only pain. The constant burden of his unsupported weight on the stone floor made his knees throb. His manacled arms were wrenched behind him. His back and neck were bent at an uncomfortable angle, forced into an odd twist by the heavy chain around his neck. He’d long ago lost most of the feeling in the right side of his face, the side pressed onto the stone slab at the center of the pit in which he was a prisoner. Though the stone itself was smooth, a scattering of jagged glass shards from the vial of Counteragent Elixir he’d been unsuccessful in using, dug into his face with each movement.
Even the slow drip of water, as much a torture as a kindness, had gone dry the evening before. Soon he would die of dehydration, a most terrible death. A bigger torture than all the pain, was the chunk of bleed metal lodged in his shoulder. Its anti-magic properties preventing him from casting any of his considerable repertoire of spells, the simplest of which could have long ago freed him.
He coughed pushing a cloud of dust into the air. It made both breathing and seeing more difficult. The spasms in his lungs brought pain to every part of his ravaged body. The bitch had left him, not to die, for he was a player and would respawn hours after death, but to suffer. She was torturing him, as he had once tortured her.
He focused on his breathing and his heart rate, willing both to return to normal. Once he’d regained a modicum of composure, he turned his mind to escape once more. Just as he began to cycle, again, through the long list of failed escape attempts, a wave of panic took him. Perhaps it was the lack of sleep, the constant pain, or the dehydration, but it took several seconds for his conscious mind to understand what his primal instincts had noticed. He was in danger.
A shadow crept over him, cast down from above like the shade from the wings of an angel. Fear bit into him and the shadow moved. A rush of wind descended into the pit and then the light clash of metal on stone announced something heavy, but agile had landed.
The man stayed out of Zeckoth’s line of sight, allowing the bound god a chance to feel hope. Perhaps it is just a brigand, or maybe a Loremaster of the Foundation who’d returned to find his brothers dead. But Zeckoth knew he was deceiving himself. Zeckoth knew exactly who stood above him now.
“You have failed me James,” a voice both familiar and terrifying said.
Fear spiked through Zeckoth at the use of his human name, his Earth name. It was a breach of protocol that did not bode well. He tried to speak, to offer some explanation, some defense, but no sound came forth. His throat was too dry, his voice too long silent. The creak of well-oiled armor came to his ears as the shadow grew closer and a god came into view.
The High God Aluran, Arche of the Pantheon, Prime Mover of the Realms, Father to All, had come. He knelt down to ensure Zeckoth saw him, his resplendent golden battle armor shimmering in the dim light. Piercing eyes of shining silver burned at Zeckoth through the slits in his helmet. Zeckoth held the gaze for several seconds before his will failed and he closed his eyes once more.
“Now, now, now James, we’ll have none of that.” Rough, metal clad fingers forced the bound god’s eyes open. “You cannot hide from your failure.”
Zeckoth moved the small amount of saliva he had left around his tongue and croaked a few words. “Release me, my god and I will find the Seeker for you.”
Aluran’s lips split into a wide humorless grin. He stood and left the field of Zeckoth’s vision. A moment later the sound of something heavy being dragged filled Zeckoth’s ears. The High God took his time, dragging the item the long way behind Zeckoth. The God of Knowledge recognized the psychology of the tactic, for he had employed it many times himself. Despite this understanding, it had its desired effect and fear took Zeckoth.
A few thunderous heartbeats later, Aluran reappeared dragging a blood-soaked corpse. The High God gripped the robed body by the scruff of its neck and pushed it mere inches from Zeckoth’s face. “You mean this Seeker I presume.”
Zeckoth opened and closed his mouth, begging his mind to find some reason, some excuse for his failure that Aluran would accept. But there was none. Nothing he could say or do would change his fate now. The man who had once been James Sloane knew this, but the god Zeckoth opened his mouth to beg, nonetheless.
“Give me a chance my High God. I will find Eris and make her tell me where Cerrunos is. Then I will secure the information you seek. Please, I beg you.” The moment the word beg passed his lips Zeckoth knew he’d made a fatal error. Begging was the mark of the weak and the High God did not tolerate weakness.
“No James, you do not deserve another chance. You let a mere human truss you like a hog. You would be no match for Cerrunos. He is my brother, one of the Old Gods, a bearer of a Prime Godhead. Your Minor Godhead is but a shadow of the Motes of Creation he and I bear. You are small, a weak false god of the Pantheon made only to serve me, and you no longer deserve even that.”
Aluran snapped his fingers and Zeckoth weakened in an instant. Every Perk, every Boon, every Attribute and Stat increase granted him by his Minor Godhead in his fifty years in the Realms disappeared before the echo of the snap faded.
Pain exploded into Zeckoth and he grew weaker than a decrepit old man. His life, once measured in days as a god, now dwindled to hours, or perhaps minutes. Aluran stood, hoisting the body of the Seeker with him. Silver-white energy thrummed about the High God’s body and down his arm. It flowed into the Seeker and the corpse began to shake. A moment later the Seeker’s eyes opened.
Several seconds of confusion clouded the Resurrected man’s mind before his gaze fell on Aluran and with it understanding. Aluran saw the man’s fear, but he also saw something else, defiance. “I will tell you nothing,” the recently dead man said, his voice cracking like dried tinder. Aluran stared at the unblinking man for several moments and then smiled.
“Oh, I believe you Seeker, for I know your true measure.” He turned his gaze on Zeckoth. “Perhaps I should have made you a god instead of this disappointment.” He turned back to the Seeker. “But I do not need you to tell me anything. You will show me instead.”
Aluran’s free hand lashed out and grabbed the Seeker by the head. The shimmering nothingness of Thought Magic flowed down the High God’s arm, distorting the air around him like a mirage on a hot desert highway.
The Seeker tried to fight against Aluran’s invasion, but few could resist the power of a Master thought mage. The Seeker grunted and small trickles of blood began to flow from his nostrils.
“You fight valiantly, but to no avail. You will show me what I need to know. Trust me on this, your master does not deserve your loyalty. He is a coward and a betrayer, and I suspect deep down he wants me to kill him. He wants his pain to end.”
The Seeker clawed at Aluran’s golden arm with no more effectiveness than a kitten fighting a bear. The Seeker coughed, spitting a gobbet of blood onto the chest plate of the High God’s armor. Aluran paid it no heed. “You cannot stop me. Your resistance will accomplish nothing but the scalding of your own mind.”
The Seeker continued to fight, hitting Aluran’s arm with weaker and weaker blows until blood exploded from his ears and he went limp. A trickle of bloody drool flowed down his chin. But the High God had what he sought, and he smiled.
“Clever. You were always clever, brother. But it will not save you.”
The High God dropped the mindless sack of meat that had been the Seeker. He flopped to the ground inches from Zeckoth, his blank eyes staring, chest rising and falling in even breaths. Aluran turned and walked away, looking up to find a flight path from the pit.
“Your Eminence, please,” Zeckoth sputtered, stopping the High God’s departure.
“Oh, James, my apologies. I’d forgotten all about you.”
“I can still help you. Please.”
Aluran walked up and placed a gentle hand on the smooth skin of Zeckoth’s head. Another rush of mana flowed down the High God’s arm and Zeckoth’s eyes widened in confused panic. “You … you’ve changed my respawn point.”
“Yes, this place will be your new home.” He then knelt down and whispered into the comatose Seeker’s ear. “This man wishes to harm your master.” The Seeker’s dull eyes filled with a light as rage and purpose twisted his lips. He stumbled to his feet, looked around and then stumbled from Zeckoth’s view.
“Please Your Eminence, I can still be of service.”
“Yes, you can. You will serve as a warning to those yet to fail me. Failure comes with a very high price tag.”
The High God turned, paying no heed to Zeckoth’s pleading. He looked up and with a flash of light, he transformed into a bolt of living lightning and surged skyward with a thunderous crack. The burst filled Zeckoth’s vision with black spots and it took several seconds for him to blink them back to clarity.
When they cleared, he saw a shadow move over him. What remained of the Seeker stood above Zeckoth, a heavy block of stone held high in his wizened arms. Zeckoth screamed, trying to dissuade the Seeker from his purpose, but the mindless creature felt nothing but a deep-rooted need to protect his master.
The Seeker slammed the rock down. Zeckoth's jaw shattered and his skull split. The pain was incredible. He tried to speak, but his crushed jaw made intelligible words impossible. The muffled screams that chortled forth found no mercy in the mindless Seeker. It took several more blows to silence the screams. 
Two hours later, amidst a flash of light, Zeckoth, the one-time God of Knowledge of the Pantheon respawned and once again the creature who had been the Seeker hefted his rock.
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The hustle and bustle in the Nexus would have seemed chaotic to outsiders, but Gryph had seen Grimliir’s hollering and shoulder clapping method of staff motivation long enough to know the man had the keenest organizational mind he’d ever known.
The Steward had jumped into action within minutes of hearing Gryph and Lex’s tale about murdered gods who weren’t so dead, the ruinous tearing of space and time and how the mission Gryph and his Adventure Group were about to undertake could end the war against Aluran before it even started.
Gryph knew going after Cerrunos was dangerous, that it could mean his death, or the death of his friends. But, as he watched the people of the twin cities of Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor marshal to the task, Gryph knew it was a risk worth taking.
“So, you think Cerrunos will be happy to see me?” Lex asked in an abashed tone, like a foster kid who’d learned his real daddy still lived.
“So, you’ve added a messy helping of daddy issues on top of your already hefty number of personal issues?” Vonn asked from his seated and feet up position at the Nexus control board.
“Daddy issues? I don’t have daddy issues. I’m just curious what the guy is like is all. Nothing wrong with wanting to get to know him, is there?” He looked sideways and clapped Ovrym on the shoulder. “Am I right?”
“Xydai youths are taken from their parents very early. Our martial lifestyles make familial attachments untenable. I have no memory of my father or my mother.” Lex opened his mouth to make some wry comment, but then thought better and closed it.
“Errat had many, many daddy issues, until his daddy woke up from his very long slumber and told Errat he loved him.”
“See that’s all I want,” Lex said.
“Lex, I know being you is difficult,” Gryph said, earning an annoyed glance full of suspicion from the NPC, “but you will find no answers with Cerrunos. He is a coward who betrayed not just those he called brothers and sisters, but all the Realms. We are only here because others sacrificed themselves to stop Morrigan. Your ‘daddy’ is responsible for the Ruin and for Aluran’s return to power. He is a nobody, and he does not deserve our respect.”
“Yeah, well …” Lex frowned at Gryph. “Your momma wears combat boots.”
“Was it she who gifted friend Gryph with his extraordinary fighting skills?” Errat asked. Gryph smiled, but Grimliir approached curtailing his need to respond.
“We be ready Yer Lordship.”
Gryph nodded and let Grimliir lead them from the Nexus and down a recently carved tunnel. The 200-foot passageway was the last line of defense protecting the city from any incursion. Along its length were a variety of slits for delivering attacks, oil or other liquids. The spear like points of hidden portcullises poked from the ceiling at twenty-foot intervals, ready to fall at a moment’s notice. For more serious threats entire slabs of stone would crash from the ceiling. At the passageway’s end a thick set of double doors lay open, guarded by a pair of armored paladins.
Grimliir led the Adventure Group through the doors and stopped to admire the newest addition to Dar Thoriim’s extensive real estate. It was a spherical chamber, 800 feet in diameter, large enough to house a pair of football fields side to side. Circumnavigating the whole room, at the equator, was a thick ring of brass-colored metal.
From the entrance at the globe’s equator, a walkway stretched to the center of the chamber. At the end of the walkway a 100-foot wide hexagonal platform loomed over the empty space below.
“Woah! This is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” Lex said, staring up in awe as they walked towards the waiting platform. “What the hell is it?”
“It be the Hub laddie, another brainchild of his Lordship’s mind and my skill.” The Thalmiir artificer explained the purpose of the room. 
They had hollowed the massive complex out of the mountain in mere days using a tamed rock wyrm. The warborn had come across the monstrous creature while clearing the ancient tunnels below the city. They’d cornered the beast and fitted it with a Thalmiir control collar designed for just that purpose. Grimliir had explained the Thalmiir had built large sections of Dar Thoriim using the voracious creatures, whose appetites for rock and stone of all kinds made them perfect tunnel builders.
On seeing the beast a few weeks back, Lex had whistled in appreciation. “Elon Musk would have given his left nut for one of these buggers,” he said, citing the eccentric billionaire whose Hyperloop revolutionized public transportation back on Earth.
“We’re going to build something much cooler,” Gryph had said. “And I’ll get to keep both my nuts.”
Now, as he looked upon that vision fulfilled, Gryph conceded such a testicular trade might, almost, have been equitable. He chuckled as he stepped onto the walkway. He followed the Steward to a control panel at the end of the walkway. Grimliir tapped a few control runes and looked back at the others.
“Hold on to yer britches boys, she’s begging me tae power her up.”
“She?” Lex asked, looking around.
“Of course, she,” Grimliir retorted. “All the great projects are shes. And I’ve put my love into every inch of this beauty.” The dwarf caressed the control panel like a gentle lover.
“I’m sure you have,” Lex said with a snicker and elbow-nudged Errat, who grinned at him, amused despite not understanding the joke.
Gryph ignored the NPC and bowed his head to Grimliir. “You have gone above and beyond my wildest expectations. I thank you.”
“Psshaw. Enough praise. How ‘bout I show ye what this beaut can dae?”
“Please,” Gryph said, extending his hand in an ‘after you’ gesture.
Grimliir turned back to the control panel and roared. “Everybody get your asses tae safety. We’re gonna power this baby up.” The assembled workers moved to safe positions and then cheered. With a bit of flair unbecoming of a Steward of such a venerable city, Grimliir pushed a sequence of runes and then a large activation button.
A rumble filled the room as hidden machinery came to life. Opposite them, at the twelve o’clock position, two slabs of stone slid upwards. Then a thick section of the metal-plated ring snapped outwards.
With a burst of steam, the section pushed forward, revealing it was one side of another hexagonal platform. It was the same size and shape as the main platform and moved towards them on a pneumatic metal strut. It clanged and banged as it moved, reminding Gryph of the ancient steam locomotives from the history vids he’d watched as a child.
A minute later the platform’s edge clanged into the central platform. Grimliir tapped a few more runes, locking the platforms into place. Vonn, quick as ever, was the first to spot the two grooves cut into the center of the platform.
“This is where you want to move the Port Gate, isn’t it?” the wiry rogue asked.
Grimliir grinned and explained that they'd designed the Hub to be a secure place for the Port Gate should Gryph discover a way to create a Node to power the long-distance transportation device. Coupled with the gauntlet of death in the entrance tunnel, the Hub would be a powerful defensive bulwark against a Port Gate incursion.
“I’ve got a question,” Lex said, his tone that of a movie nerd eager to point out plot holes in the latest summer blockbuster. He stepped to the edge of the empty platform and turned to face the others. “Say we get the Port Gate in here and working, what’s stopping his High Douchiness, or anyone else for that matter, from porting directly into the heart of our fair city?”
“Apart from nobody else having Port Icons?” Gryph said, holding back a grin. Gryph had been expecting this objection, and the eager joy in Lex’s snide tone. A slight upturn of Grimliir’s mouth said he was enjoying it. Raathiel sent a private tsk tsk through their link, but it too held a twinge of humor.
“As far as we know,” Lex said, his finger raised like the obnoxious, but brilliant, scientist character in every sci-fi drama. “But we cannot assume that this is true, or if it is, that it will remain so going forward. Doing so would be falling victim to a logical fallacy.” Lex strutted onto the edge of the central platform, his back to the gate platform, sure and proud of himself.
“So, yer sayin’ we need some kinda defensive countermeasures in case some bastards try to invade?” Grimliir asked.
“Yes.” Lex placed both hands on his hips.
“If only I’d thought of that,” Grimliir said, hand to mouth in mock contemplation. Without looking back, the Steward yelled. “Gwaaline, if you would please.”
Lex looked past Grimliir to the assistant at the control panel, suspicion beginning to purse his lips. Gryph reached out and grabbed a handful of his NPC’s robes and held tight. Lex smacked at his hand and complained. “Hey guy, why so handsy?”
Before the NPC could struggle further, the gate platform plummeted with a rush of air and a grating of metal on stone. Lex pinwheeled his arms and might have fallen over the edge if it were not for Gryph’s tight grip.
A roar filled the room, followed by a bright light and a rush of heat. Lex grabbed Gryph’s arm like a drowning man onto a life preserver and an unmanly squeal pushed past his lips. A second later he’d regained a bit of his composure, glared at Gryph and peered over the edge of the platform.
Along the floor of the lower hemisphere of the chamber,  a long, thin set of previously hidden doors had opened. They stretched from the far wall all the way to the underside of the future gate platform. At Grimliir’s command, the doors had snapped open plunging the Port Gate platform and its support arm into a fiery river of lava that ran below the Hub.
“Holy shit, you made a Blofeld lava death trap,” Lex squealed, his anger buried beneath wide eyed joy.
“What in the Abyss is a Blofeld?” Ovrym asked.
“James Bond. You Only Live Twice. 1967. Blofeld, the bad guy had a volcano lair just like this.” Lex hugged the dwarf fiercely to him. “I love you, man.”
Grimliir’s wide eyes looked up at Gryph, arms rigid at his side in uncomfortable confusion. “Aye, well, yer welcome laddie. But let’s hope that we never have tae use it.”
Gryph gazed down on the bubbling torrent of lava and agreed. The heat pouring from the river of lava stole his breath away, and he imagined the devastation it could do to any enemy foolish enough to invade.
Grimliir nodded to his assistant, and the platform raised up through the flowing magma, glowing a fierce orange. The dwarven Earth Mistress Reynglain had bolstered the stone’s already potent resistance to heat to ensure that the platform and the high brass strut were immune to the ravages of the molten rock. The gang watched as the red-hot platform cooled in moments, far quicker than natural stone. The quick cool function was the product of the six nodules of Concentrated Water Elemental Remnant Gryph had harvested from the Denizen of the Deep.
“This is amazing Grimliir, truly beyond all of my expectations.”
“Apparently you need tae up yer expectations then boyo,” Grimliir said with a grin.
“I’ll admit, despite you fella’s complete lack of respect for my safety, that was one damn impressive presentation, but I have a question.” Lex paused awaiting permission to continue. When none was forthcoming, the NPC continued his rant. “Why come here now?” Lex asked. “We don’t have a Node or a Port Gate. Shouldn’t we be focusing on finding Cerrunos so I can kick him in the jumblies and give him a piece of my mind?”
“Your daddy issues aside, that is why we’ve come here,” Vonn said, leaning casually against the control platform. On seeing Lex’s blank stare, he explained further. “We’re about to open a doorway to the private Realm of a god. A god who has gone to great lengths not to be found.”
“And doors open both ways,” Lex said, understanding dawning. He looked over the edge, nodding further appreciation at the Hub’s defensive capabilities.
A dour mood fell over the Adventure Group, leaving it to Gryph to raise their morale.
“We will open the doorway to Cerrunos here. Beyond lies a Realm whose rules we do not understand, whose denizens are surely hostile. Grimliir will protect our home while we are gone.” Gryph looked from one member of his group to the next. “We must prevail. We will find Cerrunos and he will tell me how to remove a Godhead. Then, we take this fight to Aluran, and the High God will know fear.”
As one, the members of his party brought their right fists to their chest, smacking them twice in salute. As if sensing a signal Grimliir turned and nodded to the pair of paladins guarding the massive stone doors. The armored elves lowered their heads in salute and pulled the doors open.
Standing beyond was a cadre of warborn, a squad of rangers, and surprisingly a pair of crystal arachnids. The group marched towards the Adventure Group and Grimliir smiled at Gryph’s look of surprise.
“Further insurance and a parting gift for ye and the boys.”
The warborn and rangers took up positions around the platform, ready to defend against any incursion. The two spiders walked to Gryph. The first, who Gryph realized was Akashiri, brought her foreleg to her eyes in salute.
It is good to see you once more Lord Stone.
“And you, Your Majesty, but I am bewildered by your presence.”
I come with a gift and some aid. She reached underneath her and pulled a package stuck to her underside with webbing. She removed the sticky webs before handing the package to Gryph. He unwrapped the silk cloth to find a woven suit of silver armor. His Identify talent triggered.
 
	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 has Mana Reducing and Absorbing Capabilities.
Passive Power (1):
Mana Reduction: The effectiveness of all incoming spells is reduced 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. It adds this mana to the user’s existing mana pool.
Passive Power (3):
Fitted: This armor is tailored for Gryph. +20% AC Bonus and +20% speed.
NOTE: This armor was repaired by a skilled Mystical Weaver.




The armor, which resembled athletic gear, fit under his existing breastplate, adding a whole other layer of protection. Coupled with the mana reducing and absorbing properties, the armor was a powerful gift. Gryph was overwhelmed and said as much to Akashiri.
It is the least I could do to repay you for what you have done for me and my children, and I am not one who does the least. She stood aside and the other glass spider, this one larger and fiercer looking than Akashiri, stepped forth. This is Agarathon. I have tasked him to join you on your quest. I believe your Adventure Group allows for six members.
“It does,” Gryph said. “But I cannot ask you to send him with us.”
It is a good thing I am a queen and you a mere lord. I outrank you and therefore your objection is moot. A strong tone of amusement pushed through the link, but Gryph also felt her stern certainty. She would not be argued out of this.
Gryph bowed to her. “Then thank you Akashiri.” He turned to the large spider as he added him to the Adventure Group. “And welcome Agarathon. You honor us with your presence.”
“Yeah. So cool,” Lex said and then raised his hand. “I call dibs on using the big fella as a mount.” A look of panic crossed Lex’s face upon realizing he may have overstepped his bounds. “Assuming that’s a thing you guys do.”
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Gryph and his Adventure Group walked onto the gate platform. Errat and Ovrym stepped to Gryph’s right, while Vonn and Agarathon went to his left. Raathiel flew down and curled around Gryph’s shoulders, her very presence helping to soothe his nerves. Lex toed the edge of the platform cautiously, testing that it had cooled sufficiently after its dip into the fiery river. Satisfied, he stood at the center, in front of Gryph.
The warborn and rangers fanned out on the main platform, ready to deal with any threats. Grimliir stood at the Hub’s control panel and would drop the platform into the magma if something came through from the other side.
“Do me a favor Grimmy ol’ pal, don’t get an itchy trigger finger and drop us.”
“Dinnae worry laddie, I never go off prematurely, but if ye call me Grimmy again, I’ll make an exception for ye.”
Lex’s face screwed up in disgust, his mind going to the gutter, but he mumbled an apology to the venerable artificer. The NPC shook his shoulders out like a pro athlete and bounced from one foot to another, trying to ease his nerves. Gryph placed a calming hand on the short Ordonian’s shoulder and whispered.
“You can do this, man.”
“Easy for you to say,” you’re not about to perform acapella karaoke in front of this crowd.”
“Your embarrassment is nothing compared to the pain we’ll endure,” Vonn muttered, earning a glare from Lex.
“Dude, not helping.” Vonn shrugged in half apology as Lex opened the Writ of Cerrunos. “Everyone ready? Okay good.” Without waiting for a reply, Lex began to chant. His voice was not as terrible as Gryph had expected.
When Lex had finally read his copy of The Writ of Cerrunos, he’d discovered that it was no copy at all, but the original, scribed by Cerrunos himself. Apparently Lex, as The Lexicon of Cerrunos, had the ability to unlock the Writ enabling him to access secrets hidden in its pages for millennia. Among those was a simple hymn that promised entry to Cerrunos’ hidden Realm.
The Incantation of Entry sounded, to Gryph’s ears, like a typical religious litany. It praised Cerrunos as the god among gods, demanded that those seeking to commune with the deity be pure of intention and called on other deities to forswear their own powers in his majestic presence.
Lex finished chanting, a blessing in its own right, and stood waiting. Nothing happened
“Well, that was embarrassing and pointless.”
“I think I have a migraine,” Ovrym grumbled, pressing fingers into his temples.
“Errat thinks friend Lex has a lovely voice. Perhaps someday we could sing together.”
The warborn looked to be about to break into song when a prompt popped into the Adventure Group's vision.
 
	You must make a Binding Vow to enter The Realm of Perpetual Twilight.



	Vows are powerful promises made binding and are enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms and will inflict severe penalties if the Vow is broken.
To enter the private Realm of Cerrunos, the Great Collector, Gryph’s Adventure Group must acknowledge the God Cerrunos’ divine superiority in all things and swear that their hearts and their intentions are pure. Other gods who enter the Realm of Perpetual Twilight will disavow their divinity for the duration of their visit. The Great Hunt Awaits You.
Penalty for Betrayal: Ultimate Doom.




Gryph considered what the vague phrase, ‘swear that their hearts and their intentions are pure’ meant. He knew Cerrunos had shown himself to be a coward. Perhaps this was his way of extracting a promise to do him no harm without actually saying those words. After all a god could not show weakness. Is he in denial of his true nature? Gryph wondered.
Remember, like you and Aluran, Cerrunos was not always a god. Beings from the Mortal Realm rarely understand their true nature, Raathiel sent. Any further consideration of the topic was pushed from his mind by Lex.
“What the hell kinda vow is this?” Lex sputtered. “Sounds like a madman made it?”
“Seems exactly like a god you’d worship,” Vonn said.
“Happy Hunting Awaits? Ultimate Doom? That doesn’t sound ominous at all.” Lex exchanged looks with the others. “Yeah, my god sounds like a pompous dick.”
Though he agreed with Lex, Gryph knew there was no choice but to accept the terms. Perhaps the vague language of the vow would give him some wiggle room. What were pure intentions? And pure to whom? Gryph agreed to the Binding Vow, and the now familiar surge of warmth flowed through him.
One by one the others agreed, leaving Lex the lone holdout. “Okay, we’re gonna do this, but if anyone can think of a way I can kick Cerrunos in the balls without it violating my pure intentions, I’m all ears.”
For a moment nothing happened, but then Lex began to glow. Before anyone could react the light expanded outwards passing over and through the members of the Adventure Group. The light went to blinding, and the world shifted.
The world flashed and then thundered and the smell of ozone and burnt grass filled Gryph’s nostrils. Before his eyes cleared, a light wind brushed across his face bringing the scent of an old-world forest. He blinked the spots from his eyes as the chirping of birds and the hum of insects reached his ears. The ground beneath him was pliant grass.
By the time his vision finally cleared the pain in his head, the throb that always accompanied transitions between Realms, had also faded. I guess I’m becoming an old hand at realm walking, he thought. He gazed around at a verdant paradise that would have been the envy of the greatest fantasy writers of Earth. 
Then Lex vomited, ruining the moment.
“Man, I hate traversing space-time,” the NPC said, wiping his mouth against the sleeve of his robes. He hung, bent over for another few seconds before lurching back to a standing position. “Just for this Cerrunos, ol’ pal, I’m gonna kick those nards with a bit of extra oomph.”
The others drew weapons and made a defensive perimeter about the NPC. Gryph took in the surroundings. They'd arrived in a small clearing in the middle of a forest. While it had the diversity of life of a jungle, its flora and fauna was unlike anything Gryph had ever seen, either in the Realms or on Earth. 
The trunks and branches of the trees spun in slow lazy whorls, and not a single straight line was among them. The colors of their bark and leaves and even their flowers were off, all silver and blues and deep oranges.
“It truly is the Realm of Perpetual Twilight,” Ovrym stated, looking skyward where the myriad colors of a sunset painted the clouds. It was achingly beautiful, but still unnerving. For twilight was the time when hunters came.
A small winged creature zipped towards them and a small surge of panic filled Gryph on realizing it was a pixie-like creature known as a lutin. A memory of a swarm of the crazed amateur barbers surged inside him. “Whatever you do, do not offer these buggers a lock of your hair.” He had made that mistake upon their arrival in the ruins of Xygarrion after their escape from the Barrow. His dignity, and appearance, had suffered for the error.
“You gave a lutin some of your hair?” Vonn asked, his expression a battle between bewilderment and respect. “You are a braver man than me.” Vonn swatted the pesky pixie-like creature away, and it zipped back into the canopy of trees.
With the others on guard for a potential attack, Gryph examined their immediate surroundings. The clearing was perfectly circular, and the charred grass at their feet suggested a bolt of lightning had impacted the ground beneath them. That fit with the events of their arrival.
He turned, examining the rest of the clearing. All seemed normal, or as normal as anything in this odd Lewis Carrol meets Dr. Seuss realm could be, when his gaze fell on another charred spot a dozen feet from where they stood, and his heart skipped a beat.
“We need to hurry. Someone else got here before us.”
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The others turned to see the second charred spot and its meaning was clear. Someone else had already entered the realm. Someone else had come for Cerrunos. The list of potential suspects that came to mind was small and none of them boded well. Aluran topped the list, but he was not the only one. Given their recent run-ins with the Princes of Chaos, their rival may very well be one of their servants, perhaps even the chaos cultists known as the Vex. It could also be a member of Brynn’s Resistance, a mysterious organization that worked against Aluran, but whose membership and aims, apart from opposing the High God, were nebulous at best. 
“So, what now?” Lex asked. “Not the best time to laze about and have a picnic. If somebody else gets to Cerrunos before us…” He let the rest go unsaid, for all knew what he meant. If another faction discovered how to remove a Prime Godhead, then Gryph would be the first target. If Aluran did, then the game was over.
“There is a path,” Ovrym said and pointed to a gap in the trees. A moment of silence hung, as visions of the obvious trap implied by the one clear route forward filled their minds.
Gryph was about to say there was little choice, when a wrenching pain exploded inside the center of his forehead. He screamed and collapsed to his knees. Within seconds several pairs of hands were on him, but he couldn't see any of them through his agony clenched eyes.
A wave of weakness spread through him, like the simultaneous onset of the flu, mono and Lyme disease. Bile rose in his throat and his muscles seized. The mother of all migraines stabbed blazing ice picks into his temples and eye sockets. Sweat spewed from every pore.
We are here Menaaire, let us take some of your burden.
Gryph barely heard Raathiel’s voice as he writhed like a heroin addict in withdrawals. Every inch of him started to burn, as if a colony of fire ants were burrowing their way to the surface of his skin. Then, just as his mind was about to fracture, the pain ended, and a prompt filled his vision.
 
	You have been stripped of your Prime Godhead powers.



	Your Prime Godhead has been deactivated and will remain offline for the duration of your stay in The Realm of Perpetual Twilight. All Stat, Attribute or Skill bonuses along with all Perks, Boons or other powers granted you by your Prime Godhead are stripped for the duration of your visit.
There are no gods here save the Great God Cerrunos. The Great Hunt has begun.




“Well shit,” Gryph said. Several pairs of hands helped him to his feet. Raathiel was there ready to cast her healing magics, but Gryph waved her away. “There is nothing you can do for this, Raath.” He did a quick examination and shock filled him. He’d grown so accustomed to the power of the Prime Godhead he'd forgotten just how much he'd come to rely upon the artifact.
Gryph turned his gaze inwards to assess the damage. Every single bonus he’d earned by evolving his Godhead disappeared. In one fell swoop he had 200 less Health, Stamina, Mana and Spirit. He lost another slew when each of his Attributes dropped by 15 points each. He was weaker, slower and less focused than he had been. Worse yet was the loss of skill levels. Nearly every one of his skills had earned a boost each time his Godhead reached another tier, resulting in six bonus levels. The loss of these levels dropped several of his skills from Apprentice level to Base, taking with them a slew of Tier Abilities.
The most obvious loss was his Adventure Group slipping down to an Adventure Party. With that, Gryph lost contact with Agarathon, the newest member of the group. He no longer heard the crystal arachnid in his mind, and the spider would no longer have the benefit of Gryph’s Boons.
The other’s eyes widened as Gryph finished explaining the devastation wrought upon him by the Godhead’s deactivation. Lex, ever protective, wanted to head back, but a well-aimed smack to the head by Vonn ended the idea.
“We don’t know how to get back,” the Templar said.
“Oh yeah. That. Looks like our only option is the Trail of Obvious Doom then,” Lex muttered. He hefted his hammer and took a moment to look around. “At least this place is nice.”
A jabbering insane cackle tore through the woods behind them, as if whatever creature had vocalized the inhuman sound had been waiting for Lex’s comment. The sound of breaking branches moved towards them and as one Agarathon and the Adventure Party fled in the other direction, down the Trail of Obvious Doom.
“It’s like this shit follows you, just waiting for you to say something stupid,” Vonn said, his voice steady despite the pace of their sprint.
“Why is everything always my fault?” Lex sputtered, his face red from exertion and embarrassment.
“This is the Great Hunt,” Gryph yelled over the sound. “We need to find a spot to make a stand. Raathiel, fly, find us some high ground.” The coatl spun and beat her wings. She surged up and through the canopy.
*****
The branches whipped at Gryph’s face raising welts and dredging scratches. They had been running for the better part of fifteen minutes, but the gibbering, howling madness had grown ever closer. Gryph knew that soon they’d need to turn and engage whatever monstrosity hunted them.
As soon as she had taken flight Gryph had directed Raathiel to spin and look for what was following them. Do not let it spot you, and do not let it get close, he sent with the force of a commanding officer’s order. She acknowledged him and cast her gaze down towards the goliath pursuing them.
They already knew the beast was massive, for it tore through the forest with no more resistance than a man running through cornstalks. Only the twisting nature of the trees and the truly incredible number of vines had prevented the beast from catching up with them long ago, but that same foliage also shielded it from Raathiel’s sight.
Realizing that she would not get a better view without putting her at risk, Gryph turned her focus to finding defensible high ground. The coatl shared her telemetry from above the tree canopy and the true extent of Cerrunos’ realm became clear. It was at least the size of the valleys of their home, a wondrous fantasy land of mountains, forests, lakes and rivers. Ahead of them, a waterfall poured from atop the mountains at the far edge of the valley. Beyond that, high walls of mist rose from the twilight shrouded clouds. Whether the realm continued beyond those walls, Gryph did not know, for not even Raathiel’s hawk-like vision could pierce its veils.
At the opposite end of the valley, in the direction the jabbering creature was chasing them, stood a tall tower. The twinning edifice looked to be a hybrid of plant and stone that grew upwards. Circling around the edifice were large winged beasts that looked none too friendly. Gryph would bet his Godhead, that Cerrunos cowered within its walls.
To me, Raathiel sent, drawing Gryph’s attention to her shared sight as she dove towards a small hillock surrounded by a few jutting stones. It was not perfect, but it would at least provide some measure of protection, and it gave them the high ground.
Perhaps sensing their intentions, the creature howled and increased its pace, forcing Gryph and his team to do the same. Everyone, down a Stamina potion the moment we reach that cover. For starting a battle already exhausted was a clear path to mistakes and mistakes would mean death.
They burst through the trees and into the small clearing. Vonn and Ovrym were first, followed by Gryph and Errat and Agarathon, the crystal arachnid. Lex, and his often-vilified stumpy legs, came last and to add insult to injury, the panting NPC tripped on a rock and face planted the ground.
Before Lex’s pained ‘oof’ was past his lips the glass spider spun and rushed to Lex. He grabbed the downed NPC and tossed him onto his back. Surprised, Lex struggled to find purchase on the spider’s smooth carapace but gripped a pair of prong-like spikes protruding from the spider’s thorax. Agarathon’s legs thundered and soon he and Lex where behind the stones and atop the hillock.
“Woohoo, Lex the Spider Rider!” the NPC yelled and thrust his hammer high.
“Lex get off the spider,” Gryph said in a calm, battle hardened tone. “He isn’t your toy.” The NPC obeyed, without even a hint of his customary pout and powered his maul with spirit energy. “Agarathon, thank you and please string as much silk as you can to slow whatever the hell this damned thing is down.”
The spider lowered its head in acknowledgment and got to work. The others buffed themselves up, while Gryph tried to activate his Leadership Perk, Inspire, grimacing when he remembered the Apprentice level perk was no longer available to him.
“Shit,” he muttered under his breath. If we survive this, I need to learn how to rely on myself and not some fancy magical gadget, even one as potent as a Prime Godhead. He downed a Stamina potion and some of his fatigue disappeared but losing 200 points to all four Stats still made him far weaker than he’d been in some time.
He cast Auriel’s Perk Share, a Life Magic spell that allowed Gryph to share one of his Perks with his Adventure Party. He shared his Lore Perk Skill Progression, which increased the speed his Adventure Party advanced skills by 50%. He wished he had a defensive power to share, but at least this was something. He then buffed himself up with Demon Scales and Stone Skin, increasing his resistance to damage.
Just as Gryph finished, the beast exploded through the trees amidst a shower of branches and leaves. It stood twelve feet high at the shoulders. A snake-like neck supported a bulbous reptilian head with a pair of massive, protruding bug eyes and a mouth with an overcrowding of sharp buck toothed incisors. It saw them and cackled, sounding like a car full of insane clowns. A several foot-long tongue lolled out of its mouth, drooling copious amounts of saliva.
Four long, gangly arms, each tipped with a trio of long, claw tipped fingers protruded from its side. Its legs were triple jointed, with its knees bent backwards. Extending back was a long, sinuous tail tipped with a jagged spear-like tip. The tail whipped back and forth as if it were not under the conscious control of its owner. A pair of far too small wings sprouted from its back. They flapped randomly as if the beast was desperate to take flight, whilst knowing it would never happen.
“This damn thing looks like a dragon drawn by an artistically challenged seven-year-old hopped up on too much Dimetapp,” Lex said and shared his Analyze window.

 
	Jabberwock (Aetherial Aberrant)  - Level: 66



	Health

	Stamina

	Mana

	Spirit


	2,125 / 2,125

	3,476 / 3,476

	0

	0


	A Jabberwock is a vision of insanity made flesh. This aetherial creature is born from the cast-off emotions of a powerful being. It is wild, unpredictable and devastating when hunting the perceived enemies of its master. It is a peerless tracker, hunter and killer.
A Jabberwock can attack with its bite, any of its four clawed hands and its spiked tail, but its most unnerving attack might be its constant nonsensical jabbering that has driven the weak of mind insane.


	Strengths

	Immunities

	Weaknesses


	Regeneration, Jabber of Insanity.

	Resistant to all Spheres of magic.

	Vorpal Blades.


	
	
	
	



Before Gryph could finish assimilating the information, the beast began to jabber. What had sounded like random mutterings took on the semblance of language with no hint of proper punctuation.
“gyre and gimble and mome raths outgrabe. brillig and the slithy toves Callooh Callay”
“Um, what?” Lex asked, his mind trying to find meaning amidst the insanity.
Do not listen to it, Raathiel sent, and once again shared her mental strength through the link. It took a few seconds for her aid to stabilize the group, but all, including Lex, kept their minds whole. Gryph shook his head and regained his focus. Then he returned his attention to the Jabberwock’s description and saw the creature’s weakness.
We need to make an avenue of attack for Vonn, Gryph sent. The party nodded their understanding, for the wiry rogue bore a vorpal blade, a magical weapon that increased the chance of delivering a Critical Hit, and the only Weakness the Jabberwock possessed. Raathiel, use Empower Ally on Vonn. He’ll need every advantage he can get.
The Jabberwock, either realizing that its nonsense was no longer effective, or somehow sensing their plan, chortled and screamed and then somersaulted towards them. The first to feel its inane wrath was Agarathon who fell victim to a break-dance style kick that sent him flying into the woods. Gryph hoped the arachnid was still alive but could not spare the attention to check.
The Jabberwock spun again, kicking out with another leg, while twisting sideways like it was competing in the world’s worst interpretive dance competition. The bottom of its foot hit Errat’s hastily erected Aether Shield. The shield absorbed most of the assault before collapsing, sending Errat tumbling to the ground.
This thing is a master of Jackie Chan style drunken kung-fu, Lex sent through the link. Expect the unexpected.
Thanks for that obvious bit of useless advice, Ovrym sent as he ducked under one of the Jabberwock’s swinging arms. The agile, one-armed xydai jumped onto the creature’s backwards facing knee, pushed off and brought his Bleed Metal Saber down onto one of the Jabberwock’s shoulders.
The blade severed the arm, and the Jabberwock howled in pain and rage, pausing its inane jabbering. Ovrym flipped off its leg just as its spear-tipped tail lashed through the spot he’d occupied. The adjudicator looked to be out of harm’s way, when another of the Jabberwock’s arms punched outwards at an impossible angle and hit the xydai in the stomach. Ovrym landed hard, but through a grunt of pain, said he was fine.
The Jabberwock paused, looked down at its severed stump and hissed at it, as if it was angry that the arm had the gall to detach from its body. It bought the team a small breather, and they formed another defensive wedge. Then, with a squelch like a ruptured sack of rotting meat splattering to the floor, another arm exploded from the Jabberwock’s stump, as healthy and deadly as the original.
“Shitty McWhatTheFuck?” Lex yelled. “I hate this thing.”
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Learning that Vonn’s vorpal blade was the only weapon they possessed capable of harming the Jabberwock was a gut blow, especially since the beast had over 2,000 Health and was 50% resistant to every sphere of magic. Perhaps seeking to punctuate this point the Jabberwock held its regrown arm before it and wriggled all three long fingers while screaming again.
“Pretty sure it just told us to eff off,” Lex sputtered.
A part of Gryph’s mind chuckled at Lex’s unexpected self-censorship, noting that the NPC only went full vulgar when stressed or surprised. The Jabberwock bleated more nonsense and then curled its body into an Ouroboros and rolled at them using a pair of arms to push it forward.
The Jabberwock death wheel bowled over Lex and Errat, crushing them into the wet ground. Using one arm it changed direction and barreled towards Vonn. The templar held his ground until the last moment and then used his Dodge tier ability Shift and he disappeared, only to reappear a few feet from his original position. Argent’s Talon, his vorpal short sword, lashed out, its thin white blade sliced into the arm controlling the Jabberwock’s steering and speed.
The blade passed through the spindly arm easier than it would a wet noodle. The Jabberwock, now off balance and without half of its motive power, wobbled out of control and smashed into a tree. It took a mere moment to recover, and it cackled at the stump of its second amputated arm, eyes wide in anger. It hefted the severed arm and pointed it at Vonn, the wrist limply dangling down.
“manxome foe snicker-snackmome raths outgrabe.”
It then pulled back and threw the arm at Vonn, like a centurion tossing a spear. The half-elf dove to the side as the arm-spear soared past and smacked with a wet thwack into a tree. The Jabberwock jabbered in a rage and rushed towards Vonn.
Gryph was the closest but realized the Jabberwock would reach Vonn before he could render aid. He pulled a pair of throwing knives free, but a chill hit his heart. It won’t be enough. Then a calming mental voice filled his mind.
I have this Menaaire. Raathiel swooped down from above and activated her power Increase Size 2. Before Gryph’s eyes his companion grew to triple her previous size. Where she had once been the size of a large bird of prey, she was now nearly the size of a small airplane. She dove at the Jabberwock’s head and unleashed Flame Breath. A jet of searing gold flame exploded from Raathiel’s mouth and enveloped the beast’s head.
The creature’s resistance to all forms of magic reduced the damage by half, but Raathiel’s holy fire did blind the creature for a moment as its head burst into flames.  The Jabberwock screamed and swung its remaining arms in wide fans trying to land a blow on Raathiel.
But Gryph’s girl was too smart and agile and had spun up and around coming in behind the Jabberwock’s head. She coiled her now considerable length around the beast’s serpentine neck and struck down with reptilian speed, sinking her fangs into its neck.
Her venom rushed into the aberration’s bloodstream and she released her bite. The Jabberwock flashed its barbed tail towards Raathiel, but the venom had stricken the creature with a Slow debuff and the coatl evaded the attack.
Gryph reached Vonn and got him to his feet. The rogue nodded his thanks. Gryph pulled him back towards their defensive wedge. Before they reached safety, the Jabberwock lurched forward. Despite the debuff Gryph knew it would reach them before they reached the others.
“Friends Gryph and Vonn, duck!” Errat yelled.
A howl of incoherent rage filled the small valley and Gryph watched the warborn toss Lex over them. The madness in Lex’s eyes told Gryph he’d activated his racial gift Ordonian Bloodlust, buffing up his offensive prowess. Lex raised his shining Maul of Holy Might over his head and brought it down like a madman trying to win a game of Whack-A-Mole with a sledgehammer.
The weapon landed atop the slowed Jabberwock’s head with a sickening crunch and sunk deep into the skull. Lex’s momentum took him past the serpentine beast, and he face planted hard onto the forest floor.
The Jabberwock collapsed to one knee, its head resembled a crushed watermelon dangling from a limp neck. For a moment Gryph thought it was over, but then the creature’s neck snapped back up and its skull expanded back into its normal shape. The entire time the Jabberwock continued blathering. It opened its mouth wide and hissed, scattering gobbets of spittle in a wide fan. A moment later, almost casually, it reached back and grabbed Lex by the ankle.
Gryph and the others rushed forwards with little heed for their own safety. Whatever the thing had planned for Lex, it would not be good. Ovrym was closest and the first to feel the brunt of the Jabberwock’s Lex club.
With a sideways swing, the Jabberwock smashed the burly Ordonian into Ovrym, sending the xydai flying into the woods. The next swing took out Errat, and a third knocked Gryph back a dozen paces, his body exploding in pain. Lex was blessedly knocked unconscious, but he would not survive much longer.
Vonn dodged left around the Lex club, and then right under an attack by another arm. His white blade lashed out, removing the arm. The Jabberwock hissed at Vonn and its spear-tail lashed towards the rogue, whose luck had run out.
Gryph watched in horror as the jagged tail rushed towards Vonn, knowing he could do nothing to stop it. Just before it skewered the templar, it stopped, held fast by several strands of webbing. Agarathon had joined the fray, and his timing could not have been better.
The Jabberwock sputtered in anger and reversed the angle of its tail. It flew back and punctured the side of Agarathon’s thorax. The spider collapsed, blue ichor pouring from the ragged hole in its side. The gibbering monster returned its attention to Vonn and swung Lex underhand towards the rogue.
An ear shattering BOOM filled the valley and the Jabberwock’s shoulder exploded in a cloud of gore. Lex, with the Jabberwock arm still clutched to his ankle, flew head over heels and disappeared into the forest. The Jabberwock looked at the missing limb and gibbered inanely. The squelching noises rose once more as the arm started to regenerate, but this time Vonn did not wait.
He leapt up onto the creature’s knee, pushed off, spun and with a clean slice, removed the Jabberwock’s head. The beast fell to its knees as Vonn rolled off of it. Its head bounced several times and came to rest near Gryph. Its eyes stared up and glared pure hatred before speaking one last time.
“Galumph,” it said and then its foot-long tongue unfurled from its mouth and flopped atop Gryph’s boot, leaving a slathering of goober filled saliva. He grimaced and kicked the head away. It flew into the trunk of a tree, bounced to the ground and went silent.
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Gryph’s head snapped around, looking for the source of the booming gunshot that had likely saved all their lives. The sound was so familiar to Finn Caldwell, yet so foreign to Gryph and his life in the Realms, that his unease surged.
Atop a jutting rock face perhaps a half a mile out, stood the silhouette of a woman, hand on her hip and what looked to be a rifle casually braced on her shoulder. He could not make out any features, for the twilight shadows obscured her face. Without taking an eye off of her, Gryph sent Raathiel aloft.
“Find Lex and heal him. But stay low. Until we know who that woman is and what she wants you are not to make yourself an easy target.”
Raathiel trilled and launched herself skyward. She shared her telemetry with the party and soon found Lex. The Ordonian was alive but unconscious. Several of his limbs were bent at odd angles and blood poured from gashes on his head. Golden fire erupted from Raathiel as she coiled herself around Lex, pouring healing energy into his body. The wounds on his head were the first to close. Then with gentle constrictions, Raathiel eased Lex’s broken bones back into position and filled them with more healing light. The NPC moaned, but did not open his eyes.
He will live.
Thank you Raath, Gryph said. Stay with him. We will be with you soon.
Gryph turned to see Errat kneeling next to the prone form of Agarathon. The crystal arachnid did not move and Errat hung his head in sadness. Vonn knelt next to the spider and placed a hand between his eye clusters.
“Thank you,” he said and then stood, eyes brimming with tears. “Should we do something for him?”
"It is but a husk," Ovrym said, knelt and cut into the spider’s abdomen. The others stared at him in stunned silence. It seemed wrong to desecrate the body of a fallen comrade in such a way, even if it was a giant arachnid. After a few moments of grizzly work, Ovrym handed Gryph three large sacks. “His soul has already passed beyond the gray veils,” Ovrym said. “His kind care not for the body left behind. We need do nothing else but remember him, but these may come in handy.”
With a deep sigh, Gryph added Agarathon’s name to his growing list of fallen comrades. “We will tell his mother what he did here today. His name will live on.” Gryph reluctantly accepted the loot that Vonn identified as Empyrean Spider Silk Glands. With a grimace of distaste, Gryph stashed them in his satchel.
Vonn closed his eyes and sighed heavily, like a man trying to control his emotions. He walked to the corpse of the jabberwock and sunk his blade deep into the beast’s chest, where he guessed the heart should be. He gave no explanation. They all feared the regenerating monstrosity was not dead. The blow was almost symbolic and one by one the others joined the templar’s ritual. When they'd finished, the jabberwock corpse lay in several pieces.
Vonn knelt and sawed the spear-tip protrusion from the beast’s tail and handed it to Gryph. Gryph tried to Identify the loot’s properties, but his Identify talent, yet another gift of his Prime Godhead, was not available. Trusting Vonn’s instincts, Gryph secured the tail barb in his satchel. He suspected someone back in Dar Thoriim could make use of it.
That’s assuming we make it out of this place alive, he thought to himself.
The group made their way to Lex, and Gryph ordered Raathiel to scout forward and monitor their mysterious benefactor. But stay hidden. I don’t want her to think you pose a threat. That gun is vicious. Gryph felt Ovrym tense through the link and turned to the xydai. The xydai said nothing as he returned Gryph’s gaze. Realizing there were larger concerns, Gryph tucked that curiosity away.
Errat was the first to reach Lex. He sat cross-legged and cradled the NPC’s blood matted brow in his lap. The giant warborn caressed Lex’s face, wiping some blood away. Lex moaned and leaned into the touch.
“Hmmm, yes it is as soft as a baby’s bottom Yrriel,” Lex mumbled, barely conscious.
Errat’s belly laugh shook the slumbering NPC to wakefulness, his eyes wild and his mind alerting him to the abnormal situation. “Uh, buddy… whatcha doing?”
“Soft like a baby’s bottom,” Errat repeated, plucking a bit of dried blood from Lex’s beard. Lex surged upwards with a grunt of pain. Gryph extended a hand and lifted the Ordonian to his feet.
“Thanks,” Lex muttered and Gryph knew he was not speaking of the hand up. “Oof, everything hurts. Did that fucker really use me as a club?”
“It did friend Lex, your husky girth made an excellent club.” Errat grinned, failing to understand that his words were not the compliment he intended.
“Yeah, uh thanks I think.” Lex stretched, trying to ease comfort back into his tender muscles. “At least tell me Vonn chopped off that crazy bastard’s head.”
“I did, and I must say with your husky girth out of my way the task was much easier. I had much more space to maneuver”
“Glad I could help,” Lex said, refusing to take the bait.
“We’re being watched,” Ovrym said and pointed to a cluster of bushes. The branches shuddered and a small brass sphere bearing hummingbird fast wings hovered from the shadows. The center of the sphere bore a large eye, whose iris darted from one of them to the next, before settling on Gryph. It stared at him unblinking for several seconds, winked coyly and then zipped off towards the mystery woman on the hill.
Raathiel, do you have eyes on her yet?
Yes Menaaire, sending visuals now.
The vista atop the bluff popped into the Adventure Party’s vision. It revealed a raven-haired elf woman, who was rather short for her species, topping out at perhaps 5’4”. Her ragged, dusty road clothes made her look like an extra in the hip weird western films that had become all the rage a decade ago on Earth. She wore a small-brimmed hat reminiscent of an Australian outback hunter, leather breeches and jerkin, and a colored shirt. On her hips were a pair of familiar, if oddly constructed, revolvers.
She stood casually, not having moved much since Gryph had spotted her. The rifle still lay casually across her shoulder, as if she had not a care in the world. The weapon reminded him of a Civil War era carbine, its barrel covered in intricate runes. Gryph didn’t know what made the gun work, but he knew it somehow involved magic.
He felt Ovrym tense further through the link.
What is it? he asked the xydai.
I know those guns, and the man they belong to.
Before Gryph could comment, the woman looked directly at Raathiel’s hidden spot and spoke. “You coming out Gryph? I promise, I don’t bite, much.”
To his left Lex gasped in shock and shared his Analyze with the group. The Ordonian turned to Gryph, a confused grin on his face.
“Eris,” Gryph said, returning his NPC’s surprise. Eris, also known as Milena Ortiz “Mo” Yeung, was from Earth. A woman who’d helped Gryph and Lex enter the Realms, given them their mission to save Brynn. She’d told them to look her up upon entering the Realms and given them the map to the starter dungeon in Harlan’s Watch where they could have earned some easy loot and XP.
That was before the High God Aluran had shown up and screwed up their entry into the Realms, separating Gryph and Lex. Gryph had ended up trapped in the Barrow where he’d faced off against an undead revenant who fed on souls. Lex, meanwhile, had become trapped in a time loop where he’d gone a bit murdery, but he’d also met Vonn who was the reason they were all alive.
“Are you coming, or you gonna make a girl wait all day?” Eris said with a crooked grin.
With no other choice, the party made their way towards Eris.
“Typical woman, always wanting us guys to come to them,” Lex muttered. “Am I right fellas?”
“What do you know about women?” Vonn asked, his words bearing a question mark though his tone did not.
“What? Me? Tons man, I’ve seen like every romcom ever made.” He held a hand out in Eris’ direction. “Eris here is a girl all alone in the world. She sees a guy she thinks she can trust with her heart, but she isn’t sure she’s really into him, cuz he is so not her normal type, but she keeps finding herself drawn to him and despite all their differences, eventually we all know they’ll end up together.”
“Are you delusional enough to believe that you’re the ‘guy’ in this absurd fantasy?” Ovrym asked.
“Of course not. I’m kinda maybe in a serious relationship,” Lex said with mock irritation. “Though Yrriel has made some hints.” He stopped, realizing he’d said too much, and to his credit, Vonn let the matter go.
Several minutes later they reached the base of the hill. Gryph and Vonn had dipped into Stealth and moved to the edge of the clearing.  Eris stood in the same spot, her rifle now held gently in both hands, staring at their hiding spot. Her stance was not threatening, but told Gryph she was ready, and able, to defend herself if Gryph got any ideas.
Might as well get on with it, Gryph sent and then stood and advanced towards Eris. She gave him the up and down, just as she had when he’d stripped down to enter the neural integration rig to enter the Realms. A jolt of nervous energy hummed through him. Was his body still in the NI rig? Was it, was he, still alive? And what of Doc, the disgraced medical doctor who’d been his only companion during the last few hours of his life as Finn Caldwell?
“I’m surprised by some of your choices, but overall I gotta say well done Finn.”
“Call me Gryph,” he said warily and watched her eyes widen.
“The gryphon always does what’s right,” Eris whispered.
The others fanned out behind him and Raathiel came in for a smooth landing curling around his upper arm and shoulders. Eris couldn’t take her eyes from the shimmering coatl. Ovrym walked past Gryph and drew Eris’s gaze. Her eyes held on Ovrym for several long moments before switching to Vonn and then Errat. She showed the barest hints of shock when she saw the warborn but held her surprise in check.
“Quite the motley crew you’ve assembled about yourself, Gryph.”
“Nice guns,” Gryph countered, ignoring her remark and nodding at Eris’ firearms. “Not exactly standard issue. Mind telling me where you got them?”
Eris returned her gaze to Ovrym. “You must be Ovrym. Durnal told me all about you.”
Gryph didn’t recognize the name, but the xydai did. Ovrym returned her gaze, his calm breathing masking the agitation pouring from the man. Tension built as the silence stretched. As often happened, Lex’s inability to endure silence triumphed over social graces.
“Who the hell is Durnal?”
“He is my partner. Not long after our arrival on Korynn we were separated. He was a vigilant, one of an organization of independent law officers who worked frequently with my order, the Adjudicators. Together we came to Korynn in search of my mentor, Master Zyrrin.”
“The adjudicator who came searching for a Prime Godhead, my Prime Godhead?” Gryph said.
“Yes,” Ovrym said, and turned to Gryph, his eyes filled with despair, betrayal and anger. “Durnal was the only one willing to risk his life to help me.” He turned back to Eris. “He’s dead isn’t he?”
“Yes,” Eris said, her tone hard, like one struggling to resist difficult emotions. “He died saving my life. When we have time, I will tell you of his sacrifice.” The xydai eyed her for several heartbeats before nodding.
Over the next several minutes Eris and Ovrym explained how Durnal’s, now Eris’, guns were both Soul Bound and Cyphered, and likely the only three on all of Korynn. Gryph was already familiar with the concept of Soul Binding, for his satchel bore that enchantment. It prevented anyone from accessing his bag without his permission, making it his own private Fort Knox. He had learned the hard way that no locks were 100% safe when the Aberrant had broken into his satchel. But that effort had come at great effort and nearly killed the one-time Prince Regent of Sylvan Aenor.
A Cyphered item was a new concept to him though. As Ovrym explained it Cyphering was a mystical process that locked an item, preventing others from learning how to build their own. The Order of Vigilants were the only group who understood the technology and knowing the power of their weapons, and the danger of unleashing them in the Realms, they had long ago locked the technology. To date, as far as Ovrym was aware, nobody had ever broken the technology’s protections, ensuring the Order of Vigilant’s monopoly on the weapons. Gryph commented that restricting access to armaments quite often led to tyranny.
“Which is why I have spent considerable time trying to break their encryption,” Eris admitted.
“You admit to violating the Vigilant Code?” Ovrym asked stunned.
“I do, but since I’m not a vigilant, at least not an ‘on the tablet’ sworn sister of the Order, then I need not abide by their rules.”
“Durnal always was a bit of a rebel,” Ovrym said, and allowed some of his pain to fill his voice.
“He said the same thing about you.”
“This guy?!” Lex yelped in shock. “A rebel? He’s the most strait-laced, by the books Joe Friday wannabe I’ve ever met. And I’m talking the Dan Ackroyd version, not the Jack Webb version.”
Ovrym gave Lex a look that said, ‘nobody knows, nor cares what you’re talking about’ and then turned back to Eris. “So, either Durnal willed his weapons to you, and trained you how to use them, or you’re a liar who can break a Soul Binding and a Cypher.” Gryph could see that the xydai wanted to believe she was on the up and up, but something held him back.
“Well, that’s enough for me,” Lex said. The others all turned to him, looking for an explanation. Lex gave them his patented ‘isn’t it obvious’ face. “Even our shitty luck ain’t so bad as to force us to meet two people who can break a Soul Binding. Then add in this Cyphering stuff, and those odds are astronomical.” Lex beamed like a lifelong C student who’d somehow swung an A- on his latest test, all without studying.
“I find myself in agreement with Lex’s logic,” Ovrym said, his tone sounding none too happy about that fact. He turned to Eris. “We have a detente, for now. But the moment you show even a hint of betrayal, I will kill you, and those guns will not save you.” Ovrym walked to the far edge of the hill, putting space between himself and the physical reminder of his partner’s death. Vonn followed and placed a hand on his shoulder. The xydai bowed his head in appreciation.
“Why are you here?” Gryph asked, turning his gaze back to Eris
“Same reason as you, I suspect,” Eris said and nodded into the distance towards the odd tower. “I’ve come to find the Forsaken God.”
“What the hell do you want with him?” Lex asked.
“That’s above your pay grade kiddo,” Eris responded and grinned at Gryph.
“Kiddo?” Lex muttered. “You do realize that we outnumber you-six to-one.”
“I like a fair fight,” Eris retorted and eased her hand onto her belt, her index finger tapping lightly like a gunslinger preparing to draw.
Gryph opened his mouth to calm the situation when a jagged bolt of lightning exploded from the perpetual layer of clouds above and punched into the same clearing where they’d arrived. Gryph threw his arm over his eyes and a moment later a crack of thunder flowed over them.
“Shit. I thought we’d have more time,” Eris said, fear painting her face for the first time. She reached into a bag at her side, removed a golden orb and tossed it into the air. It sprouted hummingbird wings and opened, revealing a searching eyeball. Eris looked from the arrival clearing towards the tower, all bravado and jest gone. “We have to go. Now!”
“Why?” Lex asked, and then the howl of a jabberwock filled the valley. “Oh, that.”
“It's not the jabberwock I fear, but who it was summoned to fight.”
“And who is that?” Gryph asked, talons of fear dredging through him.
Eris looked him dead in the eye. “It’s Aluran. He’s come for Cerrunos.” Then, without another word, she took off running.
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Eris patched them into the telemetry coming from her Hawkeye Drone as they ran. What it revealed made them all run faster. A jabberwock rushed through the trees, all cackling madness. It spat some inane insult at the drone, but Eris made sure to keep the drone out of its reach.
The jabberwock burst into the clearing. At the center of another charred patch of earth was Aluran. He’d fallen to one knee, just as Gryph had after losing his own Godhead powers. Gryph smiled at the look of pain and shock painting the High God’s face.
Gryph’s Godhead had less than six months of evolution, but its deactivation still felt like a Mack truck full of tequila had driven through his brain. Aluran had been evolving his Godhead for a half century and Gryph hoped the murderous despot's suffering was exponentially worse.
It would only be fair, Raathiel sent.
Gryph’s chuckle was his last for some time, as the High God, resplendent in plate mail of shimmering gold, stood and drew his two-handed sword. He pointed it at the jabberwock in challenge.
The jabberwock screeched in a high-pitched tone and charged.
“Gods, it sounds like an off-key Mariah Carey,” Lex said, his face screwing up in annoyance.
Aluran did not move as the mad creature came for him. The man’s calm was unnerving and despite Aluran being his enemy, Gryph’s instincts boiled inside him, yelling ‘move, move.’ The jabberwock got close and then spun on its back heel, like a pirouetting ballerina. One of its arms flashed towards the High God, deadly claws moving right at his face.
At the last second the High God shimmered and was somewhere else. The jabberwock stumbled through the empty space, launching another arm and its tail at Aluran’s new spot. The tail found its mark and skewered through the eye slit of Aluran’s helmet.
Gryph exhaled in shock, but instead of collapsing in a heap and a geyser of blood, Aluran blinked out of existence and reformed again, this time behind the jabberwock. The two-handed sword sliced downwards and one of the jabberwock’s arms fell to the ground. The jabberwock tumbled and rolled, turning into its Ouroboros wheel of death once more. Its arm did not regrow.
"Oh great,"  Lex said between ragged breaths. “The High Douche’s sword is vorpal, cuz of course it is.”
“How is he doing, whatever that is?” Gryph asked the NPC. Lex squinted, bringing his Mastery of Analyze to bear.
“Um, it’s called The Trickster’s Doppelgänger. But I cannot tell if it’s a Boon, a Perk or something else. I don’t think Analyze works so good through Eris’ flying eyeball thingy.” He paused for a moment. “Which is kinda creepy by the way.”
“Would you rather we not be able to see?” Ovrym asked, earning an appreciative glance from Eris for the unexpected aid.
“No, of course not, I just …” Another blurring shift interrupted Lex’s complaint and Aluran disappeared and reappeared again, this time removing the jabberwock’s head with a one-handed backwards swing of his huge sword. The beast’s head bounced towards the hidden drone, landing face up so the Adventure Party could watch as it spat its last breath and oozed sickening yellow glop from its mouth.
Eris' drone snapped its vision from the jabberwock’s head up to Aluran just in time to have its wing skewered by a thrown dagger, pinning it to a tree. The High God walked to the sputtering drone and looked right in its eye. “I’ll make you a one-time offer, Miss Yeung. Run. Find a cave in some far corner of my brother’s realm and stay out of my way. Do this and I will let you live. Get in my way and I will kill you, slowly over and over. There will be pain.”
Aluran reached up and crushed the Hawkeye Drone between his thumb and forefinger with no more effort than a man squishing a mosquito.
“Am I the only one that finds this both awesome and terrifying?” Lex asked.
“It is the best news we could hope for,” Gryph countered.
“Uh, what?” Lex said.
“Aluran spoke to Eris.”
“Yeah, so?”
“He made no mention of us, or anyone else, so…”
“He is unaware that Errat and friends of Errat are here.”
“Exactly,” Gryph said, smiling up at the warborn, surprised at just how relieved the realization made him. “Aluran thinks I’m dead. We need to use that to our advantage.”
“How?” Lex asked.
“We let him think he’s won.” Gryph said, his mind beginning to form an idea. “Then we lure him into a trap.”
“I have a spot, ” Eris said and increased her speed. Eris raised her arm and pointed towards the tower in the distance. “That’s the Archive, Cerrunos’ home away from home. Take my advice and don’t go anywhere near those flying bat things. They are nasty business.”
“You fought one?” Vonn asked.
“No, but I got close enough to one on my first day here to know I do not want to fight one. Or maybe it was the day after my arrival. Time works oddly here, so I’m not sure. Suffice to say that was the first place I checked out after killing my jabberwock.”
“You killed a jabberwock, by yourself?” Ovrym asked, giving Eris a newfound look of respect.
“A vorpal bullet between the eyes does wonders.”
The party went silent and a wave of respect for Eris’s survival skills flowed through them all.
“How did you know you’d need a vorpal weapon?” Gryph asked.
“The same way I know that Cerrunos is hiding in the Archive. I had a nice chat with one of the Forsaken God’s Seekers. He was quite obliging. I learned much from him, including the Incantation of Entry.”
“Obliging?” Lex said, eyeballing the small woman.
“She means she tortured him,” Vonn said.
“If you must know, I used truth serum.”
“What’s a Seeker?” Gryph asked.
“A servant of Cerrunos tasked to go out into the Realms and find information, hidden secrets, powerful and rare spells, codices, artifacts and the like. Apart from Lex, the Seekers are the only ones with the ability to gain entry to this place.”
“Evidently not,” Ovrym said, glancing behind them. Somewhere, out there, Aluran was coming.
“Yeah, him too.” Eris looked troubled for a moment. “I'd hoped killing the Seeker would stop him from telling his secrets to anyone else. Somehow Aluran still learned how.”
“You killed the Seeker,” Gryph said, an edge of judgement in his voice.
Eris stared him straight in the eyes. “I did, because it needed doing.” She held Gryph’s gaze, but Gryph saw that she took no enjoyment in killing the man “I do not know how Aluran uncovered the knowledge.”
Gryph suspected he knew why. Aluran had used Resurrection, the same Divine Perk Gryph had used to give Wick a new, if short, lease on life. It had been just enough time for Wick to save his love Tifala, and ultimately Gryph himself. He decided Eris did not need to know about the ability.
“Why would Cerrunos risk discovery to collect baubles and gossip?” Vonn asked.
It is his nature, Raathiel sent. He cannot help himself. He is addicted to the acquisition of knowledge, no matter the danger it puts him in. The idea felt true, but there was something off about it.
“Or maybe he wants to be found,” Lex countered.
“What do you mean?” Eris said, bewildered and interested.
“Well, think about it. If what Gryph saw in his Soul Reverie thing is accurate, then Cerrunos is more than just a gutless coward, he is likely a man wracked by powerful guilt.”
“As he should be,” Ovrym said.
“That fits with what I read in the Writ of Cerrunos,” Vonn agreed. “The book is full of passages of regret and shame. Now that we know it was authored by Cerrunos’ own hand, that tone makes perfect sense.”
“He’s guilty, we all agree on that,” Eris said. “How does his guilt help us?”
“Cuz maybe, just maybe he wants us to find him,” Lex said. “Maybe he wants to atone for his sins.”
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It took them the better part of a day to reach the Archive. During that time, they kept a furious pace staying ahead of Aluran while evading notice from the many odd creatures that called Cerrunos’ Realm home. Eris’s drones proved useful for attracting the beasts' attention and leading them into Aluran’s path. Without them, Gryph was certain the High God would have caught up with them already. After some time, they reached the edge of the forest, revealing a large clearing surrounding the tall tower of the Archive.
Across the wide grassy area, that would leave any approach without cover, a high wall protected the tower, manned by humanoid shapes made from twining vines. Lex identified them as root golems, fanatical automatons made from the tough roots of trees.
A few minutes later a pack of large, panther like cats padded by their hiding spot, forcing the group to duck for cover. The cats stopped, the quill laden tips of their tails flexing as they sniffed the air. When they moved on, they all exhaled.
“Bandersnatch,” Eris said to their unspoken question.
“What the hell are bandersnatch?” Gryph asked.
Aetherial predators, Raathiel sent. Although they resemble panthers, they are pack hunters like wolves. They propel the quills from their tails with extreme accuracy. They teleport anyone hit to another location, one where the bandersnatch can toy with them at their leisure, before they feed.
“Indeed, but this pack belongs to Cerrunos,” Eris said. “Anything stung by their quills ends up in a deep dark hole, likely somewhere beneath the Archive.”
“How do you know that?” Ovrym asked.
“I taunted one with a Hawkeye Drone until it speared it with a quill, and that’s where the drone ended up. Something crushed it within minutes of its arrival.”
“Sounds like the perfect place to send the High God,” Vonn said.
“Exactly,” Eris said with a smile. “I doubt it will contain him for long, but if we are lucky, it will buy us the time to get what we need from Cerrunos and get the hell out of Dodge.”
“We just need to find Cerrunos,” Ovrym said.
“He’s up there,” Lex said, pointing to the top of the tower. He seemed unnerved. “I’ve been here before. I don’t remember when.”
Eris turned to him. “Interesting, we always suspected you’d been here before.”
“When you say we, you mean the Resistance.” Gryph said. It was a statement of fact, not a question.
“It's not like it was a big mystery. But, now we’re all part of the same big, happy work family I can congratulate you. Good work freeing Brynn.”
Mention of his sister brought a frown of worry to Gryph’s face. “Have you seen her?”
“No,” Eris said, and despite her cool as a cucumber attitude, worry hovered below the surface. “She’s been really careful about reaching out and we haven’t been able to get any new assets anywhere near her.”
“New assets?” Lex blurted, understanding that that meant the old assets had not survived Aluran’s wrath.
Eris looked at Gryph. “Your actions have made the High God nervous. First you show up with a Prime Godhead he cannot explain, then Lex somehow escapes his agent and then you try to ‘kill’ his favorite daughter. At least that part of the plan sold him. He is unaware of your connection to Brynn.”
“Whose plan?” Gryph’s nerves fired and the itch of a barely formed suspicion dug into his brain.
“You can keep asking, but I won’t answer, so let’s just agree to let that lil’ mystery remain mysterious, for now.” Errat lurched over Eris, violating every tenet of the law of personal space. She gazed up at the leering warborn, first amused, then unnerved. “Can I help you, big guy?”
Errat thinks pretty, short girl is hiding many somethings.
Ya think, Lex sent. Yo, Ovy, any chance you can root about in her thoughts and find out what it is.
I told you to never call me Ovy again. He waited until Lex apologized and then spoke. No, I cannot. She has a powerful resistance to Thought Magic for someone who is not a trained thought mage. Her defenses remind me of your own, Gryph.
Gryph stared down at the small, raven haired woman and understood catching her off guard would be no easy task. She’s been trained, Gryph realized. The same as I. He’d have to monitor her and wait for her to give something away.
“This private chat room of yours is bound to make a girl feel unwanted,” Eris said, looking from one member of the party to the next.
“Tough, lady,” Lex said. “You’re not on the guest list.”
Understanding hit Gryph, like the light of the dawn on an eastward facing mountain. She had his training, because the same people that trained him had trained her. It was almost too obvious, but it felt right. Eris worked, or had worked, for Control.
“You worked for the Colonel,” Gryph said.
The briefest moment of shock filled Eris’ eyes and Gryph saw the truth in her eyes. She understood that she’d been outed, and like any good agent she tried to turn it to her advantage. “Yes, and I still do, in a way. Your father started the Resistance against Bechard long before he invaded the Realms. He’s the reason you are here, alive. He’s the reason you have Lex and the Prime Godhead.”
Gryph’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected her to admit working for the Colonel, much less any of the other confessions. Anger surged inside him. “Bullshit. My father tried to kill me.”
Eris laughed out loud and with gusto and Gryph’s anger grew white hot. “Oh, Finn, you poor sap. The Colonel shot you to protect you. Don’t you know that?”
“What?” Gryph sputtered, coming to a halt. The others formed a defensive perimeter. All except Lex who barreled full into Gryph, nearly knocking both men to the ground. Lex scowled up at him, but he ignored the NPC. His eyes were on Eris.
“Your father was the best marksman I’ve ever seen. Have you ever seen him miss?”
She was right. Memories of shooting with the Colonel filled Gryph. No matter how far away he’d set the targets, the Colonel always hit them dead center mass. In his mind he saw his father shoot, but this time the old man turned on him and pointed a gun at him and pulled the trigger. A loud gunshot pulled him elsewhere, and in an instant Gryph was back in the alley in Seoul, his father hovering over him, his gun smoking.
The bullet had left a ragged hole in his shoulder, mere inches from his heart. A dim streetlight had shrouded the Colonel’s face in shadow. Gryph had always imagined the look on his father’s face to be one of disappointment and grim satisfaction, but what if he’d been wrong? A hundred questions swarmed inside his skull, all fighting, all begging for attention, but Gryph was so stunned that none of them formed words for his mouth. Finally, one pushed to the surface. “Why?”
“Because he was grooming you for this,” Eris said, pointing around. “Always meant to be the god to fight Aluran. He trusted nobody with the power of a Godhead, not even himself. You know the things he’s done, the lengths he’d go to get the job done. A man like him, with the power of a Godhead …”
She didn’t have to finish, because Gryph understood exactly what that kind of power would do to a man like his father. “He’s become just like Aluran.”
“Yes. Your father fought on the side of the angels, but he was not one of them. You on the other hand, always did what was right. It cost you your commission, your purpose and nearly your life, but you did it anyway.” Eris gave him a sly smile. “I kinda hated you for that.”
“Why not Brynn?” Gryph asked. “She’s better than I.”
“Because Brynn is no killer.”
“And I am.”
“When circumstances call for it. But you never once enjoyed it. And that was why it had to be you.”
Gryph wanted to sit, to process everything he’d just learned. For the last five years Gryph had lived with a heavy core of hatred for his father. But what if the Colonel had been preparing him, protecting him? Sure, his bedside manner could use some work. "Why did he shoot me?”
“Because dead men pose no threat. He made you the perfect foil for Aluran, one he cannot understand, one he cannot see coming.”
It all made sense, but Gryph did not want to let go of his anger or his hatred. It had become such a defining characteristic of his existence, that he wasn’t sure he knew how to function without it. From the deep recesses of his mind, the Colonel spoke, and for the first time in a long time, Gryph did not rage at the interruption.
This is not the time to wallow in the past, his father’s voice said. The very purpose of your existence is at hand. Despite the harshness of the message, Gryph imagined the Colonel’s tone had eased, become almost warm.
Gryph unclenched his fist, looked at the others and spoke. “Let’s get moving, we have a trap to spring.”
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The forest was silent as if sensing the imminent outbreak of violence. Gryph had experienced the phenomena many times back on Earth. It was almost as if the world was holding its breath in dire anticipation. Invariably the level of silence equated with the fierceness of the battle.
Gryph’s Adventure Party huddled in the thick foliage on each side of a nearly dry streambed. The furrow the water had carved into the forest floor was five feet deep and perhaps ten wide. It was the only obvious path through this part of the forest. The rest was a mess of overgrown bushes, tangled trees and thick vines.
They had chosen their spot well, as evidenced by the dozens of animal footprints that littered the floor of the small canyon. Gryph had ordered his group to move single file through the small brook that was all that remained of the once larger stream. By now Aluran must suspect that Eris was not alone, but there was no reason to believe he knew how many enemies he faced, or who they were. Aluran was no fool and he would suspect an ambush. Gryph’s job was to give the High God no choice but to spring it.
Aluran is here, Raathiel sent from her scouting spot high above the forest canopy. With a mental nod, Gryph switched to a triple split-screen view, one sent by his own eyes and the others by Eris’ last pair of stealthed Hawkeye Drones.
The broad form of the High God came into view, his movements agile for a man of his size, a man wearing armor that looked capable of stopping a tomahawk missile. Aluran slowed his pace, eyes scanning left and right.
He’s not gonna fall for this, Lex sent.
No unnecessary chit chat, Gryph commanded and apart from Lex’s mental harrumph, the link was silent. The only sound Gryph heard was the thunder of his own pulse slamming against his eardrums.
Lex wasn’t wrong. Aluran was not taking the bait, perhaps sensing the obvious trap. Lucky for them all, Gryph had built an additional incentive into his plan. Life was about choices. One made careful measure of the positives and negatives of any situation and chose the path of least resistance. To spring their trap, Gryph simply had to convince Aluran that entering the dry stream bed was the better of two bad choices.
That is where Raathiel came in. Now, Gryph sent. But be careful. She sent a playful snort through the link and dove towards the ground. He focused on her POV.
They’d encountered a host of odd and dangerous creatures since entering Cerrunos’ Realm and some, like the horned beast Raathiel was swooping down upon now, made a lot of racket as well. Gryph watched as she dive bombed one such beast. She buzzed by the creature, slapping her tail across the back of its head and flying low.
The beast bellowed in rage, and a sound best described as a Kodiak bear roaring through a tuba filled the forest. The creature rumbled after the rainbow feathered coatl, smashing trees and casting plumes of rock and mud behind its six hooved feet.
Aluran’s head snapped back at the sound and his hand eased to the hilt of his blade. The beast bellowed again, and the High God took an involuntary step forward, before his gaze snapped back to the small canyon before him.
Come on, Gryph urged. Just a few more steps.
The horned beast’s raucous approach riled up a whole slew of other animals and the silence that had gripped the forest these last few minutes disappeared. Birds, small mammals and other unidentified things exploded from the bushes, scattering in all directions.
Gryph cringed as several of the creatures ran through the dry stream bed. If one of them triggered the trap he’d laid, then their advantage would disappear like a puff of smoke in a thunderstorm. But their luck held and a moment later, Aluran took several more steps into the chasm.
Gryph’s hands moved in a series of subtle movements and blue-white mana danced across them. Aluran’s gaze snapped to Gryph’s hiding spot. Can he detect magic? Gryph wondered, but he had no time to devote to the question for the High God’s legs bent, ready to dive aside. As quick as the High God was, the Air Magic spell Animated Rope was quicker.
All three of the spider silk glands they’d harvested from Agarathon exploded, casting a hundred strands of sticky, steel hard webbing towards Aluran. The webbing enveloped him and despite his roar of anger and surprise, held him fast.
Go now, Gryph sent and leapt to his feet. The others all scrambled from their hiding spots as Raathiel peeled off, drawing the horned beast away. Gryph had considered stampeding the monster into Aluran but did not want his plan to be reliant on the whims of an animal of questionable intelligence.
The High’s God’s eyes widened as Gryph came into full view, for he thought Gryph was dead by Brynn’s hand. Gryph hoped the shock would gain him some advantage, but he wouldn’t count on it. Gryph tossed a pair of bandersnatch quills. The perfectly balanced darts zipped towards Aluran.
After seeing the pack of bandersnatch, Gryph and the gang had hunted down a straggler and harvested its quills. He was delighted at how well balanced the quills were, but he supposed he shouldn’t have been. After all, they filled the same role for the bandersnatch as Gryph’s own throwing knives.
Aluran’s eyes filled with solid black, and both quills altered course. They zipped to the left and right, each finding their mark. The quills hit Ovrym and Vonn, looks of shock painting their faces before they disappeared, leaving behind a pop of rushing air and an inky black cloud.
Shit, some kind of telekinesis? Gryph thought and reached to his bandolier for another pair of quills. A howl of anger drew the High God’s gaze and Errat flew towards him, axe raised high. The High God wrenched upwards with incredible strength, ripping his right arm free from the webbing.
Errat’s axe slammed into the golden bracer protecting the High God’s arm with a gong-like clang, stopping the attack short. Pulses of energy flowed around the golden armor and into Aluran. Errat leaned into his axe, pushing down on the High God with his weight and strength.
The pulse of energy moved around Aluran’s other arm, and with a mighty heave he tore that arm free. His hand snatched up, grabbing Errat by the throat. Though warborn did not need to breathe, a snapped neck would still kill him.
Having no time for such a slow method, Aluran pulled Errat towards him with incredible force and smashed his armored helm into the warborn. Errat went limp and Aluran continued to squeeze. He looked right at Gryph and his white teeth grinned at him through thin lips.
“I did not expect to see you again Gryph.” The High God flexed, and a wave of energy poured from him. The wave hit Gryph, ripping the quills from his grasp and tossing him head over feet into a tree. It knocked the wind from his lungs, and he fell in a heap.
What the hell was that? Gryph sent to nobody in particular.
Kinetic Redistribution, Lex said. A Heavy Armor Perk that allows him to absorb and redirect the energy from a physical attack. The shock wave had also caught Lex unaware, and he stumbled unsteadily to his feet.
This is not going to plan, Eris sent and fired her carbine. Gryph had kept her back a safe distance, ready to snipe Aluran if the opportunity presented itself. The magnetically accelerated round hit Aluran in the chest but did not penetrate the breastplate.
With his free hand the High God summoned a shimmering shield of air that turned Eris’ next few shots aside. Eris swore and stood, running towards the battle.
Aluran turned his attention back to Gryph. “Things didn’t have to be this way, Gryph. We could have worked together. Now your odd friend here will pay the price for your foolishness.” He began to squeeze, slowly crushing Errat’s neck.
“No!” Gryph roared, stumbling to his feet, but it was Lex who got there first. The NPC swung underhand with his Spirit enhanced maul and activated Crushing Blow. His shimmering hammer smashed into Aluran’s elbow.
The High God grunted and Errat fell from his grasp, landing in a tangle of arms and legs. Lex spun and swung again, a wild whooping war cry bellowing from him. The hammer hit Aluran across the face and dislodged the man’s helmet.
Aluran punched Lex hard in the chest and the NPC disappeared into a copse of bushes. The god tore his left leg free of the webbing and started working on his right. Gryph extended his spear and jumped activating Penetrating Strike and Impale. He used Perk Surety, one of the few apprentice tier abilities he still possessed, to guarantee Impale, hoping the debuffs associated with the Perk would keep Aluran from freeing himself.
The spear tip sank into Aluran’s chest, through the weak spot in his armpit where the armor, needing to provide mobility, gave way to chain. The High God grimaced in pain, but Gryph was far from finished. He activated Yrriel’s Maelstrom and lighting exploded from the tip of the spear, tearing at Aluran’s insides.
The High God screamed as the electricity raged through his body and Gryph leaned into the spear. The lightning flashed across Aluran’s face, transforming it into a mask of pain and anger, but still he managed to grab ahold of Gryph’s spear.
Aluran held the shaft, right behind the blade and slowly pulled it from his body. Despite Gryph’s better position, the spear eased steadily from Aluran’s chest. Aluran pulled it free and twisted it, turning the blade towards Gryph. Gryph scrambled to adjust his grip, pushing with all his might.
“We could have remade the Realms together, but you chose to oppose me.” The spear turned fully, pulling from Gryph’s grasp and before he grabbed it again, Aluran shoved it upward.
If there had ever been a time when Gryph wanted to use Refraction, it was now. The tier ability allowed him to turn all the damage of a successful attack back on the attacker, but like many of his other powers, he’d lost Refraction when his Godhead powers disappeared. Unable to stop it, Gryph watched as the spear bit into his side and he yowled in pain. He brought both fists down, punching the High God’s face. Aluran grunted, but then grinned and shoved the spear harder.
Though no expert in anatomy, Gryph knew that if he didn’t stop the upward trajectory, the spear’s blade would puncture his heart. Then he would die. The question was, would he be reborn? His Godhead had been deactivated, so there was no guarantee that his player ability to respawn hadn’t been as well.
Black dots began to fill his vision, and he grew weak. The pain is too great, I’m going into shock, Gryph realized. The pain grew distant as if it were someone else’s burden to bear and he felt odd, at peace. Then a voice filled his mind.
This is not the day you die, Menaaire.
A triple size Raathiel descended from the sky and entwined herself about Aluran’s shoulders and arms. She constricted and the progress of the spear slowed and then stopped altogether. She squeezed harder and Aluran grunted and lost his grip on both Gryph and the spear.
Gryph fell to the ground and Raathiel trilled in triumph. She slammed her jaws down into the side of Aluran’s face and neck, injecting him with her Slow venom. For a moment the High God slowed, but then the sluggishness disappeared as he somehow flushed the venom from his system.
Gryph pulled the spear from his side and tried to stand. He watched Lex stumble unsteadily to his feet and roar. The NPC activated his racial gift Ordonian Bloodlust and rushed towards Aluran. The High God locked his gaze on Lex and his eyes swam with black once again. A spike of alarm shot through Gryph.
Lex, he sent helplessly as Lex’s mind, already off kilter because of the blood rage, came under Aluran’s sway.
“Hit him,” Aluran grunted, and then reached up and grabbed Raathiel’s coiled body.
Lex rushed towards Gryph, his hammer raised above his head. Gryph tried to scramble back, but the wound in his side stole his mobility. He watched helplessly as his mad-eyed NPC drew his hammer high over his head.
Before Lex brought the hammer down the boom of a gunshot rang out, followed by the sound of a metal on metal ricochet. The shot deflected the hammer just enough and it sunk into the muck near Gryph’s head.
Lex grunted in annoyance and turned to see the butt of Eris’ rifle expanding into his vision. The hard ebonwood cracked the NPC in the temple and he crumpled into a heap. “Sorry bud,” Eris said and turned on Aluran. She took careful aim and fired several quick shots from her rifle, each aimed perfectly to ensure she did not hit Raathiel.
Unfortunately, it also meant she’d given Aluran enough time to raise an Air Shield. He used it to turn the bullets off target, and then with a flex of his fist, as a weapon. A wall of air slammed into Eris and she flew backwards into a tree. The base of her neck cracked into a thick branch and she fell to the ground, unconscious.
Raathiel unleashed Flame
Breath on Aluran. The High God grunted in pain, and Gryph smiled as the man’s eyebrows turn to ash, but his joy didn’t last long. Aluran punched upwards, dislodging the coatl and ending the flame attack.
Before she regained her composure Aluran raised his gauntleted hand. Silver gray light spun around the mailed fingers and Gryph panicked, for he recognized the signature color of Soul Magic. Aluran closed his hand into a fist and bands, like unspooling rolls of duct tape, erupted from his fist, enveloping both Raathiel and Gryph.
The bands immobilized them and Aluran stood tall, tearing his last limb free from the spider webbing trap. He drew Gryph close and looked him up and down, gaze settling on the bandersnatch quills. His eyes blackened again and with a flick of his head, Aluran directed three of Gryph’s remaining four quills aloft. They flew up, separated like fighter jets at an airshow and zipped downwards. Each one found its mark, and with flashes of light and a puff of grimy smoke, Errat, Eris and Lex all disappeared.
“Now that it's just the three of us, I think it's time we had a chat,” Aluran said, drawing Gryph to his face. “Who are you? And where did you get your Godhead?”
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Lex woke to find he was face down on a dingy dirt floor. His mouth hung open and his tongue lolled out collecting dust. He sputtered, inhaling dirt and other detritus that made him cough. He stood on unsteady feet and dug his knuckles into his eyes, clearing away the sticky gunk that had accumulated during his unintentional slumber.
“Gurgle murgle I feel like crap,” Lex muttered and nearly lost his balance. He put a hand out to steady himself and was not surprised that hand closed around a cool metal bar. He squinted his eyes open to confirm his fear. “Great, I’m in jail again.”
“Would think you’d feel right at home,” the voice of Vonn said from the darkness beyond the bars. “After all you’ve spent your fair share of time in cells.” Lex jumped in surprise and a moment later the wiry half-elf’s face appeared on the other side.
“Where the hell are we?” Lex asked, ignoring Vonn’s jest about his criminal past.
“It appears we are in a prison,” Vonn said, adding a bit of zest to the obviousness.
“Ya think,” Lex grumbled and walked to the opposite side of his cell. He tripped over a rib cage and fell forward onto his face. Something hard and round knocked the wind from him. He reached down and pulled the offending item free and glared down. Staring at him was a human skull, bits of hair still clinging to the yellowed bone. Lex screeched, dropped the skull and jumped to his feet. In a rage he grabbed the bars and yanked for all he was worth. They did not budge.
“You can stop wasting your energy,” Ovrym said from another cell opposite Lex. “The bars are laced with adamant and bleed metal. It would take far more strength than any of us possess to break them.”
Once again Lex squealed in surprise and jumped back. He smacked into the back wall of the cell. It was solid stone with a slight curve to it. “We’re inside the tower.”
“It appears so,” Vonn greed. “And we have no idea how to get out.”
Lex walked to the bars at the front of the cell and looked down at an endless drop into nothingness. He swayed, his balance knocked off kilter, and gripped the bars tight as a twinge of vertigo flashed upwards, spinning around his knees and shooting up his spine. It settled into the back of his head forcing him to blink and stare straight ahead at the bars of another cell ten feet across the void.
“Errat cannot smash!” came a throaty yell from across the gap and Errat appeared from nowhere, massive hands gripping the bars. The warborn shook the bars with all his might, but they did not move.
“Will all of you stop being creepy darkness lurkers?” Lex demanded in a shrill voice.
“Only if you agree to stop yelping like a party girl,” Eris said. “My head is pounding as it is.”
Lex’s eyes finally adjusted to the dim light to find Eris staring at him from the gloom. Her cell appeared to be identical to Lex’s own, an irregular five by five foot cage, with only one solid wall at the back. Panic surged inside Lex, when he realized they were a man, and a reptile down. “Where’s Gryph?” Lex demanded, his need to protect his player surging inside him. “Where’s Raathiel?”
“Not here,” Ovrym said. “What is the last thing all of you remember?”
“I remember Eris trying to shoot me,” Lex said, annoyance in his tone.
“First of all, I shot the hammer out of your hands. Second, you were about to crush Gryph’s skull. So, you’re welcome.”
“Shit,” Lex muttered, eyes wide in remembrance. “That fucker Aluran used some kinda Jedi mind trick on me. How’d he do that?”
“He’s a god with powerful mental abilities, and you’re you,” Vonn said. Despite wanting to scowl and make some snarky comment, Lex had to agree.
“Errat remembers the High Douche smashing his head into Errat’s head. It hurt and then Errat took a nap and then woke up here.”
“So, nobody knows anything useful?” Lex grumbled, the edginess in his voice a mere fraction of what burned inside him. “I must protect Gryph. I must protect Gryph,” he muttered in a low voice. He grabbed the bars and moved back and forth, trying to find calm. 
“Does anyone have anything that can help us escape?” Ovrym asked.
“I’ve got nothing,” Lex said, his hand rummaging around in his bag. His hands found The Writ of Cerrunos and pulled it free and scowled at it. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?”
“Read it,” Vonn suggested. “Or is that still not your thing?”
“I’d rather have a lock pick, or maybe a key,” Lex sputtered.
“What good would that do us?” Ovrym asked.
“Um, duh, Kreskin, we could use it to pick the locks and get out of here.”
“What locks?” Vonn asked.
Lex rushed to the bars, where he found neither lock nor door nor hinge. The bars were solid, with no obvious way in or out. “Who? What? Huh?” He kicked the bars which remained unmoved by his ire.
“Who is friend Lex yelling at? Errat cannot see anyone and Errat has very good eyes.”
“We’re in jail, so we have to have a jailer, right?” Lex asked, ignoring Errat’s query.
“Not necessarily,” Ovrym said, holding a human leg bone, complete with dangling foot in the air. “We may be on our own.”
“Well this is just perfect,” Lex whined. “Here I’d hoped to meet my maker and maybe have a nice chat. But no, we’re in a damn jail with no doors, no food and no jailer.” He sat, back to the bars and crossed his arms in a pout. “This place sucks.” Lex opened his mouth, ready to blab more useless complaints. 
“Quiet,” Eris hissed. “We’re not alone.”
All eyes snapped across the void to Eris’ cell. She turned her head and looked diagonally across to the cell next to Errat’s. Lex followed her gaze to see a tall, shadowy form rise from a seated position against the back wall of the cell. It moved towards the bars.
“Gryph?” Lex whispered, hope and doubt in his voice. Long, skeletal hands grabbed the bars and then a thin, scraggly bearded face appeared in the dim light. He idly scratched at a beard that most resembled a filthy old mop-head that had gone stiff as it dried. He looked at Lex and grinned.
“Hellooooo, new friends, have you angered the Great God Cerrunos as well?” The man asked in a crazed voice that made it seem that angering Cerrunos was a great idea, lots of fun and that everyone should do the same.
“Um, what?” Lex asked.
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Gryph struggled against the soul bands that bound him, but each motion tightened the spectral grapples. Over Aluran’s shoulder, Raathiel struggled, failing to activate several of her abilities. She tried Shift Form, and then Gaseous Form, but each attempt caused a surge of silver energy to tear through her body, weakening her.
Raathiel, stop. You’ll only hurt yourself.
I cannot let him harm you Menaaire.
Aluran cocked his head to the side and looked from Gryph to Raathiel. “We’ll have none of that,” the High God said and snapped his fingers. In an instant the warm presence of Raathiel’s mind disappeared and despite repeated attempts, reconnecting failed.
Gryph’s eyes snapped to her, and he saw his pain mirrored in her eyes. Aluran grinned and rotated his fist. The silver bands twined about his hand, pulling Raathiel from Gryph’s view. It was a small, yet effective cruelty.
“You are quite the mystery Gryph. You are from Earth, but none of my agents have been able to discover who you were back there, or why you are here now. That is a state of affairs that I cannot allow to continue.” Aluran’s eyes grew black, as if midnight ink had poured in through his tear ducts filling them like a reservoir after a levee break.
“I’ll ask you again, who are you and where did you get the Godhead?”
Gryph flinched as sharp talons of mental energy sunk into his mind. He tried to resist, tried to push all thoughts of his true name away. But each deflection showed Aluran which direction to turn, each small triumph handed the High God a pathway to victory. Soon, Aluran would flay his mind open like a book laid flat on its spine.
There was only one chance to prevent that. Gryph had to give him the truth, or part of it anyway. “I’m surprised you don’t remember me Morrigan,” Gryph said, forcing a grin through the fog of pain.
Aluran’s eyes went wide at the use of his first name and a mélange of fear and confusion took hold of him for the briefest of moments before he regained his composure. But Gryph had seen that moment, and he understood. Aluran no longer believed he was Morrigan, in the same way that an ex mob lawyer in witness protection comes to think he is just a Cinnabon manager.
Since returning to the Realms, Aluran had painted himself as a savior, a righteous god, bringing peace and order to a chaotic world. It proved that the High God had learned from the mistakes of his past, but it was all bullshit. The man, the god who’d consumed souls still lived inside Aluran and whatever force motivated Morrigan to his evil, still drove Aluran.
I just need to draw that out, Gryph realized.
Aluran squeezed his hand, further tightening Gryph’s bonds, slowing crushing the air from him. “How…?” he said, before Gryph spoke again.
“I told you, that day on the wide plain, I would always be there to stop you. No matter the cost.”
“Ossyrion!” Aluran gasped. “But you’re dead?” One question hung between them, despite Aluran refusing to speak the word. How?
“You of all people should understand the power of the soul,” Gryph said, answering the unspoken question. “You’ve fed on enough.”
Aluran came close enough for Gryph to feel his breath on his face. “You know what I did to the others. Are you foolish enough to believe I would hesitate with you, or have you forgotten?” The High God’s eyes bore into Gryph and too late Gryph realized that despite his rage, Aluran was playing him for information. Gryph’s momentary blank stare, the unintended admission that his memories were not complete, that he was bluffing with the flimsiest of cards, gave the High God the opening he needed.
“Your mind is fractured Ossyrion. You fumble in the dark like a frightened child.” Aluran pushed his mind deeper inside Gryph. “Tell me where you got your Godhead. It is not the Order Godhead, your old friend belongs to Ramsey now. Nor is it any of the others borne by the Cabal. Those parasites still scheme and squabble back on Earth.” A moment of panic burned to rage and Aluran pulled Gryph close. “Have you found the Vault? Did you steal this Godhead?”
Order Godhead? The Cabal? The Vault? Gryph tried to focus his curiosity, his need to get answers to these questions, but his confusion and his pain made that all but impossible. He’d not known his Godhead had an affinity. Was it something that only became clear after evolving to a higher tier, or had he been using his Godhead wrong all this time? And who was Ramsey and the Cabal? There were other gods on Earth? And what was the Vault? Another thought occurred to him, one he tried to push away before Aluran could read it. But it was like trying to fight the tide and his mind was laid bare. What does this have to do with the Colonel?
“The Colonel?” Aluran said in alarm and took an involuntary step back. “Are you working for him?”
He’s afraid of … Gryph started, but then used every iota of his waning mental strength to not finish the thought. If Gryph betrayed the connection between the Colonel and himself, it would expose Brynn and no matter what feelings Aluran claimed to feel for her, the exposure of her betrayal would mean her doom. Gryph had to give the High God something.
“Asheara would hate what you’ve become.”
Gryph watched as Aluran became fully Morrigan once more. Gone was the kind veneer, the powerful, but benevolent father figure. The madness in the man was terrifying. He grabbed Gryph by the neck and squeezed. “You will not speak her name.” Gryph's bones crunched and breathing became impossible. “You will not think her name.” Aluran lifted Gryph off his feet and squeezed. In moments Gryph would be dead.
As the blackness filled his vision and stars burst behind his eyelids, one final memory drifted to him from the darkness of Ossyrion’s past. Asheara was killed by the Prime.
The truth of the memory and all its consequences descended upon Gryph like the weight of a thousand worlds. He blames me for her death.
“Yes,” Aluran hissed. “And I will tear the Realms asunder to get her back, starting with all you hold dear.” Aluran relaxed his grip on Gryph’s throat just enough to allow a trickle of air to pass, enough to watch what was to come.
The High God rotated his fist again, pulling Raathiel back into Gryph’s view. A pulse of silver energy exploded up Aluran’s arm and down the bands enveloping Raathiel. The energy wormed inside her body, one that suddenly seemed so frail. Her eyes locked on his and though he could not hear her thoughts, he knew she forgave him.
“No,” Gryph croaked through a ravaged throat. Aluran grinned and increased the flow. Glowing spheres of pure silver light pulsed from Raathiel and up the bands. “Please,” Gryph begged, but Aluran paid him no heed.
Gryph struggled, trying to tear his bonds, but they just gripped him tighter. Only the first two fingers and the thumb on his right hand remained free. A desperate idea came to him. Perhaps it would be enough. Mana filled him and a chill wind flowed down his arm. His fingers twined through the basic spell gestures and he felt motion at his waist. The motion became a slither as he directed the length of empyrean spider rope up and around him, seeking the last, desperate chance he had to save his companion.
Globes of silver light flowed up the bands and into Aluran’s fist. The High God closed his eyes and leaned back, in ecstasy as he began to feed upon Raathiel’s soul. Any glimmer of goodness that remained in Aluran faded and then blinked out like the light of a dying sun accepting it now belonged to the darkness.
The spider silk rope found the bandolier at his chest and flexed, pushing the bands of energy ever so slightly, buying enough room to coil around the base of the last bandersnatch quill and pull it free. It moved back down Gryph’s body careful not to prick Gryph. It found a space between the bands and eased between them.
There were two choices. Attack Aluran, who’d already shown the capability to avoid the bandersnatch quills, or save Raathiel, assuming his aim was on target. He didn’t trust in the rope’s ability to toss the quill, for that was far beyond its purview, but with half a hand he would not trust his Thrown Weapon skill either. 
Raathiel’s mouth opened and closed in fatigue and pain, and a tear fell from her eye. Whatever he did it had to be now. He decided, and the rope brought the quill to his hand. He gripped it, his thumb caressing the fine wire Errat had wrapped around the base of the quills at Gryph’s request. That bit of foresight might just be the difference between life and death for Raathiel.
Gryph pushed mana into the bracers on both arms. Waves of magnetic force built around Gryph’s forearms and he pushed into the quill. It zipped down and then up, arcing around his body and into Aluran’s blind spot.
That was when he realized his trajectory was wrong and panic bit into his soul. The magnetic bracers, while powerful, were not capable of the fine control necessary for Gryph to direct the weapon. The quill would miss both Aluran, and his last-ditch secondary target, Raathiel. Unless Gryph did something.
“Got you fucker,” Gryph said.
The High God’s eyes opened just as the quill zipped behind him, and his ecstasy turned to rage. His own mana flared, and a gust of wind tore from him, buffeting the quill and altering its trajectory. A small grin passed Gryph’s lips as Aluran’s spell pushed the quill into a new trajectory, one that took it into Raathiel’s body.
“Thank you for the assist,” Gryph said and watched as Raathiel disappeared with a flash and a puff of black smoke.
The tendril that had been siphoning the coatl’s soul snapped back into Aluran’s face, leaving a welt on his cheek. Furious, the High God punched Gryph in the stomach, knocking the wind from him. Gryph sputtered and coughed, but through it all he laughed.
Aluran pulled Gryph towards him and pointed his forefinger at Gryph’s face. A lance of silver light exploded from his fingertip and exploded into his forehead. It wormed towards the center of his being, to the shining mote of silver light at the heart of who he was, of who Ossyrion had been, who a thousand others had been.
“I’ll give you one last chance, Ossyrion. Or do you prefer Gryph? Who were you on Earth, and where did you get your Godhead? I will know who has betrayed me.”
As Gryph choked, Aluran began to feed on his soul.
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By now, Lex should have been used to the utter absurdity of daily life in the Realms. But he wasn’t, and he suspected the reason for that was that weird shit happened to him far more often than it did to anybody else. It had to be, otherwise the entire world would be as insane as the dude staring at him all grins and waves from the opposite prison cell.
“Who the hell are you?” Lex asked. He triggered his Analyze, but the man started jabbering before Lex could assimilate the information.
“I am me, that is myself, and I am named Bart the Seeker,” the bedraggled man said and then waved again. “Short for Bartholomew, though I myself am quite tall. I am a Seeker of the Great God Cerrunos, though I have not always been such. When I was a wee lad living on the coast of the Bright Isles, I was but a boy. Not quite as tall and without the beard of course. That state of affairs stayed true for many years, apart from the less tall bits, for my bits did indeed grow, both in height and in girth.”
Bart began to dance in an odd hopping manner that revealed far too much of his girth. For the man was as unencumbered by clothing as he was by sanity.
“Okay, not gonna unsee that,” Lex said, turning away with a grimace. “This is a really great story man but can we…”
“And as I grew, many a maiden and quite a few lords found my height and my girth appealing, but even then, I knew my calling lay elsewhere.” He brought a hand to his forehead like a sailor on an ancient ship looking at a distant horizon. “And, I Bartholomew, who is Bart, went on an epic journey, to all corners of the flat disc that is Korynn, seeking the meaning of life.”
“That’s an awesome story man,” Lex said, desperate to contain Bart’s inane ramblings. “And I’d love to hear you tell it another time, perhaps over a beer and with a bit more clothing. But, for now, can we stay on point and…”
“It was after many a year that I that is me who is also Bart, was found by the Great God Cerrunos.” Bart’s tale ceased quite abruptly, leaving Lex open mouthed and surprised.
“That’s it?” Lex asked, annoyed with himself that he’d become entranced by the story.
“Indeed,” Bart said.
“Seems like there might be some bits of your tale missing. Like how you got here?”
“Well sure, I did some other stuff,” Bart said with a shrug. “I helped start a religious war by desecrating the temples of rival gods. I altered the political landscape of the Bright Isles by assassinating the reigning lord. I even went undercover as a eunuch in the pleasure palaces of Gypt.”
“Huh?” Lex sputtered, his traitor eyes involuntarily drawn to Bart’s girth.
“I know, I have led a boring life. A true waste of potential.”
“Ummm…” Lex muttered.
“This may be the first time I’ve ever seen you speechless,” Vonn said to Lex, who could only nod in agreement.
“Ha. Errat thinks stinky man is very funny.”
“He is a religious zealot and a madman,” Ovrym said. “He will be no help.”
Lex waved a hand at the xydai. Ovrym backed into the gloom of his cell and sat, presumably to work on perfecting his sullenness. Lex looked to Eris for aid but got nothing but empty eyes. With a sigh, he turned his attention back to Bart.
“Great tale Bart, but can you tell me this? Why are you here?”
“Same as you newly met old chum. I have angered the Great God Cerrunos.” The lanky man shook his fist towards the sky, all limbs askew and back stooped. As suddenly as he'd begun, Bart stopped. “I’m only jesting. I love the Great God Cerrunos. He is wise and all powerful.”
Lex stared at Bart for a few seconds. The man reminded him of some odd merging of Errat and Vonn with a heaping helping of John Cleese lunacy on top. “So, what did you do to anger Cerrunos?”
“The Great God Cerrunos,” Bart corrected. “Well truth be told, I cannot remember.” He dug into his beard, extracted some unidentified bit of dried gristle and tossed it into his mouth. “But, I know this, even though I very much deserve my punishment, the Great God Cerrunos still loves me, for he visits me frequently, and when he is too busy, sometimes I go to see him. But only after I have shown the proper respect.” Bart then flagellated himself with an imaginary whip, sighing in pleasure.
“So, buddy, when you say you go to visit Cerrunos, do you mean physically or is it all in your head?”
“The Great God Cerrunos,” Bart corrected again, this time with a bit more heat. He pointed a finger up. “He is watching, always watching.”
Lex followed the finger upwards and wondered if there were unseen eyes on them. It would make sense. This prison did have a panopticon kinda feel. Lex was about to return his attention to the mad Seeker, when a pinpoint of gray light exploded in the empty cell next to Bart.
The dot expanded into a tear and with a puff of sooty black smoke, Raathiel appeared. She fell to the floor in a heap of feathered coils and did not move. Errat, who was the closest of their group to the coatl, rushed to the bars and strained.
“Friend Raathiel looks to be breathing, but she is not awake.”
“That is how we arrived,” Ovrym said. “If the same time-table holds for her that did for you, then she will wake in approximately ten minutes.” The xydai had barely finished speaking when Raathiel stirred. “Evidently she is much stronger than you.”
Lex ignored the adjudicator and breathed easier as Raathiel regained her senses. She tried to activate several of her powers, but the anti-mana field given off by the bleed metal in the cell’s bars remained active and she failed. She coiled herself around the bars, frantically searched the other cells and then stared right at Lex, fear filling her eyes.
“Raathiel, where is Gryph?”
“I do not know,” Raathiel said aloud, in a thick reptilian hiss that sounded almost painful. “The High God has him. I have failed.” She raged against the bars, but her actions did not even scratch the bars. “I can no longer feel him.”
“Is he dead?” Lex asked. Fear gripped him and his stomach dropped.
“I do not know,” Raathiel said in a desperate hiss, her eyes welling with tears.
A heavy silence hung in the air as each of them faced the full measure of their failure. If Gryph was dead, then there was nothing standing between Aluran and Cerrunos, and the Realms would fall. Fury and anger built inside Lex and he grabbed the bars of his cell and roared up the tower.
“Cerrunos, you coward, release me!”
His voice echoed up and back down the hollow interior of the Archive and then the world became silent once more. For several seconds the reverent silence of a funeral hung in the air, until Bart the Seeker spoke again, his voice angry.
“You have insulted the Great God Cerrunos, and I can no longer abide your presence.” Bart closed his eyes and his body grew fainter, duller, as if the substance of his body was being leached from him. He stepped forward through the bars, his body no more solid than air. Before he could fall, he turned and grabbed ahold of a jutting bit of rock, his body once again solid.
“Aether Magic,” Errat said in surprise.
“Hey!” Lex roared. “Why didn’t you tell us you could do that?”
“I did,” Bart said in confusion. “Just a few minutes ago, before you insulted the Great God Cerrunos. I told you that sometimes I visit him. But you are rude and do not listen.” He turned from Lex, reached up into the shadows and grabbed the end of a rope.
“I am sorry, and you are right. I do not listen. Can you show us how to escape?” Lex asked. “Please?”
“I can, but I do not think I shall. You have hurt my feelings, and those of the Great God Cerrunos. I think I will climb to the top of the tower by myself and make tea for the Great God Cerrunos. He likes tea.” With that Bart began to climb.
Lex panicked inside, but then Errat spoke up. “Hello, friend Bart? I am Errat and I am a big fan of the Great God Cerrunos and also of tea. May I join you?”
Bart stopped his ascent and then slid back down the rope. He stared at Errat with suspicious eyes, but then nodded vigorously. “Okay, Errat. Tea for three it is.” The Seeker took several seconds and used several precarious handholds to reach Errat. Each lurching motion of the naked man’s lanky limbs seemed destined to send him plunging to the bottom of the tower, but soon he was face to face with Errat.
Bart held his left hand up and it became immaterial. He reached through the bars and moved to grip Errat’s forearm in greeting. His arm phased inside Errat’s and both men closed their eyes. A moment later, Errat’s eyes snapped open.
“Thank you friend Bart.”
“You are welcome. I will await you at the top, with tea, and perhaps biscuits.” Without another word, Bart pulled himself up the rope and disappeared in the gloom. When the Seeker and his girth were gone from sight, Lex turned to Errat.
“What in the hell just happened?”
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Images from a hundred past lives exploded through Gryph’s mind as Aluran siphoned his soul. He was a small girl kneeling in the reeds by a river. He was the cackling mad Stone King, wearing the Iron Crown. He was a young Ossyrion, bent over laughing, a hand on Morrigan’s shoulder, the Dread God’s eyes filled not with anger or hatred, but with warmth and joy. We were happy, Gryph thought. Morrigan was happy. Gryph tried to focus on the image, but it drifted away like a wisp of smoke from a summer bonfire.
“How did you fall so far?” Gryph asked. “What made you turn to the darkness?”
Morrigan ceased feeding, perhaps sensing the thoughts flowing through Gryph’s mind. The tearing in his soul ceased and Morrigan turned Gryph to face him, forcing his eyes open. “Do you truly remember so little? Have you forgotten why I do this?”
“I remember enough,” Gryph spat. “I remember you consumed the souls of our brothers and sisters, that you desired all the power for yourself. I know that you care for nothing in the Realms, only yourself. I also remember how you once were. You used to laugh and live in joy. What changed? How did you become … this?”
“How dare you judge me,” Aluran said, his voice harder than stone and sharper than a razor. “Your mind is clouded, but you will remember.” Aluran grabbed Gryph’s head with his free hand and tendrils of Thought Magic burrowed into his mind. Aluran pushed understanding into Gryph, illuminating a deep, dark hole that Gryph had not known was there.
His mind flashed and he stood on the bridge of a ship racing through space into orbit around a lonely planet. Ahead of them, filling their entire field of vision was a massive star. The light of the star was not the pleasant yellow of Korynn’s sun, but a roiling mass of red and orange. On its surface a pinprick of shadow appeared and expanded. Tendrils of dark energy snapped from the growing shadow and lashed across the surface of the sun. Soon the entire star was trussed by the dark tendrils and then, they contracted, tearing at the sun’s chromosphere, pulling it into the growing dark spot.
“What are they doing?” a fear tinged voice said to his left. Gryph recognized the voice and turned to see Casserius, the golden god from his Reverie. If fear had taken ahold of him, then the situation was dire beyond words.
“They are siphoning the power of the star,” Cerrunos said, stepping up next to Gryph and tapping at a control panel in front of him. He shielded his eyes with his forearm as the sun flared and then looked at Gryph, panic in his eyes.
“To what end?” the wiry man known as Obekai said. Gryph noted he was not as spastic or jittery as he had been in Gryph’s Reverie. “What could they possibly need that much power for?”
“They are mad,” said another voice. Gryph turned to see a short, dark-haired woman whose name he knew to be Asheara. “They will destroy their own sun.” A gentle but powerful hand gripped her shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze.
Gryph turned to see the hand belonged to Morrigan. He looked younger and despite the obvious tension that hung around them all, his eyes lacked the ever-present darkness both Morrigan and Aluran had borne every time Gryph had encountered the man. Morrigan leaned down and gave the woman a gentle kiss on her brow.
“We will never discern the logic of the Prime,” his own voice, Ossyrion’s voice said. “They are xenophobes, alien zealots, who cannot abide the existence of other sentients in the Realms. They will not cease until all life is dead or Prime.”
“Unless we stop them,” Morrigan said, meeting Ossyrion’s gaze with fierceness and solidarity. “Together.”
“But, to destroy their own sun,” said a woman Gryph recognized from his Reverie as Dymeria, but without the horns or her magma colored staff, she looked normal, human. Gryph gazed at the group gathered around him, thirteen people, plus himself, that had yet to become gods.
But these are the Old Gods, and I know them all. Names paired with faces, stories with voices and memories of all of them filled him in a rush. He remembered the joy he’d felt when Morrigan, his best friend since their earliest days, had confessed his love for Asheara.
A wave of shock and regret and pain flowed over Gryph and he suddenly felt light, like he was adrift in a dream he could not control.
“We were heroes,” Aluran said, stepping next to Gryph, who had somehow pulled from Ossyrion’s body to watch what was to come. “None of us wished to become gods, not even me.” He gazed up at the quickly darkening sun, and Gryph looked with him, surprised that the brightness did not hurt his eyes. “But it was the only way.”
The sun imploded, creating a massive rift in space. Ahead of them, now visible for the lack of blinding sunlight, was another ship, massive, spherical, malevolent. Gryph knew this to be the Prime, but before he could process the size of the ship, it flew into the rift and disappeared.
“They’re torn a hole in space-time,” Cerrunos said in shock.
“Where have they gone?” Morrigan asked.
“I do not know,” Cerrunos said, and fell silent, the only sound the hum of their ship.
“Follow them,” Ossyrion ordered and Cerrunos tapped at the controls. The ship flashed through space and entered the rift. A moment later the singularity closed, leaving a dark, lonely world to die in the cold of space.
Their ship emerged into an altogether different place, a vast endless sea of gray proto-matter, constantly shifting between low and high energetic states. It was a vast expanse of nothingness and everything. This was the primal Aether. The uncontrolled power of creation lashed at their ship, but the shields held. They were designed to withstand incredible strain, but how long would they last?
Ahead of them, both close and somehow far, the Prime sphere hovered in the vast sea of nothingness and waited. What are they waiting for? What madness addled their minds? Why destroy their own sun to power this journey and then just wait?
Gryph cast a sideways glance at Aluran, but the High God did not return his gaze. Time passed oddly and Gryph had no idea how long they waited, when the Aether began to churn and roil. The building blocks of reality began to push their way upwards from the frothing silver everything.
Gryph gaped in awe as he witnessed the birth of a universe. “This is the beginning of the Realms, the moment of creation.”
“Yes. This is the first incursion of conscious thought into the Aether. The Source is thinking the Realms into being.”
“You are a believer in the Source?”
“You think me so arrogant that I will discount the proof of my own eyes?”
Gryph said nothing. He just watched.
Nebulae burst from the Aether and coalesced into stars and planets and a dozen other things that Gryph had no words to describe. Strands of light eased down from the dull gray nothingness and dragged the stellar bodies into a complex array. Gryph’s mind had trouble finding the words to describe the experience.
Light blazed and an ever-shifting fractal shape, lowered itself from the haze. It launched more strands of destiny in all directions, creating all that was in this universe. Gryph’s jaw hung open as long-buried memories clawed to the surface of his mind.
“The Source.”
“Yes,” Aluran said simply and then pointed.
The Prime sphere fired a beam of energy into the center of the Source and it spasmed and shuddered, pulsing and retracting in ways that Gryph’s mind failed to process. Ossyrion ordered their own ship to action, and they sliced forward silent as a knife.
“Do we not have weapons?” Gryph asked, hoping Ossyrion and his friends stopped the horrid abomination they were witnessing.
“None that can stop the Prime,” Aluran said. “At least not yet.”
The beam pulsed, and the Source ruptured and then imploded into thirteen motes of light and power. Gryph’s heart felt like it would rupture inside him. I have just witnessed the murder of God, he realized. A sadness unlike anything he’d ever experienced squeezed him as the truth of what he’d just witnessed threatened to consume him.
A slap brought him back. “I did not remind you of this for you to collapse, but to understand. Watch.”
Gryph turned back to the murder scene in front of him and realization hit him. The motes of light and energy drifting in the primal soup were the Prime Godheads. The divine artifact melded to his soul was a part of the Source, a bit of the corpse of God.
As understanding come to Gryph, the Prime moved in to collect the nascent Godheads that would soon bear their name. Beams of darkness exploded from thirteen spots along the surface of the sphere, each one enveloping and dragging one of the Prime Godheads into its dark bulk.
On Ossyrion’s order their own ship sped forward, zipping towards the sphere, its true size clear for the first time. The fourteen people aboard each fed their prodigious mana stores into crystalline globes that had risen from the decks in front of them. That mana went to power the mystical shields that not only protected their ship but also their fragile, still mortal bodies.
Their ship speared into the side of the Prime sphere, spewing a geyser of flame and water into space. A moment later their ship came to a jarring halt, and the doors opened. Fourteen men and women activated rings similar, but much more powerful than Gryph’s own Ring of Air Shield and swam through the vast ocean inside the Prime ship.
The perspective shifted, and he was standing on a dry platform hovering at the center of a globe of air. They looked to be at the center of the sphere. Illurryth and arboleth bodies lay scattered about them, some splattered like day old seafood tossed on a dock, others floating lazily in the ocean above and around them.
At the center of the platform, Ossyrion stood, his hand gentle on Morrigan’s trembling shoulder. Clutched in Morrigan's arms was the bloody, broken body of Asheara. Of the fourteen heroes who’d defeated the Prime this day, only thirteen had survived.
Gryph’s heart broke as he felt her loss again, for he now remembered this moment. Asheara had been the best of them, and she had died so they could live. One by one the others all walked to them, each placing a hand on Asheara’s head to say goodbye.
All but Morrigan, for he could not, would not say goodbye. Ever.
Cerrunos walked forth bearing what looked to be a small nebulae cloud containing thirteen proto-stars. The others turned to him and one by one, each of them took one of the Prime Godheads. They returned to their ship, Morrigan bearing the body of their fallen sister, his eternal love.
The vision ended abruptly, and Gryph stood facing Aluran once more.
“We saved the Realms,” Gryph said in awe and respect.
“We did, but I was the only one to lose everything.” He turned to look over Gryph’s shoulder towards the Archive. “But now that I have found Cerrunos, I will change it all, and she will live again.”
In an instant Gryph remembered it all. To bring back his beloved, Morrigan had sought to unlock the power of his Prime Godhead. Morrigan bore the Godhead of Soul. Unlike the other twelve Godheads, his was not fully functional, not yet awakened for souls did not exist when the Godheads had burst into existence. The Source had made the Realms as an engine to create mortal souls, but the Prime had murdered the Source before these souls had been born. The Godhead of Soul lacked its full power. Eons would pass before the Realms had created life, and millennia longer still before that life generated souls.
On that day, Morrigan turned towards darkness. He cast aside his friends, his family and eventually his humanity in his quest to find Asheara’s soul and give her life once more. But his Godhead’s power over the soul was dormant and Morrigan failed to find her. Despite the adversity, he refused to give up his quest, damn all the consequences.
He dedicated himself to the study of the soul, and then, in a boy named Simon he found his answers. But, to achieve the power he required he was forced to torture and murder Simon and then he turned to the power of consumed souls.
For love, he had lost everything that made him worthy of love.
When he’d finally found Asheara’s soul and brought her back, she could not abide what he had become. Morrigan terrified her, for in his quest to bring her back he had destroyed himself. In horror, she killed herself and Morrigan brought her back again and again, and each time she ended her life.
Gryph looked at Aluran. “She will never accept you. No matter how many times you bring her back.”
The High God grinned, freeing Morrigan and letting him burn through the veneer of falsity that was Aluran. “I’m not going to bring her back. I will take the power of creation as my own and make the Realms anew, make her and I anew. And I will destroy everything and everyone who gets in my way.”
Gryph’s eyes widened and ice ran down his spine. The plan was utter madness, but he knew, on looking into Morrigan’s eyes, that if he gained the knowledge Cerrunos bore, then he would accomplish his task. The Dread God would never stop until his mission was complete.
Morrigan raised his finger again and a spike of silver light exploded into Gryph’s skull. “Goodbye brother, I promise to remember you always.”
More images from half-remembered lives rushed through him, memories siphoned away by the High God’s fell magic. Gryph tried to move, but the Soul Magic bands cinched tighter with each movement and grew stronger with each passing second, their strength fed by the power of his own fading soul.
A mewling growl filled Gryph’s ears. Some ancient memory saying its final goodbye as Aluran fed, perhaps. But then the feeding stopped, and the soul bands loosened. Gryph fell to the ground, pain and confusion battling against his senses.
The growls increased in frequency and came from all directions. He forced his gummed over eyes to open and saw a half dozen lithe shadows move around him. Aluran was backing up, both hands blazing with mana.
Several whip snap sounds filled his ears and Aluran grunted in exertion, raising a shield about himself and sending a flashing knife of silver energy with his other. Gryph recognized the spell Soul Bolt, for he used it himself. Through the fog blanketing his mind, a realization came to Gryph.
We are under attack.
Gryph forced himself to his knees and his eyes cleared enough for him to see what had come for them. A half dozen bandersnatch were flicking their tail quills at the retreating High God, attempting to circle around him. Gryph crawled backwards  trying to put distance between himself and the pack. They seemed to ignore him. What was happening? It was unlikely that the panther-like beasts had not seen him.
It is more likely that they do not consider you a threat, the voice of the Colonel said.
Gryph’s pride scowled at the voice from deep within, but Gryph was no fool. If he could sneak away while these two enemies battled, he would do so. His back hit the earthen bank of the dry stream bed. Just as he was about to turn and climb up the incline a large shadow fell over him.
Gryph looked up to find a huge bandersnatch, a beast his Analyze tagged as an alpha, lurching over him. The cat gazed on him with odd intelligence. It jumped down on light feet, despite weighing at least a ton. The cat turned its back to the battle and padded close to Gryph, its dual tails moving behind it like a pair of quill laden serpents.
The alpha moved closer and Gryph raised his hand to cast Soul Bolt. The cat pushed his arm aside with a dish plate sized paw, spending no more effort than Gryph would have swatting away a fly. The cat leaned in close and sniffed him. It then pulled back and stared at him.
The alpha cocked its head to the side, like a man considering an important decision. There was intelligence behind those eyes, something that was far more than animal. It considered him for several long seconds, as the sounds of the battle waged around them.
It backed away and then like a whirlwind its bulk spun and roared at Aluran. A pair of bandersnatch bodies lay bleeding at Aluran’s feet, but he also bled from several wounds. The alpha’s roar drew the High God’s attention and the hate and anger in his eyes sent an involuntary shiver through Gryph.
The man is beyond all redemption, Gryph realized. He pulled himself up, using a few dangling roots as an aid as the alpha coordinated its pack for a final assault. Tails flicked and quills flew. Aluran moved like a blur, deflecting and dodging the missiles.
Finally, the alpha joined the fray, its twin tails flicking quills far quicker than its smaller underlings. Aluran’s speed increased, no doubt because of some activated perk, and he deflected the barrage. Gryph tried to stand, but his knees buckled under him. Apparently having one’s soul partially drained, combined with his many injuries, demanded a toll. He felt weaker than he had after fighting off a bout of the flu.
Aluran lashed out with his dual handed sword, slicing straight for the alpha’s face, but the cat dodged backwards, keeping the High God’s complete attention. That was when Gryph saw another bandersnatch behind Aluran, one that had been lying in wait until the right moment came. 
The hidden bandersnatch flicked its tail, and a quill surged towards Aluran. Too late the High God realized the trap and turned just enough to see the quill sink into his neck. With a last yell of defiance, Aluran disappeared in a flash and a puff of oily smoke.
The alpha bandersnatch returned its gaze to Gryph. He tried to back away, but he’d chosen his ambush spot too well, and there was nowhere to hide. The alpha locked eyes with him, and the same intelligence lay behind them.
“What are you?” Gryph said, and the beast cocked its head again, before snapping its tail. The last thing Gryph saw before the aetherial power sent him elsewhere, was the cat’s lips turned up in a smile.
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The mad Seeker disappeared into the gloom of the tower and Lex turned to Errat. The warborn grinned like a kid who’d been told a great secret, one he’d promised to keep to himself. Errat stared at his hand, which seemed to be fading in and out of existence. The warborn laughed gleefully.
“Yo, Errat, you listening? What the hell was that?”
Errat turned to Lex, like a man pulled from a daydream and his grin widened. “Apologies friend Lex. But, friend Bart showed me how to meld with the Aether.”
“I thought these bars interrupted magic,” Eris said.
“They do,” Ovrym said, his eyes wide as understanding came to him. “But the Aether, in its most primal state, is not magic, but the base energy that all other spheres are drawn from. It existed before the Realms, before matter, and is therefore not bound by it.”
“Yes, friend Ovrym is right,” Errat said and then closed his eyes and pushed the distortion through the rest of his body. He stepped forward and phased through the bars of his cell, nearly forgetting to go solid once again. He grabbed a handhold before gravity tugged him down into the abyss below his feet. Once safe, he laughed in relief and glee.
“You wouldn’t by chance be able to teach the rest of us how to do that?” Vonn asked.
“I cannot,” Errat said in genuine regret. “However, I believe I can extend my discorporation long enough to draw you through the bars.”
“You think!” Lex said a bit harsher than intended, but visions of being skewered mid-phase by solid bars filled his imagination. 
Ovrym, who was closest to Errat, extended the stump of his bad arm through the bars of his cell. “Let's confirm your theory, before Lex’s prattling drives us all mad.” Errat shifted his body and crept closer to Ovrym.
“I don’t prattle,” Lex complained.
“Check your skill sheets,” Vonn said. “I am sure you’re a Grandmaster in Prattle.”
“Ha, ha, ha,” Lex laughed without humor. “I hate every one of you.”
Despite his protestations, Lex watched Ovrym with intense worry. Errat grabbed the xydai’s bicep, right above the elbow and waited for Ovrym to nod. Both men closed their eyes. Errat’s arm shimmered and phased, melding through and into Ovrym’s arm. It became impossible to determine where Errat’s arm ended and Ovrym’s began. The discorporation flowed up, and the xydai became fainter, like a visual echo. When the disturbance reached all the way to his feet, Errat pulled him through the bars.
Lex grimaced at the slow progress, but soon Ovrym was through and his remaining hand grabbed a bar as his foot found a secure foothold. The sound of multiple released breaths flowed through the tower.
“I will begin the climb,” Ovrym said, moving to the rope dangling in front of the Seeker’s cell. “Do not delay.” He turned his gaze to Lex. “We are about to face a god on his home turf. We will all need to be at our best.” Lex said nothing and nodded at the adjudicator, despite the obviousness of being singled out. A small smile pursed Ovrym’s lips in acknowledgement of Lex’s restraint, and he began to climb. It was no easy feat with only one arm.
“Did that hurt as much as it looked like it did?” Vonn asked, unable to resist mocking Lex.
“I am working hard to be a wise man,” Lex retorted.
“Well, you’ll have plenty of time to work on that,” Vonn said, craning his neck towards the top of the tower, somewhere in the distant darkness. “This climb will be murder on those stumpy limbs of yours.”
Errat moved to the next cell. Eris extended her arm without hesitation and after a minute Errat had freed her. Eris reached the rope and began to climb and Errat moved on to Vonn. It took far less time for Vonn’s extraction. It seemed Errat’s technique was improving.
Vonn began his ascent as Errat reached Lex’s cell. Lex tried to force his heart to slow its crazed thumping. No matter how successful the other’s extraction had been, Lex feared the other shoe was about to drop. It had all been too easy. Errat looked down on the NPC, his joyous smile relieving some tension.
“Do you really think there are biscuits?” Errat asked.
“Um, I hope so,” Lex said, and then gave Errat a confused look. “I thought you didn’t eat?”
“Warborn do not need to eat, but I have learned that I very much like food. Errat first heard about biscuits on hearing Yrriel say that friend Lex had delicious biscuits, and I have very much wanted to try them since. Why did friend Lex not share his biscuits with Errat?”
“Uh,” Lex began, his face turning crimson. “Yeah, well, I only have two and Yrriel really likes them, so …”
“Oh, of course. Yrriel is a very special. Friend Lex must save his biscuits for her.” The warborn extended his arm through the bars and with a moment’s hesitation, Lex grabbed him by the wrist. “Try to relax. It will make the process easier.”
“Relax. Right. Just breathe easy.”
Errat’s arm began to shimmer, and it extended up and into Lex. “And think of tasty biscuits.”
Lex coughed, and the shimmer retreated somewhat. Lex apologized, recovered himself and nodded. He closed his eyes, putting all his intent into moving through the bars. The shimmer moved up his arm and into his body. He felt lighter and larger, as if his being were expanding. The sensation grew and for a moment Lex was all and everywhere.
A moment later the sensation ceased, and Lex opened his eyes to find he was on the other side of the bars. His knees went weak seeing the nothingness below his feet and he gripped onto Errat like a drowning man to a lifeguard, nearly causing them both to fall. Errat’s prodigious strength saved them both and Errat placed Lex’s trembling hand onto the bars. Errat nodded past Raathiel’s cell to the rope swaying back and forth.
"It is time to climb, friend Lex."
Lex secured his feet and then moved one hand. His body shook, and he forced himself to not look down. Great, I’m afraid of heights, he thought to himself, wiping his sweaty palm against his robes before grabbing another bar and pulling himself across.
The progress was slow, but Lex finally reached Raathiel’s cage. She eased her face to the bars and gave him a gentle, reassuring lick. She nodded up. “Go.”
He reached up for the rope, when a flash of gray from the cell next to Raathiel's caught his eye. Lex turned as a puff of oily smoke drifted over him. “Gryph?” Lex asked, his tone desperate and full of worry. Through the murk, Lex could see a slumped figure.
“It is not Gryph,” Raathiel said in her pained, reptilian voice. A golden glint of light sparkled off the armored form and fear gripped Lex’s heart. “Aluran,” Lex whispered, fearful that any sound would wake the slumped High God.
"We must hurry friends," Errat said as he continued his journey across the front of Aluran's cell.
Lex nodded back and started his climb, when movement from within Aluran’s cell caught his eye. Oh shit, shit, shit. No, no, no, Lex begged silently. He looked at Errat, who was only halfway across the face of Aluran’s cell and mouthed ‘Hurry Up!’
Aluran stumbled to his feet, and a hand gripped the bars to steady himself. He stood in the gloom, and a wave of hatred and anger poured from him. Aluran’s hand snapped out and grabbed Errat by the forearm.
The warborn was incredibly strong, by far the most physically powerful of the Adventure Party, but against the High God’s prodigious strength he stood no chance. Aluran pulled Errat close, slamming his face into the bars.
“You will get me out of here,” the High God hissed, twisting Errat’s arm.
Errat grunted in pain, but did not blink, nor turn his gaze from Aluran. “Errat will not comply.” His arm shimmered and became immaterial. He started to pull free of Aluran’s grip, when the High God’s own arm shimmered, his cells intermixing with Errat’s.
“What is he doing?” Lex roared and sent a volley of Order Bolts screaming towards Aluran. The unnerving white shards of magic zipped around Errat but dispersed the moment they neared the bleed metal bars of Aluran’s cell.
“Shit, shit, shit!” Lex slipped down the rope, desperate to help Errat. He arrested his motion by grabbing a handhold of stone, but a moment later the stone ripped free causing him to lose his balance. His knees wobbled, and he began to sweat. He curled his other arm around the bars of the cell and forced himself to stop shaking.
When he looked back up, Aluran had pulled Errat part of the way into his cell. Soon the warborn would be pulled all the way in, and then who knows what horrors Aluran would unleash upon him. Lex moved closer, trying to move to Errat’s aid.
“No, friend Lex. Run. Now,” Errat grunted through the pain and the strain.
Lex ignored him, clinging to the bar with his free hand. It was then he realized he still clung to the chunk of rock he’d torn from the wall of the tower. He looked down at it and then at Aluran. He gripped the rock and took careful aim.
He pulled back like a major league pitcher and tossed the stone towards Aluran. It sailed through the air, just missing Errat’s head and smacked the High God in the temple. The rock did little damage. It didn’t even draw any blood. But it distracted the High God enough for Errat to disengage from his grip.
The warborn fell back and Lex’s heart leapt into his throat. I’ve just killed my friend. Errat pushed off with his feet, sailed through the air, clearing the void at the tower’s center and smashed into the bars of the Seeker’s cell. Errat snagged a bar with one hand and arrested his fall. A moment later he’d climbed to safety, and he turned to Aluran.
“You are alone without friends, and you will always be alone. That is why you will fail.” Errat turned away and climbed towards Raathiel’s cell.
Lex stared at the warborn for a moment, thankful he could call the tall man a friend. Aluran punched the bars and Lex turned towards him and spoke in a clear voice, devoid of any fear.
“Where is Gryph?”
The High God paused and moved close to the bars so that Lex could see his eyes. “I fed on his soul and left his corpse as a feast for the bandersnatch.” The venom dripping in the man’s voice burned through Lex like acid, and Lex tensed his muscles ready to attack.
“Lex,” Raathiel’s voice hissed. “He is lying.”
Lex spun to the feathered coatl. “How do you know?”
“I just do.”
He saw the love, the pain, the worry in her eyes, but he also saw certainty and truth. He let that truth calm him and he nodded. Errat reached through the bars of her cell and she curled her scaly length around him. 
“It is time to climb,” the coatl said and closed her eyes, letting Errat pull her free.
Lex nodded and turned back to Aluran. He glared at the man, no fear in his eyes. The High God returned his gaze unblinking. “Looks like it’s Lex: two and His High Douchiness: zero.”
“There’s always a next time,” Aluran said, an icy chill in his tone.
“You come near me, or Gryph, or any of my friends again, and I’ll kill you. This I vow.” The Realms felt the power of his words and coalesced about him. “And yeah, that was a Binding Vow, dickhead.”
Lex turned his back on the High God and began to climb.
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Gryph woke with a start. Everything hurt and for a moment his eyes refused to open, gummed shut by sleep. The smell of wood burning flowed to his nose. The sound of crackling wood and the dull clang of something metallic filled his ears. Warm furs covered him and though he was still in pain, the wound in his side seemed to have healed.
Have I been out that long, or has someone healed me?
“Ah, you’re awake,” a calm, older voice said. The light padding of footsteps came closer and Gryph forced his eyes open. A man-sized shape knelt before him and a strong hand eased him into a sitting position. “Easy. You’ve been through a hell of a lot.”
Gryph’s vision finally cleared enough to see the man. He was short and a bit frumpy about the middle. He wore a simple robe and sandals, reminding Gryph of an actor from a biblical drama. The color and quantity of his hair suggested he was late middle age, but Gryph sensed he was much, much older. “Where am I and who are you?” His voice sounded creaky and parched.
“I am called Herne, and this is my home.” Herne handed Gryph a gourd filled with crisp, cool water. “Drink this.” Gryph eyed the man with suspicion. “It is just water, and damn fine water if I may say so.” Gryph looked for any hint of subterfuge, but he was parched and if Herne wanted to harm him, he’d had plenty of opportunity while Gryph was unconscious. He took a deep drink, letting the cold-water cleanse away the mucus and grit that caked his throat. When he finished the water, he nodded his thanks to Herne, who took the gourd.
“How long have I been out?” Gryph asked, worry for his friends filling him.
“You have been with me for nearly a week.”
“A week?” Gryph said in alarm and lurched into a sitting position. Pain punched into his side and the painful memory of being skewered by his own spear returned with force. Herne pushed him back with a strong, sure hand and after a moment the pain ceased.
“Calm yourself. Time flows faster here than in the rest of this Realm. It has been less than an hour for your friends.”
“Where are they? Are they safe?”
“They were imprisoned in the Archive, but they have already escaped and are making their way to the top of the tower. It is fortunate, and quite surprising, that you count an aether mage among your friends. No others are capable of learning Bartholomew’s methods.”
“Errat is different,” Gryph said, a small smile crossing his lips. Herne nodded in agreement. “Who is Bartholomew?
“A fellow Seeker, but one whose mind has become a bit addled over the long centuries.”
“Centuries? Just how old are you?”
Herne turned from Gryph and walked to the iron pot hanging over the fire. He stirred the contents sending a pleasant aroma into the air. Gryph’s stomach grumbled. A moment later Herne returned and handed a steaming bowl to Gryph. A dozen questions burned for answers, but Gryph knew the look of a man who wanted to talk, wanted to confess. Herne would answer all of Gryph’s questions, if given the chance. Plus, Gryph was starving. He blew on a spoonful of stew and then took a bite. He nodded his appreciation to Herne.
“Thank you. It’s good.”
“I wish we had time for pleasantries and long chats, but even though time is moving at a crawl out there, it is still inexorable. And we are running out.”
“I don’t understand.”
Herne hung his head and bore the look of a man forced to a painful conversation he wished to avoid. “I have waited for you Gryph for longer than I can remember. It was inevitable that a reborn Ossyrion would eventually come for me. I had hoped we would have more time.” Herne looked up, a grim smile on his face. It was clear that a debate was raging inside him. A moment later, a decision made, Herne spoke again. “But even here time passes. The High God is close to unravelling the ways of the Aether. Our brother is crafty, and I fear no cell will hold him for long.”
“Our brother?” Gryph said in shock and he understood who Herne was, who he really was. “Cerrunos.” A swirl of emotions raged through him. Anger, fear, hurt, betrayal, sympathy, confusion. Herne looked nothing like the god from Ossyrion’s memory, yet Gryph knew he was right.
“Yes, well partially,” Herne admitted.
“What do you mean, partially?” Gryph said, his fists clenching, his emotions threatening to overcome him. Standing before him was the biggest traitor in the history of the Realms, a man responsible for incalculable suffering. A part of Gryph wanted to make him pay, to take Ossyrion’s revenge, but in his weakened state this partial god could kill him.
“I will try to explain,” the Seeker said. “I, Cerrunos, made this place mere hours before you and the others confronted Morrigan. I cast off my Godhead and used its power to build this Realm, a place to hide, a place to live free of fear.” Herne extended his hand palm up in the space between them and a sphere of light pulsed to life. Across the surface images of a verdant paradise flowed. It was this Realm, but also not. “What I did not understand, was that while I escaped Morrigan, I could never escape myself.”
Gryph understood regret, and the power the past held over the present.
“I thought I would find safety here, maybe even happiness. I was wrong, and this Realm began to suffer for it.” The images on the sphere shifted and monsters now walked the forest. “The jabberwocky, the bandersnatch, and other fell beasts rose in response to my guilt, tearing my paradise apart.”
“I was alone here, and my guilt and shame and hatred soon threatened to tear me asunder. So, I split myself into five Aspects, each tasked with a job. I, the part known as Herne, exists only to await your return. To help in the war against Morrigan, against Aluran. It is my job to make amends.”
Herne glanced sideways at Gryph. “I now know there is nothing I can do to earn forgiveness. My guilt is too great for that. Nothing I can do will ever balance the scales in my favor.”
“This Bartholomew you spoke of is another Aspect?” Gryph asked, trying to wrap his head around the concept of one man becoming many.
“Yes,” Herne said and hung his head. “He suffers daily, for he bears the burden of our guilt. It has driven him mad. On the good days he does not remember why he is the way he is, and he finds a small measure of peace. Other days he cannot abide himself. Those are the days he locks himself away.”
Gryph tried to imagine what it would be like to exist simply to bear the burden of guilt and his insides grew cold. What Herne said next was even worse.
"A third Aspect, he who bears our fear, remains locked in a cell at the heart of a mountain at the far end of this valley. Sometimes, when the night is calm, I can hear him screaming. I dislike calm nights.”
“The fourth Aspect was tasked with seeking our redemption. He returned to the Realms bearing our Lexicon. It was his purpose to ensure that the Lexicon came to you, if you were ever reborn in the Realms. If you were not, then we hoped the knowledge contained inside the artifact would one day be of use to the people of Korynn. A small reparation for the damage we had caused.”
“He was the Seeker that Eris murdered. The one that showed her how to enter this Realm.”
Herne nodded. “And not only her but also Aluran.”
“Shit!” Gryph thought, then realized he was clenching his fists and eased them open. If I live through this, I will have some words for Eris. Gryph returned his gaze to Herne. “And the fifth Aspect?” A surety filled Gryph, one that made his heart thunder in his chest, but he needed to hear Herne say the name.
“You have the answer to that question.”
“Lex,” Gryph said, eyes wide.
“Yes, he is our hope. Inside him lies the secret you seek, the secret to removing Aluran’s Godhead. And I hold the key to unlocking that knowledge.”
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Lex’s muscles burned with exhaustion. The climb up the interior of the Archive had taken forever, half convincing him their escape was the punchline of some sick joke. An endless climb to nowhere. Was Cerrunos even waiting at the top of the tower? Sure, it seemed familiar to Lex, and Eris said they’d find him there, but none of them really knew, did they? If I make it to the top and Cerrunos is there, I’m gonna introduce my boot to his jumblies in a none so kind fashion, Lex thought. He sounded tough in his own mind, but not so much in the real world.
“I’m not going to make it. My arms are about to fall off.”
“Hold on for just a few more minutes friend Lex, for Errat is not tired at all.” The warborn reached back and hoisted Lex up by his rump, like a father hefting a piggybacking child into a more comfortable position.
“Shh, don’t say it so loud,” Lex said, flushing with embarrassment at being carried up the rope on Errat’s back. “This isn’t exactly dignified, and I don’t want the others to find out.”
They already have, Raathiel sent as she flew past them, wheeled up, flapping her wings so she could hover.
“You’re sharing this with them aren’t you?” Lex grumbled, slitted eyes staring daggers at the coatl.
“She is and we all think you’re doing great lil’ fella,” Vonn yelled down from above. “Ovrym says to keep up the good work.”
“You guys suck,” Lex said, as an image of Ovrym ascending far quicker than any one-armed man should filled his mind.
A few minutes later Errat and Lex reached the top of the Archive and Vonn helped pull Lex through a trapdoor in the ceiling. Lex collapsed onto his back, breathing heavily. After a few ragged breaths he looked around to find they were in an empty, circular space with a single spiral staircase leading up to another trapdoor.
“It’s locked,” Ovrym said, extending his good arm and helping Lex to his feet. “Even Vonn couldn’t pick it.”
“No handle, no hinges and no lock, so nothing to pick,” Vonn said with a shrug.
“Perhaps it's just waiting for Lex's magic touch,” Lex said with more confidence than he felt and walked to the base of the stairs. He looked up noting the curving stairs bore no railing or other safety devices. It’s like he doesn’t want visitors, Lex muttered to himself.
The NPC crouched low and ascended. His knees wobbled with the onset of acrophobia. This is your fault Cerrunos you bastard. I have no idea how, but it is. He struggled not to drop to all fours and crawl up the stairs. His ego had taken a heavy pounding already, and he'd be damned before he gave his friends further ammo to decimate it to ashes.
After a heroic twenty seconds of effort, Lex reached the circular portal to the next level. Raathiel flapped nearby, ready to pounce on anything that came through, while Vonn stood behind him, ready for action. Lex nodded to them and reached a hand out. As he got close, he felt a slight static wave on the door, like that on a fleece blanket removed from the dryer. The hairs on his fingers stood on end and a crack and a hiss filled the chamber.
Lex flinched back and the others readied various long-range attacks. The hatch hinged up and clanged open.
“Maybe daddy wants to see you after all,” Vonn said in a jestful whisper.
Lex threw an irritated glance at the rogue, before returning his attention to the door. He peeked his head up, eyes searching back and forth like prey seeking a predator.
The room above was a luxurious sitting room fit for a king. Or a god in hiding, Lex thought. He stepped up and turned a full 360-degrees. The room was much larger on the inside than the rest of the tower had been, suggesting some kind of spatial expansion. Tall bookshelves covered the walls, stacked full of thousands of books. Leather couches, and numerous desks with well-padded chairs filled the main part of the room. The savory aroma of fresh biscuits came to Lex’s nose
Bart stood in front of a large hearth, nudging embers to life with an iron poker.
“Ah, hello old friend. It appears you have repented your vile ways and taken back your course insults regarding the Great God Cerrunos, for you have been allowed into his wondrous presence. This pleases me.” He picked up a serving tray and walked up to Lex. “Biscuit?” He asked, offering the tray.
“Uh, thanks,” Lex said, picking up a biscuit. The pastry was hot and buttery, and it smelled delicious. Is it poisoned? His stomach gurgled, and he shrugged before taking a bite. “It’s fantastic. Thanks Bart.”
“You are most welcome friend. Would you help me serve the Great God Cerrunos? He is a mite bit peckish.”
“Yeah sure,” Lex said, looking around in confusion. “Where is he?”
*****
“Should have seen this one coming,” Lex muttered in annoyance as he looked down upon the skeletal remains lying inside the stone sarcophagus. “How long has Cerrunos been asleep?” Lex asked, having learned to not refer to the pile of bones that had, evidently once belonged to Cerrunos, as dead. At least not while Bart was in earshot.
“He closed his eyes a few minutes after I told him we would have visitors. He likes to look his best. Needs his rest you know.”
“Yes, obviously,” Lex said, nodding before casting a sideways glance at Vonn. “What the hell do we do now?” his heart sinking. He couldn’t feel Gryph, Aluran was probably climbing his way up the tower and Cerrunos, the only being in existence who knew how to remove a Godhead, wasn’t in a talkative mood.
A haze of fear hung over Vonn and he shrugged, for once keeping any snide comments to himself. That was almost more terrifying to Lex than Aluran. If Vonn was afraid, they were screwed. After a few more failed attempts to get any useful information from Bart, Ovrym suggested they search the room.
Lex walked to the nearest bookshelf and removed a book. He opened it at random and began to read. A moment later his face turned red, and he slammed the book shut. He returned it to the shelf and noticed Eris eyeballing him.
“Don’t read that,” the NPC said as if he was giving wise counsel. “Torrid Tales is the understatement of the century.” They wasted several more minutes searching shelves and opening drawers, when Ovrym chimed in.
“I may have something.” The xydai had been poking around in an alcove opposite the sarcophagus. The others rushed to find him holding an odd cube shaped device constructed from multiple plates of elementum, each one a different color. The six sides to the cube each bore a slot that held a blue diamond icon.
Lex took the odd device from Ovrym and turned it from side to side. He had no idea what the cube was, but knew it had to be important. The materials cost alone had to be staggering. Add in the incredible artistry and design and the object could finance a revolution. “What the heck is it?”
“It’s a Lexicon Matrix,” Eris said with certainty. “Empty by the looks of it.”
“How do you know that?” Lex asked.
Because she has seen one before, Raathiel sent.
Eris nodded at the coatl and then turned to Lex. “This is what you were in when I found you.”
Lex almost dropped the matrix, whether in shock or despair, he couldn't say. Lex always knew that he wasn’t a ‘real boy,’ but holding proof of his lack of humanity in his hands was deeply disturbing. He opened his mouth, but despite a desperate desire to talk about his feelings, he found that he could not.
“You found me?”
“Yeah,” Eris said, a small whiff of guilt in her tone. “It was my first mission on entering the Realms.”
“Then there is this,” Ovrym said, doing his best to pull the attention away from the uncomfortable scene. Next to the chest where he’d discovered the empty Lexicon Matrix, was an odd machine that looked like a cross between an old printing press and a nuclear bomb movie prop designed by someone who knew nothing about nuclear bombs.
Lex walked up to the odd device. Amidst the wires and tubes was a recessed slot that looked to be the exact size of the matrix. With a bit of trepidation, Lex eased the cube into the slot, and the icons built into the device began to glow.
“What the hell is this thing?” the NPC asked, looking at Eris.
“No idea. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Few have,” a most unwelcome voice said from behind them. They all turned as one, drawing weapons and reading spells. “It’s a Soul Siphon, and it tells me exactly what you are Lex.” Standing near the open trapdoor, the throat of Bart the Seeker held in his hand, was Aluran, the High God of the Pantheon. “Or should I say Cerrunos. It is good to see you again, brother.” Aluran’s sinister smile did not match the welcome in his words. “We have much to discuss.”
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A dozen emotions pushed through Gryph all vying for attention. Anger battled regret, amusement danced around the edges of confusion, relief settled atop fear. But it was determination that bubbled to the surface and demanded his attention.
“We need to get to him before Aluran does,” Gryph said.
“Yes, and I’m coming with you.”
Herne explained that he was the key required to unlock the knowledge buried in Lex’s mind. His sole purpose was to be this key, to carry Cerrunos’ last, desperate hope for redemption. It was why he’d been in hiding since the day Cerrunos split himself. He’d been waiting for someone to come, someone to help him make amends. He further explained that he’d been gifted with an awareness of every place in this Realm apart from the tower itself.
“When I learned you were once Ossyrion, I knew my chance had come,” Herne said. “I used what little influence I had left to take control of the bandersnatch alpha and sent it to your aid. The others followed the alpha’s lead. I was able to coerce the alpha into sending you here, but unfortunately I was unable to alter where the others sent Aluran.”
Gryph eyed Herne intensely. Can I trust him? Can I not? Here was the man, or part of him anyway, responsible for the biggest betrayal in the history of the Realms. Millions had died because of his cowardice. Herne’s tale of the suffering he and his fellow Aspects had experienced since Cerrunos’ treachery was horrific, but it was still a mere fraction of what they had wrought on the Realms.
Gryph stared into Herne’s eyes, proud to see the man hold his gaze steady. He saw true regret in those eyes and knew that no punishment he could levy on Herne would be worse than what Herne had already levied on himself. Gryph had seen his like before. Men so broken by guilt they wanted to be punished. And no punishment would ever be enough. But, perhaps that guilt can still do some good.
“Lex doesn’t know, does he?”
“No,” Herne said, hanging his head. “He is the only one of us who does not. We deemed it necessary to keep the memories of what we’d done, who we were, from him, otherwise he would lose all hope. And without hope, we would have no chance to make amends.”
Herne paused, took a bit of his stew and for several moments the only sound in the cavern was his methodical chewing. Finally, he spoke again.
“Lex’s ignorance will not protect him. It will not help him resist the High God’s power. Given time, Aluran will strip the knowledge of how to remove a Godhead from Lex’s mind, and leave nothing behind. Then he will come for you.”
“Our plan is simple then. We will get to Lex first, you will awaken his knowledge and then I will take away Aluran’s power.”
Herne smiled, a look of genuine hope filling him. “There’s something else you should know. Cerrunos was no soul mage, so when he split himself into the five Aspects, he had to choose one of us to carry the burden of his soul.”
“Lex carries Cerrunos’ soul,” Gryph said, as sure of it as he had ever been of anything.
“Yes.” Herne looked up, eyes locked on Gryph.
Gryph reached out to Herne and took the man by the shoulder. “I am sorry.”
Herne nodded and then spoke. “That surety you felt when you knew Lex possessed Cerrunos’ soul. It is not the first time you have known something when you should not, is it?”
“No,” Gryph said in a low tone. He had always been intuitive. His ability to find patterns amidst the noise was why he'd been such a good spy. But ever since he’d entered the Realms that ability had reached an almost psychic level. He just knew things, as if he was drawing it from … “The Aether. My mind taps into the Aether.”
Herne smiled, recognizing that Gryph’s intuitive leap had proven the point far more than words ever could. “Yes, but there is more to it.”
Gryph reached a tentative hand up to the middle of his forehead, the spot where his Prime Godhead had bonded with him on his entry to the Realms. Even though it was inactive here, he still sensed its power. “I bear the Godhead of Aether.” He turned back to Herne. “That is why I often know things I should not.”
“Yes. The Aether is everywhere and we who have borne its Godhead are far more connected to it than others, allowing information to come to us. It was how I knew the Princes of Chaos possessed the essential knowledge I needed to remove a Godhead. How I knew Morrigan would not rest until he possessed them all. How I know that you are our last chance to prevent him from tearing all the Realms apart in his quest to make one woman love him again.”
“Is this really all about one woman?” Gryph had seen the memory, knew Asheara died so that the thirteen of them would live.
“Yes. Morrigan became the best version of himself because of her love and the worst when he lost her.” Herne paused, pain and regret filling him. “If Aluran learns how to remove a Godhead, he will collect all thirteen of the Prime Godheads. When that happens…”
“He will become the Source,” Gryph said in shock. “And he will remake the Realms.”
“Yes,” Herne said, a look of deep fear flowing through him. “But that is not the worst of it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Even if he becomes the Source, even if he tears the Realms apart to make Asheara anew, she will not love him. She can never love what he has become. When he realizes that, he will lose what little remains of his humanity. Then, all of existence will suffer as he does.”
Images of a raging, fiery Hell filled Gryph’s mind. An entire universe aflame because its God was broken, desperate, alone and evil. A billion times a billion souls would suffer as Morrigan did, endlessly and without hope. The vision washed over Gryph, filling him with primal dread. Another thought occurred to him, one that was terrifying because of the absurdity of its truth. One that galvanized him to his purpose.
“Lex is our only hope,” Gryph said in a low voice. “I must protect Lex.”
*****
Herne led them from his cave, and down a forest path. Soon they reached the edge of the clearing surrounding the Archive, and their already difficult task took an uptick towards insurmountable. Every beast in this odd Realm seemed to have gathered around the Archive. There was no way they'd pass unharmed through the gauntlet of beasts.
“Can you call them off?” Gryph asked, pointing to the beasts.
“No, they are Bartholomew’s creatures and often react more to his moods than actual commands. That so many of them are here and this agitated worries me.”
Several bandersnatch roared, the root golems hooted and the gibberish of a jabberwock tore at Gryph’s ears. The beast's movements were erratic, and several stared upwards at the top of the tower, howling in rage and despair. Gryph followed their gaze to find the flying creatures he’d seen earlier swarmed like angry bees.
“Something is happening,” Herne said, fear gripping him.
“Aluran,” Gryph said. “I need to get to Lex now.”
“I want that as much as you,” Herne said, battling the fear bubbling beneath the surface. “But we cannot survive this.” He waved a hand towards the monsters.
“What are those?” Gryph asked, pointing up at the flying creatures.
“Gray swoopers,” Herne said. “They were once simple bat-like creatures, but over time Bartholomew’s madness infected them. They envelop their prey, disincorporating their bodies as they feed on their energy.”
Gryph scowled in distaste, and a horrible, insane idea began to form in his mind. “How do we get one to come after us?”
“We don’t unless we want to die,” Herne said alarmed. Gryph stared at him until the old man dipped his head. “You’re right, I’m sorry. Old habits die hard.” Herne brought a hand to his chin in thought. “They are territorial beasts. They abide the jabberwock and bandersnatch, for they care nothing for the ground. But, attempt to take to the sky and they will attack.”
“We need to get to high ground then.” He looked around and to their left spotted a jutting outcropping of rock. Gryph ran, pushing through the branches of trees and rushing through brambles. A minute later he’d scrambled to the top of the outcropping, Herne by his side wheezing and bowed over in pain.
“What exactly is your plan here?” the old hermit asked as he caught his breath.
“You’re not going to like it,” Gryph said with an intense stare and explained his idea. Though he swallowed hard, Herne did not object and a moment later nodded his head.
“There’s something you'll need before we do this,” Herne said and held his hands out, asking permission to take Gryph’s head in his hands. Gryph stepped forward, and the Seeker placed his fingers at Gryph’s temples. A hum of energy flowed through Gryph and in an instant his strength and power returned.
“You’ve re-activated my Godhead.”
“We’ll need it. And you’re a better god than I ever was,” Herne said and stepped to the edge of the outcropping. He raised his hands and gray energy twined about his fingers. He fired a dual volley of Aether Bolts towards the closest gray swooper.
The Aether Bolts slammed into the aetherial beast and the foul creature howled, diving towards Herne. Gryph’s stomach churned, only partially from fear of the beast. Being called a god unnerved him. Despite bearing the Godhead for so many months, he’d never once considered himself a god. Perhaps it was his own humble nature, or a cultural bias against such blasphemous braggadocio, but the concept did not sit well with him.
A high-pitched screech, felt more than heard, pummeled into them. The noise made the small bones inside Gryph’s ears ache affecting his equilibrium, but he forced himself to readiness. He gripped the length of empyrean spider silk and cast Animate Rope.
The swooper got close, and Gryph’s face squeezed up in disgust. The beast resembled a large leather kite with a pair of clawed feet and two vestigial talons protruding from the tips of its wings. A wide singular eye stared down from above a thin mouth filled with needle-sharp teeth. A pair of thick, tufted ears fanned outwards and back from its flat head. Oily fog surrounded the creature bringing with it the smell of rotting garbage.
It screeched louder, its one eye glaring hatred at Herne. The older man took an involuntary step back but did not flee. Perhaps he truly wishes to make amends, Gryph thought, readying the rope. The swooper spread its wings wide, ready to envelop Herne inside their folds. Gryph activated his tier ability Swift as the Wind and powered up his Elven Boots of Deftness. His speed and agility tripled, and he jumped, tossing the rope towards the swooper.
The beast tried to pull up, but Gryph and the rope were quicker, and the coil of empyrean silk twined about its body, cinching it just enough to bind it, but not so tight as to bring it crashing to the ground.
Gryph activated the rope’s Compel ability. The beast’s mind opened to him and he pushed calm obedience into the foul mass of anger and insanity. It struggled against him, but soon fell silent. Gryph climbed onto its back, scrunching his nose against the stench and looped the rope around his fist, like a cowboy atop a bucking bronco. He then helped Herne up, grabbed the beast’s furry ears and ordered it aloft.
He used the beast's ears like a primitive steering system and turned the creature towards the top of the tower. Gryph sensed its rage as it struggled against him, but he ignored it, laser focused on one goal.
He would get to Lex before Aluran could tear the NPC’s mind apart and end the Realms or he would die trying. As he flew towards the raging flock of gray swoopers, that latter option seemed much more likely.
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“I'm pretty sure you've got me confused with someone else, dickknocker,” Lex spat. A part of him knew antagonizing a god was not the best idea in the world, but he was still reeling at finding actual proof that he wasn’t a real boy, and it elevated his brashness. “Now, let the naked weirdo go, turn around and shove that big sword right up your own ass. Otherwise we’re gonna have a real problem.”
“Just like the old Cerrunos, hiding your fear behind humor.”
Lex threw his arms in the air. “Is anybody listening. I am not Cerrunos.”
“It's a shame I didn’t realize who you were the last time we talked,” Aluran said, ignoring Lex’s denial again. “But wasted time and missed opportunities are part of life are they not?”
A rebuke started to push past Lex’s lips, when Bart drew his leg back and full on junk kicked the High God. Unfortunately for Bart, he was still naked and Aluran was armored. Bart’s foot crunched into the metal codpiece with a dull thunk and a sharp crack of bone. Bart grunted in pain and his foot hung limp, his ankle broken. That failed to dissuade the mad Seeker though, and he pulled his other leg back and kicked again, with the same predictable results.
Bart scowled at Aluran, either driven mad by pain and fear, or already crazy enough where he noticed neither. He tried to punch the High God, but Aluran was done playing. He held Bart over the open hatchway and cracked his spindly neck. The light in Bart’s eyes faded and a gust of air exploded from the High God’s hand, sending the body of the deranged Seeker flying into the room below. With an almost casual flick of his hand, he slammed the round door shut.
“Where were we?” Aluran asked, turning back to Lex.
“You were about to surrender, apologize for being such a cunt and then jump into an active volcano,” Lex raged, surprised at how angry he was over Bart’s murder. Eris, Vonn and Ovrym shifted next to him.
“Did I go too far with the C word?” Lex whispered.
“No,” all three of his friends said together.
“Okay, good. Was afraid I got a little carried away there.” He turned back to Aluran who was eyeing them one at a time, looking for a weakness he could exploit. “So, chop chop, I don’t have all day. Drop your sword, lay face down and I’ll accept your ignoble surrender. After that, maybe I’ll get a nice massage and facial. You know, take a me day.”
Aluran chuckled lightly, but genuinely. “You always were funny Cerrunos. It’s why we kept you around as long as we did, despite your inferiority.”
“Inferiority?” Lex said, offended. “Now listen here you pompous …”
“You cannot rightly be offended at him calling Cerrunos inferior if you don’t believe you’re him,” Vonn said in a whisper.
“Oh, right, you got a point there,” Lex whispered back. “Wait, you don’t think he’s right, do you?” Desperation filled Lex’s eyes, begging his friend to say he didn’t or to at least tell him a convincing lie. Sadness filled Vonn's eyes. Lex swallowed hard and then turned his eyes down. “Well, fuck me.”
Lex’s heart sank, and he wanted nothing more than to wallow in misery, but there was still the small problem of a despotic god wanting to dig around in his brain for secret knowledge that he didn’t have. He looked at Vonn and nodded. “We’ll deal with my personality disorders later, if we survive the day.”
“I’m there for you, no matter how many years it takes,” Vonn said.
Lex nodded his thanks and turned back to Aluran, when Vonn’s words hit him. “Wait, years?” Vonn pointed at the High God. “Oh right, that.” He poured spirit energy into his hammer, roared “I must protect Gryph” and attacked.
*****
Well, that could have gone better, Lex thought as Aluran lifted him off his feet. Lex was bloody and beaten, his arm hanging useless at his side. He tried to speak, to make some witty joke, but a coughing fit interrupted his thoughts, and nothing came up but a gobbet of congealing blood. It splattered against the High God’s armor and trickled down his breastplate.
“I’m sorry, were you saying something?” Lex asked, his head lolling to the side like a baby whose neck was too weak. The bodies of his friends lay scattered across the floor of the Archive, some unconscious, others wrapped in tight Soul Bands. The battle had been short and brutal, for even without his Godhead powers, Aluran was one of the strongest combatants in all the Realms.
“Tell me what I want to know freely and with no further witticisms and I’ll let your friends live. Fail to do so, and I will shred your mind until I find what I seek, and then I will make what is left of you watch me kill your friends slowly. If you are lucky, you’ll be too far gone to care what I do to them.”
“So lemme see if I’ve got this right.” Lex tapped Aluran in the chest with a stubby finger. “You think I’m Cerrunos and I know how to remove that pretty, sparkly Godhead you’ve got lodged in your brain? Am I right, so far?” Lex didn’t wait for an answer. “Well, your logic is just plain dumb. If I knew what the hell you were blabbing about and I could remove your Godhead, why would I let you smack me around like this?” Lex walked his fingers up Aluran’s chest. “Maybe, cuz I’ve been waiting for you to pull me close enough to do this.”
Lex’s hand snapped upwards and grabbed Aluran by the forehead. The High God flinched and pulled back as Lex started to make a series of absurd electrical explosion noises. The NPC laughed and wagged his finger under Aluran’s nose. “Made ya jump.”
“The Realms have had enough of your buffoonery,” Aluran said and pointed a finger at Lex’s forehead. Colorless energy distorted the air around the finger and then exploded into Lex’s head like a spear of ice. Lex’s eyes rolled back in his head and his mouth opened in a silent scream.
Memories wrenched from Lex’s mind, drawn out like taffy and then folded back in upon themselves. None had any context. Names and faces he should recognize became a jumbled mess as the High God searched through Lex’s mind with all the care of a child digging in his toy box for that one awesome toy.
Though Lex could make no sense of the memories, Aluran could, and amidst the myriad flashes and recollections several stood out. Cerrunos casting off his Godhead and using the energy to build the very Realm they now stood in. Cerrunos walking the edge of the Bay of Ruin mere hours after its formation as debris rained from the sky, bringing death to much of Korynn. Cerrunos ending his life to create his five Aspects and using the Soul Siphon to transfer both soul and memories to the Lexicon of Cerrunos. The Seeker Aluran had resurrected at the Foundation hiding the Lexicon in an ancient temple. Eris finding the Lexicon and delivering it to …
“Brynn,” Aluran said in shock. The energies tearing Lex’s mind asunder stopped, and he pulled the NPC close. “Brynn has betrayed me.” The hurt and pain in Aluran’s eyes was genuine, desperate. “Tell me what you know of this.”
“What’s to tell. She knows you suck just as much as everyone else does. You didn’t think she liked you for you, did ya?” Lex laughed and pain wracked his head. “I got a newsflash for ya guy, everybody hates you cuz you’re a steaming pile of assholes.”
Aluran pulled back his fist, waiting for Lex to realize what was coming, and then punched him full force in the stomach. Lex felt something burst, his spleen, or maybe a kidney and he gasped in agony. With pure force of will Lex spat through bloody teeth. “Punch away asshole, it's not like this is really my body, anyway.”
Aluran pulled Lex close. “I’ve already seen so much. Let’s see who else is in here? Who else are you trying to protect?” Aluran brought his finger back up and resumed his none too gentle exploration of Lex’s memories. Aluran saw a bleeding man at a bar, a man named Dalton, a man who’d once worked for him, but then betrayed him. He was talking to another man, one that seemed somehow familiar. “Hello Finn,” the man said and Aluran realized he was seeing a ghost, a man he'd long believed dead.
Curious, Aluran thought and pursued those memories. He watched Finn beat a mercenary strike team and then drive to a warehouse. In the warehouse was an NI rig. Finn used it to enter the Realms, used it to become the El’Edryn Gryph, the man with the Prime Godhead. Dread filled the High God as he realized the true depths of Brynn’s betrayal. 
The memory shifted and Lex sat across the table from him in Avernia. He watched Lex give him the finger as he died of self-administered poison. He saw Lex reunite with Gryph, in a long empty valley. This is where my enemies are, Aluran realized. An older, but still attractive elven woman smiled and Aluran felt the depth of Lex’s feelings for the woman.
“Leave her alone, you fuck,” Lex said through trembling lips, surprising Aluran with his strength.
“You’re about to die Lex but take some small solace in her love for you. It is all that matters in the end and is worth sacrificing everything for.”
He wasted no more time sifting through the minutia of Lex’s life and resumed his search. Deep down, at the bottom of an endless well, Aluran found what he had sought for millennia. A faint, shimmering glow hidden so deeply that Aluran was sure Lex had no idea it was there.
“I guess you weren’t lying. You didn’t know you knew.” Aluran grabbed the memory and began the journey back up the dark well. Lex began to shake, caught in the throes of a violent seizure. Foam sputtered from his mouth and his eyes rolled back in his head. 
Aluran gritted his teeth as the resistance grew. Lex went limp in his hands and the resistance disappeared. Aluran chortled in triumph, closed his eyes in concentration and pulled harder. The memory was almost his when a voice spoke in his ear.
“Hey dickhead, let go of my Lex.”
Before Aluran could open his eyes a shocking pain exploded from under his ribs and he lost his spectral grip on Lex’s memory.
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Gryph pushed his spear into the gap under Aluran’s armor and got great satisfaction from the sensation of metal raking against the High God’s ribs. Before the High God could react Gryph activated a host of perks and abilities. Arcs of electricity surged through the High God’s body as both Yrriel’s Bite and Yrriel’s Maelstrom unleashed. He’d added all 200 points of stored mana to his spear’s attack ability Penetrating Strike, unleashed his regained tier ability Perk Surety to guarantee the success of Impale, which earned him a Stun debuff. The surprise coupled with the concentrated power of the attack also earned Gryph a Critical Hit.
The attack would have laid most foes low, but this was the High God of the Pantheon and Gryph’s attack put the smallest of dents into Aluran’s 4,567 points of health. However, it did save Lex. Aluran grunted in pain and the NPC slipped from his grasp. The distraction also caused Aluran’s Soul Bands spell to fail, freeing Gryph’s companions.
The bands of gray soul energy unraveled from around Raathiel and Vonn snapping back on the High God like broken rubber bands. Mana feedback did a small amount of damage, but Gryph doubted it would make any difference in this fight. Good thing his plan did not involve killing the High God. It did, however, involve inflicting as much pain as possible, and Gryph relished that as he leaned into his spear.
Raathiel, heal Lex and then wake Eris, Ovrym and Errat. Herne, the moment Lex is awake unlock his knowledge. Vonn, you’re with me. We need to do everything we can to keep Aluran down and distracted.
Raathiel rushed to Lex and enveloped him in her healing flames. Herne knelt by Lex’s side, hovering his hand over the NPC, like a man hesitant to reach out to a long-lost brother. Vonn retrieved his fallen vorpal blade and rushed towards the High God.
Vonn raised his blade, prepping a blow to Aluran’s neck, when one of the god’s perks or abilities counteracted the Stun debuff. The High God reached a hand out and his fallen two-handed sword flew to his grasp. Vonn’s vorpal sword clanged against the golden blade and Aluran flexed his forearm. A wave of invisible force punched into Vonn, sending the half-elf tumbling head over heels into a bookshelf lining the wall.
Raathiel flew from Lex to Eris, as Herne helped Lex sit up, slapping his face to wake him.
Aluran swung his sword towards Gryph, forcing him to pull his spear free and roll away. Before the High God could get to his feet, Gryph cast Sticky Mud. The floor beneath Aluran turned to cloying muck, sucking the heavily laden god down. Gryph stood and sheathed his spear. He flexed both wrists and a pair of throwing knives dropped into his hands. He tossed both, upping their power with a magnetic nudge from his bracers.
The High God roared, more in anger than from pain. His eyes flared, and he turned his hatred on Gryph. The throwing knives altered course and arced upward, adjusting their trajectory back towards Gryph.
“Shit,” Gryph muttered and erected a hasty Life Shield. Right before the shimmering field of green flashed into existence two thunderous booms filled the room and both knives exploded. Gryph turned to see Eris bearing her pistols. She paid him no heed as she turned her aim on the High God and fired several more times.
Enhanced metal rounds shot from the barrels of her pistols and sped towards Aluran. The armored god’s eyes flared again as he tried to redirect the speeding bullets but grunted in surprise and then pain as they slammed into his breastplate.
A sly grin crossed Eris’ face as she stepped closer, took aim and unloaded both cylinders. The rounds exploded off the High God’s armor doing minimal damage but kept him off balance. He extended his arm and fired a volley of Soul Bolts in Eris’ direction. The small woman dodged the first volley, but the others sensed the movement and homed in on her. She screamed and fell to the ground.
With an effort, Aluran pulled himself from the Sticky Mud and stood. He looked up just in time to raise an arm to block a downwards strike from Ovrym’s Bleed Metal Saber. The High God grunted in pain and swung his sword one handed in a clumsy arc.
Ovrym leapt over the strike and thrust his stump out, sending a wave of telekinetic force slamming into the High God. It surprised Gryph that the xydai could direct the attack without a hand, but it was far from the first time the adjudicator had impressed him.
Aluran collapsed to one knee. Ovrym spun aside avoiding the High God’s clumsy counter-attack and Gryph smiled as he watched Errat slam his axe into the gap in the High God’s defenses. The massive axe blade bit deep into Aluran’s shoulder, driving him to the ground and cleaving the arm from the god’s body.
Aluran howled in pain and rage, and Gryph started to believe they might win this fight. Errat pulled the axe free and brought it over his head, ready to make Aluran a double amputee. Aluran thrust upwards and a shimmering fist of barely visible force punched hard into Errat’s stomach. The warborn flew back and slammed into the wall of bookcases, forcing Vonn, who’d stumbled to his feet, to duck.
Aluran held his good hand over his cleaved shoulder and a golden glow burst from the metal-laden fingers. Tendrils of red-gold tinged blood stretched outwards from both sides of the amputated limb and burrowed into his flesh, dragging the two sides together. Gryph gasped in shock as the arm reattached itself. Aluran flexed his fingers and rolled to his feet, perfectly intact once more.
The High God’s glare fell across them all but settled on one. Gryph did not have to turn to know who that ire was directed towards, for a most welcome voice filled his mind.
Let’s stop playing around with this asshole, Lex sent through the link. Pulses of relief and joy flowed from all directions as the Adventure Group rejoiced. Gryph stole a glance in Lex’s direction to find him wobbly, but standing, Herne’s arm looped under his. It’s time to take this asshole’s divinity.
You heard the man, Gryph sent with a grin and activated his Leadership tier ability Inspire. Now that his entire Adventure Group was awake, each member would have their chance to hit increased by 25%, their chance to earn a Critical Hit by 10% and each would gain five temporary levels to a martial skill of their choice.
We don’t need to injure him, and we do not want to kill him. He’ll just respawn far from here, and we'll miss our chance. Concentrate all your efforts on restraining him so Lex can do his thing, Gryph sent.
And damn do I so wanna do my thing, Lex sent with a greedy chuckle.
Lex, Gryph sent. Think you can keep His Eminence distracted with your inane blathering while I devise a plan?
Gryph and his group fanned out, ready to attack. Aluran stood full and tall, his jaw tight and furious. His rage filled eyes moving from one of them to another, before coming back to Lex.
Copious amounts of inane blathering coming up. See Vonn, I told you my mouth would someday save everyone. 
Annoy the High God, not me you goober, Vonn sent.
Oh yeah, right. Lex turned to Aluran and nodded. “Sup Ally. How are things at home? Any subordinate gods betray you lately?”
Gryph’s eyes snapped to Lex. What are you doing?
He knows about Brynn. He knows who you are. He knows everything. I’m sorry, I couldn’t stop him, but hopefully I can use it to knock him off his game.
Fear bit into Gryph at the thought of losing Brynn, at exposing his people to the High God’s wrath. I cannot let him leave this room, Gryph told himself and began to send his plan to the others through their shared Telepathic Link.
Aluran’s jaw tightened. No matter how in control Aluran was, the bitter taste of betrayal threatened to undo him.
“So just like everyone else, Brynn hates you, huh,” Lex said. “That’s gotta sting.”
Aluran closed his mailed fist, the muscles in his jaw raging as he clenched his teeth. “I’ll give you one last chance to accept my deal Lex. Give me what I want, and I’ll let your friends live.”
“Oh, wow, that’s a totally sweet offer. But I can’t help but notice you said nothing about me,” Lex said, spreading his hands wide. “You gonna let me live? Kinda thinking you can’t allow anyone else to learn what I know, so I’m guessing your offer doesn’t include a safe passage clause for dear ol’ Lex, does it?”
“Life is about choices Lex, sacrifice. I’ll do anything for the one I love. Perhaps you carry too much of Cerrunos in you to make that call.”
For a moment Lex mocked considering the proposal. “Here’s the thing Morry,” Lex said, mocking the name Aluran had tried so hard to hide. “I don’t really like most of these guys all that much, but I really enjoy being alive. I’m still kinda new to the whole thing, but I sure don’t want it to end. I wanna travel, meet new people, try new foods, maybe take up a hobby or two. I hear knitting is nice, but I think deicide is more my thing.”
“I have missed your wit,” Aluran said and mana built up around his body. “Too bad it will not save you.”
Gryph finished sending his plan and yelled through the link. Go! The Adventure Group jumped to action. Gryph tossed his spider silk rope and began to cast. Eris loaded her pistols with Stun Shot slugs. Raathiel used Increase Size and dove, ready to constrict the High God. Errat cast Shift and popped out of existence. Ovrym lashed out with an invisible hand of telekinetic force. Vonn took a more old-fashioned route and blasted a few Order Bolts at the High God’s face.
The coordinated assault was devastating, and it completely failed.
A gust of wind pulsed from Aluran’s left palm and flowed over Gryph’s rope. It flopped to the floor, the magic animating it dispelled. A shimmering golden energy shield expanded from Aluran’s wrist, deflecting Eris’ bullets. The High God’s right hand snapped up and a net of magma colored energy wrapped about Raathiel, causing her to crash to the floor. Errat shifted back to reality behind the High God in time to get an Earth Magic enhanced punch to the gut. Errat went rigid and fell, the victim of a Stun debuff. Ovrym’s own telepathic fist spun around the High God and hammered back into the xydai, sending him flying backwards into Cerrunos’s sarcophagus. Only Vonn’s unerring Order Bolts found their mark, but Aluran laughed them off.
Aluran grinned and then his entire body shimmered with a buildup of Soul Magic mana. Before any of Gryph’s Adventure Group could get anywhere near the High God, the energy exploded in a wave. Silver light flowed over them and Gryph felt all his strength drain from him. A prompt filled his vision, telling him Aluran had cast a spell called Soul Scythe that disrupted the soul-body connection, resulting in something like paralysis.
Gryph fell to the floor hard, as did the others. Aluran walked up to him and pulled him into a seated position against a bookcase. He turned Gryph’s face towards him. He then grabbed Lex and positioned him opposite Gryph. “Well, well, well, here we are Finn. How does it feel to work so hard, only to fail so miserably?”
Gryph struggled to move, his body screaming with every motion. “You can let me know after I tear your Godhead from you.” Gryph’s voice slurred, like a man given a sedative.
Aluran chuckled at Gryph’s bravado. “I am impressed. Few have ever had the strength to resist my Soul Scythe so effectively.”
“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Gryph muttered. He tried to smile, but the energies humming through him made it look more like a macabre grin. Gryph swung a limp arm at Aluran. It smacked lamely against the High God’s chest and fell back into Gryph’s lap. “Take that.”
Aluran chuckled and grabbed Gryph by the chin, leaning in close. “I am quite terrified.”
“You should be pal, you know why?”
“Why?” Aluran asked, his face smug.
“Cuz I know something you don’t know.” Gryph tried to wave a dismissive arm at Aluran, but once again the power of the Soul Scythe made it weak and pathetic.
“Oh no, I do.” Aluran snapped his hand behind him and caught the coil of empyrean spider silk that had launched itself at him. He held the rope in front of Gryph’s eyes as it spasmed like an angry snake. “Your secret plan wasn’t so secret after all. You were a fool to trust your Telepathic Link in my presence, or did Lex forget to tell you I’m a Master thought mage?”
“Nah, he told me,” Gryph said, his voice strong and his eyes bright. A look of worry filled Aluran’s eyes, but his reaction came too late. Gryph lunged forward with his other arm sinking the blade of one of his throwing knives into Aluran’s throat. With a twinge of his will he cracked the quartz wafer and the virulent concoction exploded into Aluran’s bloodstream. “In fact, I counted on it.”
The serum in the blade was distilled from Arboleth Eye Ichor. It disrupted the thought patterns in the brain, making any complex task, like spell casting, nearly impossible. Aluran grimaced in pain and tried to cast, but the mana sparked and failed.
A shadow fell over the two men and Gryph winked at the High God. Before Aluran could turn, a pair of beefy hands took the High God’s head between them and twin pulses of energy exploded into his skull. Aluran seized like a man subject to an intense electrical current. His blinks were erratic, and his eyes rolled back into his skull.
Lex leaned down and spoke into his ear. “Hello brother. I’m still adjusting to once being Cerrunos, you know, since he was pretty much a giant prat. But you’ve given me the perfect opportunity to atone for that sin. Maybe, just maybe it will help me deal with my angst and guilt, help me grow as a person. So, thanks for that, fuckface.” Lex grunted and fed more power into the High God’s head.
Aluran’s eyes rolled back and his face pushed into a look of utter shock. At the center of his brow, a gray-silver glow appeared, and grew brighter. The extraction of Aluran’s Godhead had begun.
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A few moments before their failed attack on the High God, right after he’d awoken amidst Raathiel’s healing light, Lex had cast Commune. The extremely rare Order Magic spell drew him into the Realm of Order where he could have a nice chat with the entity he called Rubik. The DuoQuadrata was a low-level servant of the Lords of Order and Commune allowed Lex to ask a simple question. Rubik's answer would always answer truthful, if often confusing.
Lex had learned that anyone that was a part of Gryph’s Telepathic Link would join him on the trip, in spirit if not in body. So as the world slowed, and the foggy haze rolled in, Lex explained his plan to the others.
“First off, it’s good to see you again pal,” Lex said mock hugging Gryph’s spectral presence. “We thought Aluran might have eaten you.”
I thought no such thing, Raathiel sent and Gryph smiled at her.
“Anyway, awesome reunions aside, I brought us here to make a plan. As you may remember, his High Douche is a Master level thought mage, which means there’s a good chance he can tap into Gryph’s Telepathic Link.”
“So, we do not use it,” Errat said.
“That will put us at a significant disadvantage in a fight already fraught with difficulty,” Ovrym said.
“Then we do the opposite. We use the link,” Vonn said.
“And feed him false information,” Gryph said, understanding the rogue’s thoughts.
“Exactly what I was thinking,” Lex said. “See, great minds think alike.”
“What’s to prevent him from reading our minds and discovering what we’re really up to?” Ovrym asked.
“Because, Thought Magic doesn’t work that way,” Eris said. “He could, in theory, extract about anything he wanted from any of us, but it takes time and concentration. He can’t simply pluck thoughts willy nilly.”
“And we sure as shit are not gonna stand around while he futzes with our brains,” Lex said.
“What makes you think he isn’t listening right now?” Ovrym asked.
Lex turned on the xydai and gave him an annoyed grunt. “Why are you always such a Debbie Downer man?”
“I am a realist who prefers not to leave things to chance,” Ovrym retorted with heat.
You need not worry, noble adjudicator, Raathiel sent. The veils between the Realms disrupt all but the most powerful magics. Even Aluran does not possess the power to reach this far.
“You sure?” Lex asked, his tone that of a man surprised to learn his own plan could work.
I am.
“Good, okay. I have one other teensy, tiny question. Say we take Aluran’s Godhead from him, what do we do with him then? Even without it, the dude is scary tough. And we can’t kill him, as fun as that would be, cuz ya know player. He’ll just respawn, likely in the heart of his power base. So, what are we gonna do?”
“There is a place here,” Gryph said. “One Herne told me of. A cell carved from the heart of a mountain. It is where they locked away the Aspect of Cerrunos that bears his fear. We will put Aluran with him, and he will spend the rest of his days shrouded in fear.”
“Love it,” Lex said with a smile. “Brutal endless suffering is just what the doctor ordered for that asshole.” He squinted into the mists. “Now we wait for my good pal Rubik. Any minute now.”
After a delay of several seconds, during which Lex nervously stepped from one foot to the other, a shape parted the mists and floated towards them. The creature was made of a pair of dull gold cubes, one resting atop the other, connected by a gear-shaped junction. The top cube bore a mouth and a pair of mismatched eyes that examined each of them. A pair of spindly, almost rubbery arms extended outwards from the sides of the box. The bottom of the creature was another cube with its own set of arms.
The creature floated up to Lex and stared.
“Hey Rubik, good to see ya buddy. We need your help to prevent like the biggest apocalypse to happen in like forever.” The cube floated up and down and continued to stare. “Chatty as ever. Okay here goes the question. How can we defeat Aluran?”
The creature said nothing for a long moment, as if recognizing the gravity of the situation and wanting to give the best advice, or maybe it was simply being obtuse. Gryph started to fear the creature would not answer, when a monotone voice filled their minds.
SHIELD YOUR SOULS, the creature said, not aloud, but inside their heads. Then the DuoQuadrata turned and floated away.
“Thanks Rubik,” Lex said with a wave. “You’re the best. See ya next time.” The NPC turned to the others. “Okay, so anybody know what the hell that meant?”
“I know exactly what it meant,” Gryph said. “And I know what we need to do.”
*****
The mists faded, and they were back in the Archive, facing off against Aluran. The High God eyed them one at a time, searching for advantage. Sweat trickled down his brow and his eyes raged with pain and anger. He might look none the worse for wear, but Gryph knew Aluran was suffering, which meant he was beatable.
Let’s stop playing with this asshole, Lex sent through the link. It was the code phrase for them to start their subterfuge and the distraction gave Gryph the time he needed to cast Soul Shield around the entire group. The spell protected the beneficiary’s soul from the less friendly powers of Soul Magic. The shield not only prevented a soul mage from stealing or feeding on the user’s soul, it gave some measure of resistance to all other Soul Magic attacks.
Gryph did not know Aluran’s full capabilities but hoped the shield would be enough. And in battle sometimes hope was all you had. The protection drained nearly half his mana pool, but if this worked Gryph would count it as the best investment he’d ever made.
They began their attack, and it went perfectly to plan. Barely two minutes after Gryph tossed his spider silk rope, the extraction of Aluran’s Godhead was underway. Gryph ordered his spider silk rope to wrap about Aluran’s arms and torso and activated the rope’s Compel ability. He fed a command through the rope for Aluran to sleep. He didn’t expect Aluran would succumb to the lower level magic but hoped it would demand enough of his attention to prevent him from counteracting Lex’s extraction.
Ovrym, Raathiel, hold him, Gryph sent. The xydai sheathed his sword and wrapped his telekinetic hand about the High God’s legs, while Raathiel curled her constrictive coils about his upper body, reinforcing the rope.
Aluran tried to break away, tried to cast another spell, but the Arboleth Ichor was too much even for him. The gray glow of the Godhead of Soul grew brighter, the edges of its multi-spatial matrix starting to push through the skin of the high God’s forehead. 
“Almost there,” Lex said through gritted teeth, sweat pouring from his brow.
Gryph knelt and stared at the man. “You have spent your life bringing destruction and pain to the Realms. Now, you will spend the rest of your days in fear. Terror is your punishment. I wonder how long it will take to break you.”
With an incredible struggle, Aluran forced his eyes to focus and looked at Gryph. “I will never break,” he said in a voice that sounded as if it were about to do just that. “I am destruction made flesh. I will eradicate everything you have ever held dear. I will raze your city, kill your people and I will force Brynn to watch as I slowly consume your soul. You will be nothing but an empty sack of meat. But before that, right at the end, we will understand each other. For you will have lost everything as I have.”
Fury built inside Gryph, but he would not fall into Aluran’s trap. He would not let his emotions interfere with the plan. He leaned in close. “You will never see Brynn again. You will never see anyone again. Your days and nights will be one and all you will know is fear.”
Just a little more. Lex grunted and turned his hands like a man struggling to open the rusted metal valve of a water main. The Godhead pushed further from Aluran’s head, now nearly three quarters of the way removed. In a few seconds they would have returned Aluran to the ranks of the merely mortal.
The High God began to laugh, a coughing pained affair. “We’ll be seeing each other soon, Finn.” The middle fingers on Aluran’s right hand twitched and pressed into his palm. A glow built under the skin of the High God’s palm and, with a pulse of magical energy, expanded.
“Holy shit, it’s a Port Stone,” Lex roared.
The energy twined up Aluran’s arm and around his whole body. Reality folded and somewhere else began to pull at the High God. The Godhead snapped back into Aluran’s head with a dull plop and he grinned.
But the High God’s triumph was short lived. Vonn’s arm flashed, his vorpal blade severing Aluran’s hand at the wrist. A primal scream, only partially derived from the pain of amputation, exploded from Aluran’s mouth. The energy in the Port Stone pulsed and retracted before exploding outwards. Light flared to blinding and the High God disappeared.


47

Gryph and his Adventure Group stood in silent shock for several moments. They had come so close to victory, only to have it snatched from them at the last moment. They were exhausted physically, emotionally and spiritually. The silence was an unsatisfactory salve, but at least it was something.
“Well Fuck!” Lex yelled.
Gryph grimaced in annoyance, well aware that his seething anger and his soul wrenching fear was not Lex’s doing, but his own. He had failed. On the cusp of victory, he had let his enemy escape.
“What the hell do we do now?” Lex asked, his eyes wide and desperate.
“We need to get to Brynn,” Gryph said. “Before Aluran does.” Gryph turned to Herne. “How do we get out of here?”
“Simple. Will yourself to leave and you will return to the place you entered this realm.”
Gryph nodded and gripped the elderly hermit by his shoulder. “Come with us.”
“I cannot. I must finish my penance. There is still one brother here who needs my aid. I will go to him, and together we may find our forgiveness.”  Gryph nodded and walked to the center of his group of friends.
Lex rushed to Herne and gave him an awkward hug. “Yeah, so, I guess you’re kinda my brother clone or something. Wish we had time to get to know each other, but I gotta …”
“Go. You are always welcome to return, if you wish to learn more about us.”
“Yeah, that sounds cool,” Lex said, gave Herne a thumbs up and rushed back to the circle of his friends.
“Good luck,” Gryph said and then Lex closed his eyes and the Archive faded away. A moment later they stood on the hexagonal platform in the Hub. Reality snapped into place and Grimliir stood before him.
The Steward’s eyes widened in hope and his mouth opened to ask about the success of their mission, when he saw his lord’s forlorn expression. His face went grim, and he turned to the nearest warborn. “Run as fast as ye are able. Tell Regent Barrendiel tae assemble the rangers and double the patrols. As of this moment we are officially at war.”
Gryph nodded his thanks and walked off the platform. Grimliir walked beside Gryph awaiting his lord’s instructions. “We need to resupply and then we’re off to Avernia to retrieve Brynn. Aluran knows who she is, he knows who I am, and he knows where we are. While I’m gone, you will double down on all efforts related to the war effort and cease work on any non-essential projects. Call Simon and tell him to prepare for our arrival.”
“Aye yer Lordship,” Grimliir said, doing his best to keep up with Gryph’s frantic pace. “What else can I do?”
Gryph slowed and turned to his Steward. “You are in charge when I am…” A sharp pain shot through Gryph, tearing like lightning from the base of his spine up into his skull. His vision twisted like he was viewing reality through the static of an off the air television channel. He stumbled and fell to one knee.
“Gryph!?” Lex yelled and caught him by the arm before Gryph could fall to his face. “What is it?”
“I…,” Gryph began when another assault of pain stabbed him behind the eyes and brought a violent red prompt into his vision.
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Reality grew faint and through the pain in Gryph’s head he could hear Lex yelling his name. Gryph opened his mouth to respond, but only the barest tweak of a voice came out.
“No, no, no, don’t pull me out.”


Epilogue

In the frozen wastes at the top of the world a burst of light flared from nothing. It expanded, then folded in upon itself, before exploding outward, sending a fierce gust of wind that disturbed the endless drifts of snow. The gash in space and time spat out a golden armored figure and then blinked out of existence. 
The man lay face down, eyes closed and breathing uneven. Steam rose from the man’s nostrils and from the blood gushing from the stump of his wrist. The snow drank the blood like a parched desert and the stain expanded into the endless field of white.
The wind picked up, bringing with it a storm. Flakes fell slowly and a layer of snow began to cover the man’s body. Soon, there would be no sign of him in the silent vastness. The man coughed and his eyes snapped open. Pain wracked his body, not only the phantom pain of his missing hand, but the deep soul-wrenching agony of one who’d nearly had a Godhead torn from him.
How had he ended up here? He'd programmed the Port Stone to take him to his private fortress in Avernia, but this was a frozen wasteland far from the comforts of his city. He had lost his hand before the Port Stone had completed powering up. Somehow that had interfered with its operation and sent him here. Wherever here was.
The man stood, gritted in pain and cast a spell of healing. The bleeding slowed and then stopped. A new layer of pink skin grew over the wrist leaving a tender stump. Replacing the limb was well beyond his Life Magic skill. One more thing to add to the list of things Gryph, and his people, would pay for.
“This changes nothing Finn Caldwell. I am coming for you and I will consume your soul,” the High God Aluran, Arche of the Pantheon, Prime Mover of the Realms, Father to All, roared at the sky. The endless nothingness atop the world swallowed the sound, burying it beneath an endless layer of white.
Aluran gritted his teeth, turned south and began to walk.
*****
The blinding light faded and Gryph tried to blink the spots from his eyes. He felt dizzy and odd, as if he were smaller. Where am I? He tried to remember, but the details were foggy like he’d just woken from a long, odd dream. I was just talking with Lex. He realized he was laying down in a box, its top open. His body was well supported, but he felt stiff and weak. And wasn’t I just standing? He reached a trembling hand up, grasped the side of the box and pulled himself into a seated position. He blinked his eyes clear and tried to ignore the skull splitting headache.
The room was small, square and dark, and somehow familiar. An odd mechanical buzz hummed right beyond the edge of hearing. It took a few more blinks for his eyes to clear enough to realize his night vision had failed. As an elf, he could see in dim light, but despite that he could discern very little of his surroundings. It's almost like he was … human.
A cold dread seeped into him as he recognized the room. It hadn’t changed much. The small bed still lined one wall, next to it a small refrigerator hummed. Gryph turned knowing he would find an old couch and a holo-vis. Sitting on that couch was a man shrouded in shadows. He pointed a pistol at another thinner, older man. The older man was gagged, and his eyes bore a look of regret.
“Doc?” Gryph asked and realization hit him. He looked to the side, at the reflective glass lid of the neural integration rig and saw the sallow, bearded face of Finn Caldwell staring back at him. They've pulled me from the Realms. He had no time to process the shock, as the man with the gun leaned forward and into the light.
“Hello Finn.”
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The frigid air swept over Odymm Tal as he dashed towards the Citadel. The chill eating at his bones had little to do with the gusts blowing across Xygarrion, for today, he feared his city would fall. And if Xygarrion fell, all the Realms would follow.
Tal pushed his way through the early morning crowds, not pausing to apologize when he bumped a shopkeeper or cut off a school matron leading her flock of children. If he failed to stop what was about to happen, momentary lapses in propriety would matter less than a falling leaf in autumn.
“This is my fault,” he said, not realizing he’d spoken aloud.
“You warned them,” came the resonant bass of his archon, Jurredix, who kept Tal’s pace with ease. “On multiple occasions. They did not listen.”
Tal cast an appreciative glance at the mechanical man, his gift from the Primarchs, the Lords of Order, upon achieving the rank of Grandmaster. The archon was a symbol of Tal’s high status, and it comforted him to have him by his side as the entropy of human folly threatened to destroy everything Tal had worked his entire life to protect.
“And there was no way of knowing they had progressed so far, so quickly. We all thought we had more time.”
“Time, the greatest weapon of entropy.” Tal clenched his fists into balls, his knuckles going white. “I should have forced them to heed my warnings. I should have tugged them by their beards and their braids and smacked some sense into them.”
“You were obeying the law.”
“And look where that’s got us. We hover on the brink of annihilation. I should have seized control, the law be damned.”
“A coup? How very chaotic of you,” the archon said, earning a sardonic chuckle from his master. Silence hung for several seconds before the machine spoke again. “At least you secured Merria and Berrek’s safety. I am very fond of them,” the archon said, his flat voice showing no emotion.
“If we do not stop the Synod from opening their foolish Realm Gate, then no place will be safe.”
“I am aware. I was attempting to ease your mind.”
“You knowingly spoke an untruth?” Tal said voice tinged with shock.
“So, I did.” The archon tilted his head to the side, a mannerism it had gained observing Tal over the last decade. “Troubling. Perhaps I have spent too much time in the company of humans. Your chaotic nature is unbounded, corrosive.”
“If we live through the day, I’ll let you complain about it to your heart’s desire.”
“I do not complain, nor do I have a heart. I am powered by a spark of pure order.”
Tal ignored his taciturn companion’s comment and pushed his way into the Citadel. Several guards snapped to attention, but he paid them no heed. He sent the barest of glances towards the massive council chamber where his last efforts to warn the Synod had failed. Then, without slowing, he turned left and descended a staircase into the bowels of the Citadel.
“It makes no sense. The Synod has grown arrogant, but they are not fools. How could they ignore the evidence I presented them? It was irrefutable.”
“I have thought long on that, and logic points to only one conclusion.”
Tal’s eyes snapped up to the shimmering pinpoints of blue-white light that were the archon’s eyes. “You don’t think …”
“One of the Synod is corrupted.”
“You cannot believe that?”
“I can, and I do, as will you. Cleanse your perception of sentiment, and you will see it is the only logical conclusion. The Alliance is on the brink of defeat. There are rumors the Thalmiir will seal Dar Thoriim to the world. Every captured El’Edryn returns a corrupted enemy, fallen from the light. Like you, the Synod is desperate. They want nothing more than the power to protect those they love. Who has long offered that power to the mortal realms?”
Fear and uncertainty tore away the last remnants of Tal’s disbelief. “The Princes of Chaos? But trusting them is utter madness.”
“Desperation breeds madness.”
“By the Source, you are right. How did I not see it?”
“I believe a part of you did, but you refused to let yourself believe. You mortals are masters of self-deception. It is a wonder you have survived this long.”
Tal grimaced, a part of him wanting to smack the archon, but he knew it would damage his hand far more than the crys-metal of the automaton’s face. “We must stop them,” Tal said.
“Yes, is that not why we are descending these stairs at an alarming and unsafe speed?”
“Do you ever tire of being right?”
“I never get tired at all.”
The archon and the Grandmaster descended in silence, the echo of their footsteps their only companion. Eventually, the silence became too much for Tal.
“A port circle would come in really handy about now. How did the bastards convince us to shut them all down?”
“When fear and lies erode the rule of law, freedom loses to security,” Jurredix said. “It is the surest sign that a society is in decline.”
“Are you saying we deserve this? We asked for this?”
“No, I am saying we should have imprisoned them all when we had the chance.”
“Now you tell me.”
They reached the bottom of the stairs to see a dozen armored figures standing sentinel before a pair of rune scrawled stone doors. One, a woman Tal knew well, stepped forward and pointed her long sword at him. “Grandmaster Odymm Tal, Arch Deacon of the Circle, you are not welcome here. Turn back now, or we will bring the verdict of the Synod down upon you.”
“Dyrria, please.” He stared at the woman, a harsher version of his wife’s features staring back at him.
For the briefest of moments, her expression turned warm before her rigid discipline took control of her once again. “Leave now, or I will have to arrest you.”
“If we do not stop the Synod, we will lose everything to the Maelstrom. Please help me.”
“We need the Realm Gate Tal. Without it, the Prime will be victorious.”
“The Synod is corrupted. They are under the sway of the Princes of Chaos.”
Dyrria’s eyes went wide in disbelief. “You have evidence of this?”
“I will, once you open that door.”
Dyrria sighed and shook her head. “Please, for the sake of my sister and my nephew, turn and go home. You have not been yourself for some time, Tal. Your theories were disproved. Your career is in shambles. You are desperate, twisted by obsession. Let me help you.”
For the briefest of moments, Tal felt her words eat at his confidence. All she said was true. Am I wrong? Am I delusional? His doubt lasted for mere moments before Jurredix spoke.
“Why does the Synod work in the shadows Dyrria Fet? Why do they need guards? Those who operate in secret have secrets to hide.”
Dyrria considered, but she had always been inflexible, beholden to her sense of right and wrong even when facts proved inconvenient. “The Synod does not wish to cause a panic archon. You of all beings know how dangerous a mob of terrified people can be.”
“If they finish their ritual, there will be no more people.” Tal almost convinced her, but then her shoulders tightened, and he knew he would have to fight. Before she could order an attack, Tal activated his Ring of Spell Storage and cast Sovereign Command.
The spell had a one-minute casting time, but knowing he’d have nowhere near that amount of time, Tal had precast it into his ring. Dyrria proved his foresight accurate when she launched herself at him, moving swifter than should have been possible.
Sovereign Command activated instantly. The pure white light of Order Magic built inside Tal, filling his eyes and flowing down his arms and into his hands. He brought his palms together with a thunderous clap, and a sphere of rune scrawled white light exploded forth.
It pulsed over Dyrria and her guards just as the tip of her sword pierced Tal’s shoulder. He grunted in pain but willed himself to remain focused or risk spell feedback. He’d survive the onslaught of 1,000 mana points of rebounded damage, but all hopes of stopping the Synod would die if his focus slipped.
Order Magic differed from the other spheres. Where the elemental magics harnessed the power of nature, Order Magic allowed the user to see the underlying principles of magic itself. Once understood, these rules of magic granted order mages incredible defensive and offensive capabilities. But the sphere’s true power lay in its ability to understand the principles that underlay consciousness itself. Given time, a Grandmaster could hijack the free will of individuals and command armies.
Where thought mages could read minds, delete knowledge and install memories, order mages could control how the mind functioned. This made high-level Order Magic dangerous and the Circle fiercely policed its use.
The field of magical energy flowed over the guards, expanding and contracting into intricate rune filled halos. Each one spun and slammed into the foreheads of the guards like a searing brand. Tal felt the spell go active and yelled: “Stop!” The guards froze as if time had stopped.
Tal ordered Dyrria to pull her sword free, and pain tore at his shoulder. Jurredix caught him before he could fall and placed his right hand above the wound. White light resembling tendrils of liquid metal pulsed from the archon’s palm. The strands of pure order energy sunk into Tal’s wound and restructured the damaged cells. In moments Tal’s shoulder healed.
Tal turned to the passive eyed Dyrria. “Open the door.”
“I cannot. The Synod locked it from the inside.”
“And that wasn’t a hint they were hiding something?” Tal said, rage seething inside him. He pushed her aside and ordered the guards to part. He inspected the patterns on the doors. Swirling runes of magma orange flared to life on their surface, then changed, faded, and disappeared. A migraine-like pressure built up behind Tal’s eyes, and he forced himself to look away.
“Jurredix,” Tal said, rubbing his thumbs into his temples.
The archon stepped forward, his mechanical eyes analyzing and recording the shifting patterns. “These are chaos runes, in the dialect of Zeenchaara.”
“Odd, the Lord of Decay is rarely so forward.”
“Wait,” the archon said, his voice raised in mild surprise. “They are changing.”
“Is that not the nature of chaos?”
“Yes, but now the runes are in the dialect of Vincenyth, the Pestilent. Another change, this time NymerTerroch, the Prince of Madness. And again, this dialect belongs to Mixengettorax, The Lord of Carnage.”
Panic rose in Tal like bile, and he risked a glance at the shifting patterns. They were now changing at incredible speed, a slurry of lines and arcs, indecipherable to Tal’s mortal eyes. His migraine pulsed, and he turned away. “The Princes of Chaos are working in concert?” The very idea was terrifying. The Princes hated each other as much as they did the Primarchs. “If they are working together, then….“
“Things are even worse than we had surmised,” Jurredix said, his eyes scanning back and forth at an incredible rate. “There is something else.” Tal waited for the archon to finish his analysis. “I have evaluated over 10,000 shifts in the last minute alone and none of them make any mention of Baelmaera.”
Tal’s eyes widened, and he brought a reflexive hand to the amulet at his throat, letting the totem of his Order bring him ease. The Lady of Shadows and Plots was the arch-nemesis of the Circle. Her manipulations had long posed the greatest threat to the mortal realms. “Why would she go silent?”
“Perhaps she is dead,” Jurredix said.
“The disturbance? Do you think the other Prince’s ganged up on her?”
“It is a logical conclusion.”
“And therefore suspect. Baelmaera never plays the straight game.”
“No, she does not, but for the moment, it is irrelevant. We need to find a way through this door, regardless of which chaos entities lie in wait.
“You’re right,” Tal said and began the intricate forms of casting Order Magic.
“When am I not?”
Tal grumbled under his breath and turned his full attention to casting. A massive amount of mana built up inside him, and he thrust his arms forward. Planes of shimmering energy expanded outwards into the shape of a sharply pointed obelisk. Tal pushed, and the four-sided crystalline structure pierced the raging energy protecting the door. Clods of molten stone exploded outward, searing the floor.
Quicker than mortal eyes could follow, Jurredix erected a shimmering shield, protecting both Tal and the rigid guards. The walls rumbled as Tal pushed forward. “An intriguing use of Anchor of Order,” Jurredix said, impressed. “You never cease to amaze me, Tal. Your species’ minds swim with the chaos of raw emotion, yet, often as not, you push through that handicap to achieve unexpected results.”
Tal would have flipped the archon off had he had the use of either hand, but also knew the automaton was right. Anchor of Order was a Grandmaster level incantation that fed upon chaos and provided power to the hundreds of Order Lances that protected Korynn from chaos incursions. To an outsider, an Order Lance was just a tower, but when powered by an Anchor of Order, the buildings became defensive bulwarks that fed upon and transformed raw chaos into nigh unbreakable barriers.
The tower they now lay beneath was one of the greatest of Korynn’s Order Lances. Yet as powerful as the artifact was, an open Realm Gate, tapped directly into the primordial chaos, would soon overwhelm the protective magics of the lance. Tal wasn’t using his new anchor to strengthen the lance but to drain the chaos magic protecting the door.
“What is your plan once we are through the door?”
“No idea. I’m making this up as I go.”
“Reassuring,” Jurredix said as the rumble grew stronger. The anchor was glowing with a furious inner light and more gobbets of molten chaos thrummed against Jurredix’s shield. A shriek rose, somewhere between the screeching of metal on metal and the howl of something ancient screaming in fury.
Then the Anchor of Order smashed through the door casting molten stone and raw chaos in a wide arc before it stopped, hovering in midair. For the briefest of moments, the debris floated in an undisciplined halo as if gravity itself had paused.
Tal stared into the room, using a concentration technique taught to all novice Deacons. The room beyond the door was a large circular gallery. At its center, a ring of spinning red metal hovered above a rail of the same. It reminded Tal of the magnetic magics used by earth mages during large-scale construction projects.
Twelve members of the Synod stood in a half-circle, each feeding tendrils of red-orange energy to their leader, the chaos mage Rowyn Vex. The twelve writhed in agony, and for a moment, Tal felt sorry for them. Whatever Vex was doing to them, it was both painful and unexpected. I warned you all, Tal thought.
As disturbing as the Synod’s torture was, the pulsating hole to another place flickering in and out of existence at the center of the spinning ring was the true terror. Amidst the swirling maelstrom of unrestrained chaos lurked several massive shadowy forms. They were getting closer, larger.
The Princes of Chaos. Nearly all of them. Working together?
Never in all of known history, had the Princes of Chaos joined forces. Their mutual hatred and distrust ensured they had never combined their efforts. It was one of the few reasons that chaos had not overwhelmed the other realms long ago. The Lords of Order were weaker than the Princes of Chaos, but they were organized, disciplined, united. That had been their strength. If Chaos has united, then the Realms are doomed.
Gravity dredged time back to the present and the halo of molten debris flew forward into the room ahead of the Anchor of Order. The Synod took the full brunt of the assault, and every one of them went down, screaming in both terror and elation as fiery debris shredded their bodies.
Tal pushed with all his will and the anchor flew towards Rowyn Vex’s unguarded back. A moment before the deadly point of the anchor impaled the chaos sorcerer, she spun and extended her palm outwards. The anchor stopped not because it hit an unseen barrier, but because Vex had somehow leached all the momentum from it. The anchor floated in the space between Tal and Vex, calm as a sea bird riding an easy swell.
Vex was a stocky woman whose keen mind and immense skill with chaos magic had enabled her to rise to the pinnacle of power in Xygarrion. She was as fierce in battle as she had been on the council floor, and her actions had snatched at least one victory against the Prime from the jaws of defeat. She hated the aetherial creatures more than anyone, which was one reason Tal had always considered her a friend, despite their conflicting philosophies.
“Hello, Tal, I’d hoped you’d show up.” Vex’s voice had a scratchy quality to it that enhanced her confidence. “This will be so much easier with you here.” She grinned, and Tal watched as a writhing cloud of energized particles oozed from her very pores, expanded and then contracted like the erratic breathing of a dying animal before it flowed back inside her.
“A Chaos Spore,” Jurredix said, his normal placid voice tinged with fear.
“It cannot be,” Tal said, but then Vex grinned, and he knew the archon was correct. A Chaos Spore was a splintered shard of one of the immortal motes of sentient chaos mortals called the Princes of Chaos. When bonded to a host, the spore allowed the Prince to act through them beyond their eternal prison.
Is this why Baelmaera is missing? Has she possessed Vex?
The Chaos Spore was a cosmic hack of sorts, the only way for a Prince to breach the impenetrable barrier the Source had long ago set about the Maelstrom. But the energies of chaos were virulent, and in short order they would consume everything the host was, leaving nothing behind but a scoured, soulless husk.
How did Vex succumb to this?
Tal had no time to consider the question, as Vex twisted her wrist, tearing at the fabric of the anchor’s crystalline matrix. If she destroyed the obelisk, then any hope of closing the rift forming inside the metallic ring would die with it.
“Kill her,” Tal commanded, and Dyrria and her guards rushed into battle.
Vex clenched her free hand and chaotic energy flowed around her arm in erratic whorls. The shredded remains of the Synod quivered and then stood like macabre marionettes. They lurched towards the approaching guards and Tal knew his unwilling allies would be dead in mere moments. I am sorry Dyrria.
“We need a plan,” Jurredix said, nodding towards Vex, who had returned her attention to the anchor. “Until we secure the anchor, it remains vulnerable. It cannot hold up to that kind of strain for long.”
“Dammit,” Tal muttered. There was only one way to stop Vex, and he was sure it would end up with them all dead. “Take the anchor,” he yelled to Jurredix. The archon gave Tal an odd glance as if to question his mental state. While powerful creations of order, archons were incapable of harnessing the power necessary to cast Anchor of Order.
Worse yet, their rigid modes of thinking made them ill-suited to shifting their mental state quick enough to tame and direct the chaotic energy inside the anchor. An archon’s job was to protect the anchor once it was set. To handle one before that was unheard of, akin to heresy and would likely end with all the stored energy of the anchor exploding in their faces.
“This is a bad idea,” Jurredix said, but to his credit his hesitation was brief, and he took control of the anchor, freeing Tal from the burden.
“Have a little faith. You’ve spent so much time with me; you’re likely to have acquired some of my irrational thought processes. Use them.”
“We are all going to die.”
“Probably,” Tal acknowledged and tapped the amulet at his throat. A crystalline matrix of Order Magic expanded around him like a blocky set of armor. The armor upped his physical attributes by a staggering amount and also provided a perfect defense against Chaos Magic, for like the anchor, the armor fed on chaos energy. Tal jumped, soaring over the shuddering anchor, threw both hands forward and dual cast Order Bolt.
Forty knives of pure order energy raced towards Vex. Order Bolt was the first offensive spell taught to every Deacon in training. It was weak at low levels, but in the hands of a Grandmaster of Order Magic, it was a devastating weapon. Because of his level and the Perks he’d chosen, each bolt did 50 points of damage, and they never, ever missed. The barrage of missiles rained down upon Vex, their impact causing searing blind spots to flash in Tal’s vision.
He blinked his eyes clear to see Vex grinning at him, untouched behind a swirling field of shimmering blood orange energy. A moment later the field blinked out. Tal wasn’t surprised. After all, Vex was a Grandmaster of Chaos Magic. The higher tiers of both spheres granted their users various degrees of immunity to their opposite. How else could they devote themselves to combating them?
Tal landed just as he finished casting Irresistible Binding, his real attack. His glowing fist punched into the floor. A pulse of kinetic energy moved through the floor and raced towards Vex. Just before it reached the chaos sorcerer, it twined into a spiral pattern of mathematical precision. As the pattern twined larger and larger, nodes of order burst through the floor. As each one emerged, ribbon-like bands of white energy exploded outwards, wrapping themselves around Vex’s arms, legs and torso.
The bands wrenched Vex’s arms back mid casting, and her face turned to a pained scowl. Through pure force of will, she stopped the mana from surging back into her. Her strength impressed Tal, but he had expected it. He grimaced and wrapped additional shining bands around Vex and then lash themselves to the shuddering anchor.
Tal was about to close his fist and slam Vex onto the diamond-sharp point of the anchor when the chaos animated corpses of the Synod slammed into him. Curse the Maelstrom, I forgot about them. Fists and magic pummeled him, and his armor’s health plummeted.
He reached out, searching for Dyrria or any of her guards, and felt the flicker that told him his sister-in-law still lived. He commanded her to his side, where she sliced the heads from three of the Synod corpses in mere seconds. The rest kept pummeling Tal, but he had enough of a breather to focus on Vex and the anchor.
He closed his fist and pulled Vex towards the point of the anchor. This time nothing would arrest her motion. Tal rejoiced, but then the vile entropy of raw chaos scalded into his brain and the anchor shuddered to a stop. Blood flowed from his nose and he looked up to see the first of the Princes of Chaos pulling itself through the aperture of the Realm Gate. The monstrosity was well over a hundred feet in height as it dragged itself into Korynn. The beast was horned, its crimson skin dripping gore and blood like sweat.
Mixengettorax, the Lord of Rage and Blood roared in triumph, knowing in mere moments all the Realms would feel his wrath.
“Jurredix, give me control of the anchor.”
“It does not have sufficient power to seal the breach.”
“I know. I have another idea,” Tal said and looked his longtime companion in the eyes. He spoke no further words, for they needed none. The archon understood that neither of them would survive what they must do. He ceded control of the anchor back to Tal. “It has been an honor, my friend.”
“I will see you in the Forum when we both coalesce,” the archon said.
Tal nodded and let his mind flow into the anchor. Its structure was near failure, weakened by Vex’s assault, but it would hold long enough for Tal’s purpose. He pulled the anchor forward and altered its course ever so slightly.
A dagger wielded by one of the Synod penetrated his armor and sank into his side. Before the pain could distract him, he detached his mind from the cares of his body. He heard himself scream as a searing pain assaulted his nerves but told himself it was not happening to him. He pushed all of his will into the anchor and it accelerated.
It sped right past Vex, whose momentary grin of glee faded when she realized his true goal. The point of the anchor slammed into the rotating Realm Gate, punching all of its power into the metal, releasing the incredible energies of the rift. The explosion shredded Vex’s body, threw Jurredix backward into the far wall and tore off one of Mixengettorax’s arms. The concussive force tossed Tal up, cracking his armor.
The Realm Gate twisted and spun tearing at the hole between realms. It expanded and then contracted, bisecting Mixengettorax before spinning down into a singularity. The Lord of Rage and Blood screamed and transformed into a stream of energetic particles that were then sucked back into the Realm of Chaos.
For several seconds the world turned quiet and then the singularity pulsed and exploded in a blinding white flash.
In the city above, children and guards, pedestrians and shop owners all stopped as a deep rumble rose. Confusion had no time to become a concern, much less fear before the ground ruptured and the city exploded.
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